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Fig. 2. Exposed branching coral near Pienuna village 

1. Overview 

The earthquake 2 April 2007 lifted the island of Ranongga more than a meter 

above the high water mark and caused major damage to the shoreline, settlements, and 

garden areas. This independent report considers how Ranonggan people have coped 

with the destruction of reefs, village infrastructure, residential housing, and garden 

areas. Interviews and informal discussions were carried out during a tour of the island 

from 13-25 October 2007. We focus particularly on food shortages, which are worse 

now than they were immediately following the earthquake, as well as long-term 

questions of food security. We also describe how different communities have handled 

the disaster and relief assistance. This report is not comprehensive, but we hope that the 

sketches we provide may be useful in continuing relief and rebuilding efforts.  

1.1 Damage 

After the massive quake 

struck on April 2, terrified 

villagers watched as the sea 

disappeared and exposed the 

reef. Recognizing this as a sign 

of a tsunami, they headed for 

higher ground to wait for a wave 

that never appeared. Gradually, 

they realized that the island itself 

had been lifted and the sea was 

unlikely to return. Despite the exposure of the reef and the presumed loss of fish habitat, 

residents have not yet reported any decrease in fish catch (for assessments immediately 

after the earthquake, see Schwartz et. al. 2007, Albert et. al. 2007). Ranonggans are 

more concerned about village access and the exposure of shore areas that were used as 

toilets.  

It was the shock of the earthquake and resulting landslides, not the tsunami, that 

caused most damage on Ranongga. Few structures on the island are completely intact—

those that were not destroyed were tilted. Although many buildings had been pulled 

upright or repaired by October, inhabitants worried that they were not structurally 

sound. 
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Fig. 3. Coastal landslide to the north 
of Sabala village.  

 Landslides on April 2 destroyed 

many bush gardens. Many residents report 

that damage following the heavy rains and 

floods of June and July was worse than that 

caused by the initial earthquake. Soil that 

had been loosened by the quake was 

washed away; several rivers that had been 

blocked by sediment and rocks during the 

earthquake burst their dams, sweeping away 

not only riverside gardens but also huge 

forest trees and coconut plantations. In the 

rugged southwestern corner of the island, 

little or no bush areas are accessible for gardening.  

1.2 Effects on livelihood 

As of late October, food shortages were worsening, rather than improving. In the 

months following the earthquake, many people were able to gather cassava and bananas 

from abandoned gardens. In most communities, replanting began in earnest only in June 

or July but then many of the replanted gardens were destroyed by the rains. Sweet 

potatoes or cassava planted in August should be mature in December or January, but 

some residents are reporting decline in soil fertility, longer maturation times, and low 

yields. Others say that because old gardens have been destroyed, they must first clear 

old forests before replanting—a process that takes much longer. Others have been so 

busy rebuilding their homes that they have not yet concentrated on gardening.  

The direst situation is faced by inhabitants of the rugged terrain of the 

southwestern corner of the island. Gardening areas and garden paths in this area were 

devastated by landslides and floods. Although villagers had been warned against going 

to their bush gardens by assessors who reported on the instability of the ground, when 

food supplies did not arrive regularly after August, village men began to return to 

harvest what they could from their families’ old gardens, sometimes tying themselves to 

trees and lowering themselves onto the debris of landslides that included crops. In mid-

September, sixty-year-old Israel Silivia fell to his death when ground gave way as he 

was pulling a cassava tuber near Keara village (SIBC 2007). Since then, few have 

ventured to their gardens. Residents say that they received some rice after the death of 
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Fig. 4. Children in front of Modo pre-school in the 
new settlement 

Silivia, but have not received any since mid-September. As of late October, the only 

replanted gardens were those in debris from landslides that had fallen onto the newly 

formed shoreline. Many residents here would like to relocate but say there is no room in 

other villages on customary land; they wonder whether the government can relocate 

them onto alienated land on Ranongga. In the meantime, these communities desperately 

need ongoing external assistance.  

In addition to topography, the degree of social cohesion, educational level, and 

presence of external connections were critical in determining how well communities 

coped with the disaster and the relief effort. Communities with a single village church 

seemed better able to organize themselves. Moreover, villages with a higher proportion 

of educated residents or employed relatives in town were better able to negotiate the 

bureaucracy and paperwork involved in getting relief assistance.  

The most successful communities were able to motivate residents to work 

together and effectively connect to external sources of help. In the Seventh Day 

Adventist village of Modo, for example, where two people died in a landslide on April 

2, more than half of households have already relocated from the precarious coastal 

shores inland to flat, fertile inland garden areas. The decision to move was made by the 

community as a whole with 

advice from government 

geologists; villagers have been 

assisted in the move by World 

Vision and from Emergency 

Architects of Australia. 

Although much is yet to be done, 

this “new settlement” is thriving, 

with residential houses among 

food gardens and with primary 

school, pre-school (Fig 4), and 

kindergarten in full swing.  

Another point for optimism is Pienuna Community Junior Secondary School. 

Principle Norma Ivupitu, who has been improving the school recently with the 

assistance of an EU Small Grant, called back her teachers, recruited local untrained 

teachers, and began holding classes in a tent just six weeks after the earthquake. Form 3 
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Fig. 5. Principle Norma Ivupitu, United Church 
Superintendent Minister Rev. David Livingston Vakipide, 
and teachers at graduation of Form 3 students at 
Pienuna Community Junior Secondary School.  
 

students completed the term and proudly graduated in the school’s first ever graduation 

ceremony on 14 October 2007 (Fig 5).  

1.3 External help and self-help 

With the exception of 

people in western Luqa who 

cannot safely access garden 

areas, most Ranonggans have 

begun to put their lives back 

together. Many, however, are 

frustrated by the disaster 

response. Relief supplies have 

dried up just as they have begun 

to experience food shortages. 

Ranonggans wonder why World 

Vision, the relief agency primarily responsible for Ranongga and Simbo, concluded its 

Western Province operations in August when they were still far from recovery. They 

wonder why the Provincial or National Disaster Councils have not yet filled the gap.  

For Ranonggans and others, expectations about the assistance they would 

receive were perhaps unrealistically high after they heard news about the millions of 

dollars donated and allocated to the disaster relief effort. Today, many are angry about 

the money spent on transportation and per-diems for relief workers rather than on goods 

and services for them (a critique that is not specific to the Solomon Islands—it is 

leveled at relief efforts nearly everywhere). Many criticize assessors who traveled past 

villages on canoes or simply stayed on the beach without climbing up to gardens to see 

the extent of the damage. They resented the number of reports that they filled in and 

sent away without ever seeing any results. Some complained of inappropriate aid—for 

example, a supply of toilet paper delivered to a village lacking toilets or fish hooks 

given to a community that had not lost fishing equipment.  

There was considerable jealousy between and within communities about the 

distribution of supplies. From the perspective of most Ranonggans, the only way to get 

assistance from either the government or overseas NGOs was to go to Gizo and “fight 

for it”—as one man from the remote weather coast said, he had to go and be hungry in 

Gizo for a few nights before anyone would read his report or listen to his requests. 
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Fig. 6. Gathering of Lale residents in the dining hall.  

Many Disaster Committee Chairmen felt that they were not trusted by relief workers in 

Gizo who accused them of lying about the amount of supplies they had received. Some 

were also accused of unfair distribution of supplies within their own villages. Whether 

or not such perceptions are accurate, they were very widespread.  

Despite these complaints about distribution of external aid, many Ranonggans 

expressed gratitude for the help they have received. They also did what they could to 

help themselves and their neighbors. Soon after the earthquake, the Ranongga circuit of 

the United Church organized for villages on the less devastated eastern coast of the 

island to gather and send locally-grown food to villages on the worst-hit western coast. 

According to Superintendent Minister Rev. David Vakipide, the church also distributed 

SBD$2,000 in cash to ten villages in the circuit as well as $25,000 worth of rice. 

Relatives and friends of Ranonggans living in town and overseas contributed financially 

and through donations of goods to local relief efforts. In most villages, families whose 

food gardens were intact shared the harvest with all residents of the village who were 

living together in a central site. Some villages organized groups to work together in 

replanting gardens so that individuals would not be afraid to go to gardens alone. 

Yet the earthquake and its aftermath have tested the self-reliance of Ranonggans. 

Some villagers in Kubokota area, for example, told us that after sending away large 

amounts of produce to their friends in Luqa, they began to experience shortages 

themselves. The critical safety net of extended kin networks and local church structures 

upon which most Ranonggans rely is not adequate when everyone is suffering. Hence, 

well-organized relief efforts and a long-term commitment on the part of governmental 

and non-governmental 

organizations is 

essential in helping 

Ranonggans and 

others in Western and 

Choiseul Provinces 

recover from the 

disaster.   
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Fig.7. Inia Barry (foreground) and Silas Pio 
(back right facing camera) in Keara village.  

2. Research Methods 

Information for this report was gathered through interviews with individuals, 

discussions with small groups, community meetings, and visits to garden areas in 

villages from around the island. Inia Barry, Silas Pio, and Debra McDougall worked 

together for one week (16 – 22 October) circumnavigating the island and visiting the 

following villages: Pienuna, New Bare, Kolomali, Koriovuku, Buri, Sabala, Modo, 

Kudu, Saevuke, Keara, Visale, Ngaidavala, Lale, Koqu, and Obobulu.1 We were also 

assisted by our driver Manakera Samata, who also talked to residents and visited 

gardens. McDougall spent five additional days (13 – 15 and 23 – 25 October) in 

Pienuna and Obobulu. We were unable to visit the villages of Paqe, Suava, Niami, 

Rava, Patu, New Mala and other 

smaller settlements on the east 

coast of the island, but surmise that 

the situation in these villages are 

similar to neighboring Koqu, 

Obobulu, Pienuna, and Kolomali.  

In each village visited, we 

interviewed the church pastor and 

other church leaders, the chairman 

of the disaster committee, at least 

one woman who was involved in 

the disaster committee, and others who were interested in sharing their experiences. We 

also interviewed the principle and several teachers at Pienuna Secondary School. In 

Kolomali, Kudu, Lale, and Koqu, village leaders called together the community as a 

whole to talk with us. Most of these interviews were recorded. In Modo, we toured the 

new settlement. In Pienuna, Kudu, Keara, and Koqu, one of us toured garden areas.  

Several factors allowed us to gain significant insight into the experiences of 

residents despite the short period of the visit. First, Inia Barry and Silas Pio were born 

and raised on Ranongga; Debra McDougall is an anthropologist who has carried out 

more than two- and-a-half years of intensive ethnographic research there since 1996 

                                                 
1 Village names and other local words are spelled according to the orthography used in the Luqa language 
Bible translation. “G” is thus the soft “Melanesian” “g” (sometimes spelled “gh,”); “q” is the pre-
nasalized hard “g” (sometimes spelled “ngg” as in the Ranongga). As in other Austronesian languages, 
the consonants “b,” “d,” “j,” and “q” are pre-nasalized and pronounced like “mb,” “nd,” “nj,” and “ngg.” 
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Fig. 8. Debra McDougall, with 
Inia Barry, talking to Cherry 
Nage in Buri village 

(McDougall 2004). Kin relationships and long-term friendships thus allowed us to 

easily identify, contact, and gain the trust of appropriate interlocutors. Second, we are 

fluent in Kubokota, spoken in the northern half of the island, and know the related 

dialect of Luqa, spoken in the southern half of the island. Ranonggans are fluent in 

Pijin, but they are more expressive in their own language. Thus, except in situations 

where our interlocutors had migrated to Ranongga from other islands, all conversations 

were conducted in Kubokota and Luqa. Third, we know the geography of the island and 

made a point of visiting some of the smaller villages that are not very visible from the 

sea, like Sabala and Saevuke. Although we did not have time to do extensive garden 

tours, we had all spent time in Ranonggan gardens prior to the earthquake and knew the 

terrain fairly well. Finally, Inia Barry had already 

visited Ranongga after the earthquake and tsunami 

in April as part of a rapid assessment of food 

security issues carried out by Kastom Gaden 

Association (KGA 2007).  

We have not reviewed reports by the 

agencies working in Ranongga nor have we 

conducted systematic interviews with staff of relief 

agencies or national or provincial disaster councils. Therefore, our discussion should not 

be taken as an objective critique of the relief effort. The criticisms that we report from 

Ranongga may reflect misunderstandings of or unrealistic expectations for the relief 

effort, but we hope that publicizing them will help outsiders understand the effects of 

their efforts.  

This report was not commissioned by any organization. Transportation costs and 

other expenses were covered by through McDougall’s ongoing Australian Research 

Council Discovery Project, focused on the political and economic role of churches in 

Ranongga and Western Province. McDougall is a post-doctoral research fellow at the 

University of Western Australia and is also part the Bergen Pacific Studies Initiative, a 

private scholarly initiative led by Prof. Edvard Hviding and Senior Scholar Graham 

Baines. The Bergen Initiative aims to connect overseas scholarship to practical needs in 

the Western Solomons. The Kastom Gaden Association gave Inia Barry and Silas Pio 

time away from other work to be part of the research; KGA also has several ongoing 

projects on Ranongga.  
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Fig. 9. Ranongga, showing 
regions and major villages  

3. Physical changes to the 

landscape  

Today and in the past, 

Ranongga’s physical geography 

has affected the social geography 

of the island. Prior to pacification 

in around 1900, the rugged west 

coast was the most densely 

populated region because, 

although it was susceptible to 

landslides, its high cliffs and 

steep slopes offered easy defense 

in a time of warfare. With 

pacification, however, many 

residents moved to the more 

accessible and amenable east 

coast and northern end of 

Ranongga. Buri was founded by 

settlers from Modo as the Seventh 

Day Adventist church 

headquarters in the 1920s. The 

major earthquake of 1952 caused 

serious landslides on the west side of the island. While many residents fled temporarily 

to Lale, Buri, or other villages on the east coast, the local leader George Hilly arranged 

for the permanent relocation of villagers from Kudu and Sabala to what was then the 

abandoned plantation of Emu Harbor, now the large village of Koriovuku. A few 

families refused to leave and many more returned to Kudu and Sabala over the ensuing 

fifty-five years. Today, although the east coast and especially the northern tip of 

Ranongga are most densely settled, west coast villages have also grown to the point that 

people are worried about whether there will be any ground available for future 

generations. 

To understand the predicament of Ranonggans after the 2007 earthquake, then, it 

is necessary to consider the how the terrain differs around the island. 
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Fig. 10. View looking south along the western coast. Notice relatively steep coastal cliffs 
then more level inland areas of Ganoqa; steep hills in the distance are in Luqa. 

3.1. Landslide damage 

Ganoqa comprises the northwestern quarter of Ranongga. The two villages in 

this area, Sabala and Modo, are perched precariously near steep slopes down to the sea. 

Both were seriously affected by the initial quake: two people were buried in a landslide 

and died in Modo and large cracks opened in the middle of Sabala village. Away from 

the coast and to the north, the land is moderately sloped with level areas for gardening 

and settlement. 

Luqa comprises the southern half of the island and is also the name of the 

language spoken in the area. The terrain of the western coast of Luqa is the steepest of 

any area on Ranongga. It was severely affected by landslides immediately following the 

earthquake and after July floods. Residents of the main villages in this area, Kudu, 

Saevuke, Keara, and Ngaidavala, along with associated hamlets of Suvuru, Malokoro, 

Visale, and Ngaikeni, face serious food shortages because they have still not been able 

to return to their food gardens to replant or even to harvest old gardens. Unlike Ganoqa, 

there are few level areas outside of the small village sites for relocation of homes and 

gardens; most moderately sloped areas, moreover, have been planted in coconuts. Even 

within villages, houses are packed closely and surrounded by steep areas with little 

space for food gardens. 

The terrain on the eastern (leeward) coast of Luqa, from Lale village north to 

Suava village, is less steep than on the western coast, but it is also jagged with steep 

stream valleys and few level areas beyond the coast. Landslides in April and July have 

destroyed significant garden areas or made them inaccessible. In contrast to western 
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Luqa, however, there are areas suitable for gardening closer to villages although 

residents report that the soil is not as fertile as it was in their old gardens.  

Kubokota comprises the eastern coast of the island and is the name of the 

language of the northern half of the island. Moving from the central mountains of the 

island northward, the terrain becomes gradually less steep. Large landslides occurred on 

the east side of the central mountains and blocked some rivers, which caused major 

flooding after heavy July rains. Throughout the region, smaller landslides destroyed 

gardens located on steeper slopes and cracks opened in many inland areas. Although the 

population density is increasing, most families have areas where they can relocate 

settlements and gardens.   

The northern end of Ranongga, around Buri and Koriovuku, has good harbors 

and fairly level inland areas; it is the most densely populated area of the island. This 

area is less prone to landslides than areas to the southwest, but the 2007 earthquake 

intensified the existing problems of this area’s high population—decreasing fallow 

times for garden areas and inadequate water supplies. Depending heavily on the sea for 

subsistence, this area is most adversely affected by the destruction of reefs, landing 

places, and mangrove swamps.  

3.2. Changes and damage to the shoreline 

The uplift of the island destroyed much of the island’s reef and added up to 50 

meters to the shoreline. One of the few benefits of this uplift is the emergence of a 

shoreline on the west coast of the island. Prior to the earthquake, transportation was 

very difficult because cliffs fell directly into the ocean; the inland terrain was too jagged 

too be passable and so the only transport was by canoe, which is dangerous during the 

time of the west wind. Now it is possible to walk along the beach from one end of the 

island to the other.  

However, in most areas, the uplift has caused hardship. Canoe landing is much 

more difficult. Few villagers in Ranongga have modern toilets; they have long used 

designated secluded areas of the beach. Now, with the extension of the shoreline, there 

are few hidden places to be used as toilets. This has led to an increased desire for 

sanitation facilities.  
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Fig. 11. View of Luqa’s west coast from gardens just south of Keara village looking north 
toward the point at Kudu. Before the quake there were no beaches on the west coast.  

4. Livelihood challenges  

To varying degrees, most Ranonggans in late October were experiencing food 

shortages. Food shortages have resulted not only from the physical damage to the 

landscape, but also the understandable reluctance of Ranonggans to return to their bush 

gardens after the trauma of the earthquake. For those residents who have been able to 

replant staple gardens, these shortages are likely to continue through early 2008. More 

worrying is the situation of Luqa residents who have still not been able to replant 

gardens that are adequate to sustain them. For them, there is no end in sight to the 

subsistence crisis. Because of the differences in regions and, in some cases, individual 

villages, we discuss them separately before turning to the role of cash income in 

recovery.  

4.1 Subsistence gardening 

4.1.1 Ganoqa 

Realizing that their coastal villages perched on cliffs above the ocean were 

unsafe, residents of Ganoqa decided to relocate inland. In Modo, two residents were 

killed when a large section of the village ground, including a large mango tree that 

serves as a village gathering place, fell into the sea (Fig. 13). Sabala experienced no 

fatalities, but a large fissure opened just in front of the church building and between 
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Fig. 12. Coastal landslides south of Modo.  

Fig.13. Site at Modo where the cliff 
collapsed on April 2. 

many houses. Some gardens 

were destroyed but the 

biggest challenge for these 

communities is rebuilding 

their family houses and 

village infrastructure, 

particularly churches, 

schools, and water supplies.  

The “new settlement” 

of the Seventh Day Adventist 

village of Modo is a twenty 

minute walk inland up a steep path on the north side of a river that bounded the old 

village. Soon after the earthquake, government geologists toured the area and 

recommended that anyone whose house was less than 50 meters from the sea should 

relocate. Of Modo’s seventy-five families, forty have relocated, including some whose 

houses were within the “safe” zone designated by geologists but who chose to be part of 

the new main village. Most residential houses are not yet completed and many people 

are living in makeshift buildings of local materials and the tents distributed by Red 

Cross, World Vision, and other organizations. The biggest problem residents reported 

was the water supply and sanitation (people were simply using pit toilets)—a problem 

that was being addressed by workers from the Water Authority in Gizo whose visit to 

Modo coincided with ours. Emergency Architects provided plans and instructions for 

building a model house, which is now 

completed; many villagers plan to follow 

that design.  

Remarkably, just one month after the 

earthquake, most students were back in 

school. A permanent material primary 

school that had been completed shortly 

before the earthquake in the old village was 

disassembled, carried up the hill, and 

reassembled. In addition, pre-school and a 

private kindergarten are being held in tents. 
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Headmaster Ghamukera Iju said that the primary school is too small for Modo’s sixty 

students, there are no water tanks yet for the school area, and there are no staff houses 

yet.  

Gardens planted on the steep central mountain rising above the village are 

destroyed or inaccessible. Luckily, however, many residents had additional gardens on 

more level terrain near the new settlement. Living as they do near their gardens, 

residents of the new settlement do not report food shortages. Modo is the site of a 

Kastom Gaden project and residents reported that they were influenced by the advice 

given by KGA staff immediately following the earthquake to replant as soon as 

possible. 

The mood at Modo was optimistic. Women who gathered to talk to us said that 

they were glad to move away from the frightening sight of the dramatically changed 

shoreline and the cliff that had collapsed during the earthquake. They were clearly 

happy to live inland and be spared the long steep climb to and from bush gardens. They 

said that their religious and spiritual life was strong. Their new settlement, moreover, is 

on familiar territory. Each family, we were told, cleared a block that they had been 

using for coconut plantations or garden land; those with no land nearby were given a 

plot by other families with more land. This “all for one” approach also applies to the 

rebuilding effort. Men are working together to saw all the timber needed for community 

buildings and individual family homes, using community funds to buy fuel for the 

chainsaw.  

Here few residents complained about the distribution of external assistance. This 

was due in part to the fact that Modo has received a larger amount of assistance and 

attention because it was so severely affected. The Disaster Committee has obtained a 

chainsaw, a number of water tanks, and some petrol for sawing timber. Yet, the 

community is not dependent on external help—as Disaster Committee Chairman 

Herrick Ragoso told us, “We don’t wait for help to continue working.”  When the fuel 

for the chainsaw runs out or when the Disaster Committee needs to travel to Gizo, the 

community holds a market for garden produce and bonito to earn money to buy fuel.  

Residents were also happy about the way that aid was distributed within the village—

rice supplies, for example, were distributed equally to every family, regardless of 

whether they were moving to the new settlement or whether their gardens were 

destroyed. Villagers then took it upon themselves to share their garden produce with 

those families whose gardens had been destroyed. 
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Fig.14. Children at abandoned 
settlement in Sabala 

Sabala village faces many of the same 

challenges as Modo. Nearly two-thirds of this 

village of one hundred people were already 

living a distance away from the shore; those 

who lived in the older coastal village were all 

in the process of relocating. Those moving 

were finding it very difficult and the 

community was not functioning collectively. 

With three churches (the historic United 

Church and newer congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses and Rhema Family Church), 

the village is less cohesive than Modo. It also lacks infrastructure—there is no outboard 

motor for transport to Gizo and no primary school. Residents generally have less formal 

education than other Ranonggans.  

Sabala residents feel that they have been overlooked by many assessors. They do 

not feel that they have gotten an equal share of relief supplies were designated for both 

Sabala and Modo—for example, they have not been able to use the chainsaw that they 

understand was for the use of both villages. Without a village outboard motor, 

Chairman of the Disaster Committee Solomon Kevin said that he has not been able to 

get to Gizo to seek relief supplies. 

Residents moving inland are facing food shortages because they have been busy 

clearing the ground and building new homes—a process that is particularly laborious 

without a chainsaw. Many are either harvesting what has regrown in old gardens or 

buying rice with money from copra sales and local marketing of bonito. Sanitation is 

one major problem for the inland settlement in Sabala as it is for Modo. The one water 

supply pipe is inadequate; the other water source is a swampy, meandering stream that 

is the source for a river the flows toward Kubokota. Toilets are simple pit toilets. 

According to residents we spoke to, no one from the Gizo Water Authority had visited 

Sabala yet.  

4.1.2 Western Luqa  

The physical damage from both the initial earthquake and the floods of July is 

worst on the western coast of the island, from the south side of Modo to Ngaidavala. 

Silas Pio visited garden areas near Kudu and Keara and confirmed that both the gardens 

and the paths were very precarious (Fig. 15). Whereas residents of Sabala and Modo 
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Fig. 15. Manakera Samata looking across a stream valley near Kudu village to a garden 
area destroyed by landslides.  

have access to inland level areas for settlement and gardening, Luqa residents do not 

because the hills rise steeply above their coastal villages. Here trauma of the earthquake 

has not ended and residents fear for their future.  

The seriousness of the danger was driven home by the death of Israel Silivia of 

Keara village on September 14—the sixty-year-old man was pulling cassava in his 

garden when the ground gave way and he fell down a cliff on the side of his garden into 

the stony riverbed below. Before this tragedy, an agricultural report based on a visit to 

the area on July 18-23 had noted that the steepness and instability of the terrain made 

garden access dangerous and difficult; it warned villagers in Keara and Kudu against 

returning to bush gardens and recommended continuing external food aid (Teirara 

2007). Keara Disaster Committee Chairman Selwyn Kei told us that after this report, 

they received a shipment of rations, but when that ran out nothing more was delivered. 

Residents saw no alternative but going to old bush gardens. Some men resorted to tying 

themselves with rope to trees to lower themselves onto slopes to harvest potatoes, 

cassava, and banana. After Silivia’s death, they have stopped this. Yet rations still have 

not been delivered on a regular basis and residents do not know how they will eat and 
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Fig. 16. Keara woman gardening in 
landslide debris along shoreline.  

feed their children. Keara’s permanent material church was also completely destroyed 

during the earthquake.  

In Kudu, according to Committee Chairman Jacob Leti, residents began to work 

again in gardens after about three months, but then floods washed away the gardens and 

people are reluctant to return. As in Keara, men, rather than women, now occasionally 

visit garden areas, but everyone is afraid to work near the slopes because they fear 

further landslides. In Saevuke, Disaster Committee Chairman Ruben Liokeli and 

Committee Member Jon Tengana estimated that about half of their gardens were 

destroyed during the earthquake, but remaining gardens were washed away during 

floods on July 5. Ngaidavala has also lost most of its arable land, according to Pastor 

Kostas Paleo. He suggested that many assessment teams underestimated the damage 

because coastal coconut plantations are only minimally damaged. Food gardens, 

however, are inland from the plantations along a river valley; most were destroyed by 

landslides. In addition to garden destruction, the permanent material church in 

Ngaidavala was completely destroyed.  

Throughout western Luqa, no 

bush gardens have yet been replanted. 

There is little area for “sup-sup” gardens 

in these densely settled village sites. 

Some gardens along the mouths of rivers 

remain. Otherwise, the only significant 

replanting is occurring in the debris from 

coastal landslides that fell onto the 

newly formed beach (Fig 16). These 

gardens are not enough, however, to 

support the population.  

Throughout this area, residents raised the question of relocation. Many with 

strong ties to villages on the east coast of Ranongga have already relocated. Nearly one-

third of families in Kudu have left since the earthquake. Jon Tengana of Saevuke said 

that in a village meeting, he suggested that anyone who had somewhere else to live 

should leave the village because of food shortages; few residents left, however, because 

most people of Saevuke have married locally (e.g., Kudu and Keara) and the non-

Saevuke spouses’ villages are equally effected. Clan territories stretch across the island 

in Luqa, so nearly everyone has some connection to east coast villages. However, many 
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fear that east coast Luqa villages are so populated that all land is already allocated and 

they would not be invited to make homes or gardens there. Many of the older women 

we talked to seemed particularly reluctant to move, speaking about groves of canarium 

nuts that had been passed onto them by their ancestors. They feared that, as newcomers, 

they would not have the right to use land or trees and that their grandchildren would get 

into trouble for “holding things that are not theirs.”  

Immediately after the earthquake, many residents in Kudu, Keara, and Saevuke 

were ready to move if the government could resettle them. Although many now are 

having second thoughts, there is little doubt that younger families would be eager to 

move onto land more amenable to settlement and cultivation, particularly if this were on 

Ranongga rather than another island (many wondered whether the alienated land around 

Aena plantation near Suava, some unsettled alienated land near Koriovuku, or Radoi 

plantation near New Mala could be opened for resettlement programs). Some residents 

thought that there were plans in motion for such relocation. A few people said that they 

were not replanting or rebuilding because they were waiting to learn whether they 

would be relocated. Many residents were simply hopeless. “We’ll just follow the 

landslides into the sea,” said a Saevuke man; this sentiment was echoed by women in 

both Kudu and Saevuke who told us, “We’ll just die on this difficult ground that was 

left to us by our ancestors.”  

4.1.3. Southern Luqa 

Lale is the second largest village on Ranongga and the central village in the 

Luqa area. It is the site of a large church, which was damaged by the earthquake, as well 

as a clinic and Sidoko Junior Secondary School.  

A remarkable story about the timing of the earthquake comes from Lale. As in 

many other villages around the Western Solomons, many residents of Lale were in the 

church for morning devotion on the morning of April 2, the first day of Easter week. 

When the earthquake struck, the United Church congregation was singing the Luqa 

language translation of the hymn, “Oh God of good the unfathomed.” As they came to 

the verse, “Bu vei bu kokoranigei, Bai jojou beto na kubo” (“If you were angry with us, 

all of the hills would shake”), there was a loud boom and the earth shook violently.  
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Fig. 17. Pita Minu in front of his destroyed 
permanent material house in Lale. Pita was one 
of three men who did not run to the bush.  

When news came that the reef was dry, nearly all of the villages’ eight hundred 

residents moved inland, first to the school grounds and then high up into the hills, where 

they lived in makeshift shelters for a full month before gradually beginning to return to 

the shore. Only three older men remained—they said that they had learned from their 

grandparents that you should 

never completely abandon a 

village in times of trouble.  

There has been 

significant damage to garden 

areas here as throughout 

Ranongga and residents reported 

that replanted food gardens were 

not producing well. However, the 

residents that we spoke to 

seemed particularly concerned 

about village infrastructure—

water supply, sanitation, and the need to rebuild the school, church, and clinic. As a 

central village with much of the Luqa region’s infrastructure, it is hard for residents to 

dedicate enough time and effort to rebuilding community buildings, particularly when 

they are struggling to rebuild family houses and replant their gardens. Some residents 

suggested that the relief efforts and donor aid money should include a budget for labor 

instead of relying on the community. 

Residents were particularly concerned about the lack of toilets. Until the 

earthquake, nearly everyone in this large village simply used the reef, which was hidden 

with vegetation. Now it is entirely exposed. Residents felt that each family household 

required its own toilet. There was considerable frustration in Lale about the inadequate 

distribution of relief goods, particularly tents for shelter and food, and a sense that Lale 

had not received enough aid relative to its population.  

Like most large historically Methodist/ United Church villages, Lale is now 

multi-denominational. In addition to the historic United Church, Lale has Seventh Day 

Adventist, Wesleyan Methodist, Rhema Family Church, and Gospel Mission 

International congregations. Some participants in the village meeting held for our visit 

suggested that they would benefit from more coordination across the different 

denominational groups.  
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Fig. 18. Rai Mikolo of Pienuna cutting 
sugar cane in his hillside cassava garden 
in Pienuna 

4.1.4. East coast 

Although the terrain of the 

southern Luqa side of the east coast is 

somewhat rougher than that of Kubokota, 

the topography and extent of damage is 

similar enough to discuss the entire eastern 

central coast in one section. We did not 

visit all of the villages in this area, but we 

saw enough similarities in the stories and 

experiences of people living in the villages 

we did visit (Koqu, Obobulu, Kolomali, and a more extended stay in Pienuna) to 

generalize for the area.  

On this side of the island, damage to bush gardens has been significant but 

localized—some gardens were not damaged, but those on steeper slopes were subject to 

landslides. Rivers at Poro (a hamlet north of Obobulu) and Kara (near Paqe) were 

blocked in April; July rains burst these debris dams and caused massive flooding at the 

river mouths. Huge trees and boulders were swept away, along with much garden land 

(Fig. 19, 20).  

Most residents have been able to replant sweet potato and cassava crops, but 

many say that crops are unproductive or are taking much longer to mature than they did 

in the past. Some said that they are digging the crops before they are mature because 

they have nothing else too eat—according to an old Ranonggan saying, this always 

causes hunger.  

While some families in Obobulu and Pienuna (and presumably the other central 

villages that we did not visit) complained that they had no food, other families said that 

they had enough for consumption but had no extra to sell in the Gizo market. Residents 

of Koqu village reported a more general shortage, perhaps because of the somewhat 

rougher terrain behind that village. So too did residents of Kolomali, where there is less 

bush land above the village and the ground may be somewhat less fertile than in the 

central area. Village leader Medosi Tivikera of Kolomali said that they began to face a 

food shortage after they harvested crops in May to give to the United Church circuit to 

distribute to the worst-affected areas in Luqa; this shortage worsened when heavy rains 

destroyed newly planted crops in June and July. 
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Fig. 19, 20. Mouth of river at Poro. Notice huge 
boulder that dwarfs the three people standing 
beside it. The nali nut tree that it is lodged on is one 
of the few not toppled by three separate floods.  

Without dismissing 

the extent of physical 

damage to gardens, part of 

the current food shortage in 

this area is the result of a 

delay in replanting. (This is 

true for Lale and northern 

Ranongga as well). In many 

villages, residents stayed in 

camps far longer than they 

needed to. Most islanders 

knew that when the reef is 

dry, a tsunami will come, 

but they did not know was 

how long the danger of a 

tsunami persisted and how 

high they needed to go to 

avoid danger. For weeks and 

in some cases months, few 

women (who do the bulk of 

garden work in Ranongga) 

ventured beyond the 

community settlements. 

People were particularly afraid of climbing up to the bush because they were 

understandably afraid that more landslides would occur if there were another tremor. 

All along the eastern coast, large cracks had opened up along ridges, often right along 

the paths leading to garden areas.  

Residents were thus genuinely traumatized by the massive earthquake. Marama 

Stella Toribule of Koqu village told us that some women were so affected by the sound 

of the earthquake that they fainted. The continuing aftershocks kept the fear alive. 

Varina Lekevolomo, a member of the Pienuna Disaster Committee explained that for 

months, as soon as there was a slight tremor, mothers would panic and search for their 

children and children refused to venture far from their mothers. Many women told us 

that the trauma made their bodies lazy—they did not feel like working. 



 21 

Fig. 21. Stephen Mamikera of Obobulu 
and his singers performing song about 
the earthquake at Pienuna graduation. 

During the first few months, returning to gardens may not have seemed like an 

immediate priority. Food was generally available from local sources—the gardens that 

remained intact or were near the villages (in Pienuna, for example, the community lived 

on a cassava garden planted by school children near the school for several weeks.) This 

was also the period when relief 

organizations, the local church, and 

the government (especially Member of 

Parliament Frances Billy Hilly) 

delivered rice to affected communities. 

Some villagers got the impression that 

they would continue to receive help 

until they got their homes rebuilt. 

Although some heeded warnings that 

relief supplies would dry up after three 

months, many did not.  

In this area, residents spoke of 

how the earthquake strengthened everyone’s belief in God. In the hours and days after 

the earthquake, some people believed that this was the end of the world and that the 

return of Christ was imminent; this millennialism quickly passed, however, and by 

October many people found their fear and fervor humorous. We did not encounter very 

many religious explanations of the earthquake; by October, most people knew and 

accepted geological explanations of the earthquake. Many people commented that in the 

camp areas, everyone worshipped together, even if they belonged to different churches. 

Even those who had not been regular church-goers began to worship God during this 

time of trouble. Many people also reported that everyone helped look after one another 

during the time of the earthquake—sharing food and helping the disabled. Many 

lamented that this spirit of togetherness had faded by the time we visited and everyone 

was back to normal life.  

4.1.5 Northern Ranongga 

Northern Ranongga includes two of the largest villages on the island. Buri is the 

Ranongga headquarters of the Seventh Day Adventist Church and has a fluctuating 

population of between 600 and 1,000 depending on how many residents are working in 

town; Koriovuku is the headquarters of the Ranongga Circuit of the United Church and 
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Fig. 22, 23. Destroyed wharf at Buri village, uplifted coral blocking access to coconut 
plantations and gardens used by Buri residents.  
 

has a population of about 600. The experience of residents here is similar to other 

residents of the east coast of Ranongga described above. Some, but not all, gardens 

were destroyed by landslides. In Koriovuku, residents stayed for months in three 

community camps, venturing out only briefly to quickly gather food from gardens. 

However, living as they do near the most extensive reefs of the island, they are 

more affected by the reef exposure than other Ranonggans. With less garden produce, 

residents are even more dependent on fishing for both subsistence and for selling on 

local markets; no one we spoke to, however, reported any decrease in fish yields. More 

obviously problematic than the loss of fish habitat is the loss of good landing areas. 

Wharves at both Koriovuku and Buri are cracked and out of the water (Fig 22); canoe 

houses once on the shore are now 50 or 100 meters from the water. Residents of Buri 

also complain that they can no longer easily paddle to their gardens in Vori (just west of 

Buri) because reef areas here are exposed and block their way (Fig 23). Like other 

Ranonggans, residents complained that with the reef exposed, there are no secluded 

toilet places.  

In both Buri and Koriovuku, and to a lesser extent in Kolomali, land is less 

fertile than it is on the more mountainous and less densely populated areas to the south. 

Some (but not all) residents report a drop in productivity of their gardens after the 

earthquake. It appears that gardens in this area were more marginal than in other areas, 

and the break in planting that occurred between April and August has made the situation 

even worse. Bush building materials, particularly sago palm, are in short supply here.  

This region faces special problems because of high population density. Even 

before the earthquake, fallow periods for gardens were shorter than in other areas. This 

is in part simply because there is less land per capita in this area. It may also be due to 
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Fig. 24. The house that Pastor Qiosi of 
Koriovuku is rebuilding for his father. 

the land tenure structure here. Elsewhere on Ranongga, rights to customary land are 

affirmed and, to some extent, redistributed with every generation according to who is 

actually using the land. In north Ranongga, residents inherit use of land that was 

allocated to their fathers or grandfathers. Residents of Koriovuku were allocated 

alienated land; residents of Buri cleared land that belonged to an extinct clan. This 

means that descendents of the original settlers are stuck with the plot that they inherited, 

regardless of current family size.  

A long standing problem in Buri, 

worsened by the earthquake, is the lack 

of a water supply. The primary source of 

water for the village is a spring at the 

head of the inner bay; this initially dried 

up after the earthquake but after a few 

days it returned. Water tanks placed 

under iron roof buildings provide water 

for drinking. The Chairman of the Buri 

Disaster Committee told us that while 

they did face problems with gardening, their main concerns for the village are passage 

clearance, sanitation, and water supply (Buri Disaster Committee 2007).  

As in Modo, the Disaster Committee in Buri was very well organized. Chairman 

Billy Maena had a comprehensive report available for all interested parties. He said that 

the community supported the Disaster Committee, which was able to travel to Gizo and 

seek assistance more effectively. Koriovuku’s Committee, in contrast, was not active in 

October and there had been some disputes about the way that materials were distributed 

in the month after the earthquake.  

4.2. Cash income  

Ranonggans are accustomed to irregular sources of cash income. In some of the 

hardest-hit Ranonggan villages, however, residents are now relying on cash to fill the 

gaps left by the destruction of garden areas. Instead of using money for household 

goods (soap, kerosene, and salt), saving it for school fees, or donating it to community 

building projects, residents are now buying rice as a staple food. This is a worrying 

development.  
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Fig. 25. (above) Church at Ngaidavala.  
Fig. 26. (below) Jenti Oba in front of 
ruins of Keara church  
 

Prior to the earthquake, marketing garden produce and selling stone carvings in 

Gizo provided significant income for residents of the central eastern side of Ranongga. 

Remittance from wages was most important for Seventh Day Adventist villages, where 

a high proportion of young and middle aged people hold good jobs in town. Copra has 

historically been an important source of income, but prices are frequently low and copra 

buying has been sporadic in the last decade. Fishing provides a small but significant 

source of income through local marketing for residents of Koriovuku and Buri, who fish 

the reefs and islands to the north, and for people of Sabala, Modo, and Kudu villages 

who travel far out into the open sea to fish on rafters built by Solomon Taiyo.  

Marketing of staple crops has stopped, although women in central eastern 

Ranongga continued to sell betelnut and green vegetables in Gizo. Many people from 

around the island say that they have turned to producing copra for sale in order to buy 

rice—some have even reported that they have been too busy producing copra to plant 

gardens because they need food immediately, not in the four months that it takes for 

gardens to mature. Prices for copra ranged from $1.70/kg in Kolomali to $1.20/kg in 

Ngaidavala, significantly higher than in the recent past. Rice, by comparison, costs $7 

or $8/kg in the village. Sadly, those communities that are the hardest hit by the 

disaster—residents of the western coast—

are also the communities that have the most 

difficult time accessing cash. The disaster 

has highlighted and increased their 

vulnerability.  

In addition to dedicating more time 

and energy to cash production to buy food, 

many residents even in hard hit areas are 

busy with community fundraising to rebuild 

destroyed community buildings, particularly 

churches. This is true of Keara and 

Ngaidavala (Fig 25, 26), as well as Saevuke, 

which was in the midst of building a church 

when the earthquake struck. Leaders of 

some communities, including Pienuna, as 

well as the Superintendent Minister of the 
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Fig. 27. Some residents were still living in 
hill camps, like this one in Pienuna, six 
months after the quake.   

Ranongga Circuit of the United Church, have delayed such community fundraising in 

order to allow individual families to rebuild residences and gardens. It is clear, however, 

that the top priority of many ordinary villagers is rebuilding a village church—rather 

than putting their own subsistence or shelter before God, they hope that by putting God 

first by rebuilding the church, they will experience other blessings in their lives.  

5. Discussion and Recommendations: 

5.1 Continuing need for external 

assistance 

Nearly every community would 

benefit from an additional delivery of food 

aid as they wait for crops to mature. 

Communities in western Luqa are in need 

of long-term assistance because there is no 

end in sight to the food shortage there.  

Damage to buildings has been 

extensive and widespread. Aside from the 

acquisition of temporary shelters in the form of tarpaulins and the acquisition of a 

chainsaw by some villages, however, most residents have not benefited from any 

external assistance in rebuilding. Although Ranonggans seemed most worried about 

food availability—as one interviewee from Luqa said, “we can sleep under a tree or 

under a quickly constructed shelter, but if we don’t have food we’ll die”—many 

islanders were actually neglecting their gardens because they are busy rebuilding their 

homes. This is particularly true where residents are relocating villages or hamlets. In 

many areas, Ranonggans are spending a considerable amount of their labor in 

community fundraising for building supplies for the church. Supplies of iron roofing, 

chainsaws, cement, and fuel would facilitate the reconstruction of residential houses and 

community buildings.  

5.2 Delivery of external assistance 

Although we have not inquired systematically into the process of relief 

assistance delivery, we can offer a few observations.  
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Fig. 28. Type of taro (sica).  

Residents appear to have spent an enormous amount of time, money, and effort 

in an attempt to obtain relief supplies in Gizo—resources that would have been much 

better spent at home attempting to replant gardens and rebuild homes. Some of the 

blame for this falls squarely on villagers, who heard that free goods were available and 

wanted to get as much as they could. This cannot be dismissed, however, as a “hand-

out” mentality—many Ranonggans and others affected by the disaster lost much of their 

property and they heard that millions of dollars had been donated to help them. But the 

amount of time wasted by rural residents trying to 

chase down relief supplies may also be due to 

apparent disorganization in the relief effort. Some 

goods, at least, were distributed on a first-come, 

first-serve basis to those who could get to Gizo. 

The fact that all relief agencies were based in 

town and their staff was not familiar with the 

communities or individuals seeking supplies did 

little to stem the flood of residents to Gizo to beg 

for supplies.  

The position of relief agencies in town meant that the most geographically and 

economically marginal residents—who happen to live on the land most prone to 

earthquakes—were thus the least able to obtain relief supplies. Worst off in this regard 

were small west coast villages like Saevuke and Sabala. Transportation is very difficult 

since these villages are far from Gizo and none of their residents owns an outboard 

motor; they are small enough to be overlooked by assessors who visit larger villages 

like Modo; they lack primary schools and so residents tend to be less formally educated 

and thus less able to manage the bureaucracies of state and non-governmental agencies 

than their neighbors. Setting up a relief station in a central point in the affected area 

(say, in Lale or Buri) would mean that people without engines or fuel could paddle to 

the station to obtain information or supplies. This would have saved those Ranonggans 

most affected by the disaster a lot of time, money, and effort.  

Dissatisfaction about the distribution of relief supplies may be inevitable, but it 

was exacerbated by a lack of information about why some villages were getting more 

assistance. Moreover, distributing locally grown food, rather than bags of rice, would 

have lessened jealousy over relief supplies. In addition to being less nutritious than the 

root crops it replaces, rice is a more coveted commodity than locally grown food. All 
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Fig. 29. Sweet potato mounds next to houses 
in Modo’s new settlement.  

villagers know how expensive rice is and that it is even more expensive in the village 

than it is in town. Local food is also, of course, sold for cash, but in villages, it is sold 

cheaply and usually only for community fundraisers and bring-and-buys. For 

Ranonggans, free rice is like free money, but root crops are “just food”—to be given to 

whomever is hungry. Distribution of potatoes and other root crops is thus unlikely to 

cause the same jealousy and envy that distribution of rice does. 

The initial Kastom Gaden assessment of food security (KGA 2007) suggested 

that food aid was not essential immediately after the earthquake in Ranongga. Our 

discussions with residents suggest that while they appreciated the rice they received, 

and most Community Disaster Committees shared it fairly among residents, this early 

distribution of food created a false sense of security. It was in the months following the 

disaster, and particularly after the flooding, that food aid was really needed, but was not 

easily available.  

We also suggest that in most cases, distribution of relief supplies should be on a 

community rather than an individual or family basis. One could argue that the food 

relief should be distributed only to those families whose gardens are destroyed and tools 

only to those whose homes were destroyed. But this tends to discourage the collective 

work that is critical in recovery efforts. In villages where Disaster Committees 

distributed relief supplies equally among all families or individuals regardless of how 

badly damaged their gardens were damaged, families and individuals helped one 

another without worrying that some 

had received more external aid than 

others.  

5.3 Diversifying crops and 

gardening techniques 

In the past, Ranonggans and 

other islanders planted a wider variety 

of root crops than they do today and 

they also relied upon emergency crops 

like wild yams. Before the earthquake, 

most Ranonggans planted gardens of 

potatoes or cassava, with bananas planted along the edges of gardens. Few planted 

significant amounts of any species of yam or taro—those who did were all on the west 
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coast. Part of this has to do with the taro blight that hit the Solomons in the 1950s—

many interviewees said that they had tried to plant various kinds of taro, but insects ate 

them.  

Sweet potatoes are an attractive crop because of the high yield per unit effort. 

But the earthquake revealed problems with this reliance on sweet potatoes—all 

Ranonggans reported relying heavily on bananas and cassava during the months 

following the earthquake. Sweet potatoes cannot remain in the ground or be stored for 

long after they are mature because they will rot. Yams and taro last much longer and, 

like cassava and bananas, they regrow without intentional planting. Cultivation of sweet 

potatoes, moreover, disturbs the ground more than cultivation of yams and taro and may 

lead to more soil erosion and higher possibility of landslides. Since the earthquake, 

many residents are replanting only the varieties of sweet potatoes that mature very 

quickly—this may lead to an overall decrease in the species variety of this critically 

important crop.  

The earthquake and destruction of potato crops seems to have sparked interest in 

diversifying crops and trying new (and old but forgotten) cultivation techniques. 

Residents of areas where fallow periods are decreasing were interested in techniques 

like composting or intercropping that would allow them to use the same area for a 

longer period of time without decreasing yields. Residents of steeply sloped areas were 

keen to learn more about terracing or planting crops that would hold the soil better than 

sweet potatoes. This suggests that it is a good time to expand Kastom Gaden projects in 

the region and perhaps to bring in other experts to help evaluate current gardening 

techniques and make recommendations for agricultural improvement in the different 

terrains of Ranongga. 

5.4 Land management 

A more difficult problem is that of land management. The population of 

Ranongga is increasing and more people are clearing land not only for subsistence, but 

also for market gardens. It seems likely that landslides following the earthquake and the 

rains were worsened by the fact that so much land that was once covered in thick forest 

has been cleared. Much of the best land on the island is covered in coconuts, leaving 

only steeply-sloped inland areas for gardening.  

Land resources are not distributed equally, particularly in areas that are not held 

in customary tenure. Land ownership here is more transparent than it is in customary 
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areas, but it is also less flexible—large families in particular are in a difficult situation. 

Nearly ten years ago, a man of Suvuru village near Kudu spoke to McDougall about the 

importance of collective ownership: he explained that if every family has its own 

separate block (as they increasingly do on the east coast of the island) and one family 

grows but another doesn’t, then the first will have more than it needs while the second 

will be hungry. He thought that it was better to have land rights vested in the clan. Then 

even if part of your land is destroyed in an earthquake, he said presciently, you will 

have somewhere to go. If you only have your own individual block, then you will be 

hungry.  

Most Ranonggan land is still held, in theory, by matrilineal landholding clans 

led by chiefs. But the power of these chiefs has diminished. Effective power over land 

and sea areas has been dispersed to smaller groups and families that have come under 

the care of the original landholding clans. This means that clan chiefs may no longer be 

able to relocate people living on one coast to the other coast, for example. Other 

institutions might have to take a role in land management—government, non-

governmental organizations, and perhaps the churches. The problem of land allocation 

is particularly urgent for people of western Luqa who are waiting to hear whether or not 

they will be relocated.  

5.5 Community organization 

Physical damage is only one factor in the degree to which communities can 

recover. Beyond this, recovery easier when local institutions and individual local 

leaders are able to 1) organize collective work within a community and 2) effectively 

interact with outsiders on behalf of a community.  

We found that communities with a single village church seemed better able to 

organize themselves. In this regard, there were significantly different patterns in the two 

major denominations in Ranongga and throughout Western Province, the United Church 

and the Seventh Day Adventist church. Today, most historically United Church villages 

include one or more other Christian denominations, while Seventh Day Adventist 

villages on Ranongga have not experienced such fragmentation. This is almost certainly 

a factor in the smooth functioning of Disaster Committees in Buri and Modo villages in 

comparison with more divided neighboring United Church villages.  

Seventh Day Adventists also seem better able to deal with external agencies 

because of higher overall educational levels. The worldwide Adventist church has long 
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put an emphasis on education; Adventist schools in the Solomons, which were not 

turned over to the government after independence, include some of the best schools in 

the country. Rural Seventh Day Adventists also seemed to have more relatives working 

in skilled positions in town who were willing and able to act as advocates, follow up 

initiatives, and prepare professional quality reports on behalf of their rural relatives. Of 

course, many United Church residents are well-educated and highly motivated to work 

on behalf of their communities too.  

Relief agencies cannot transform the social organization or educational 

infrastructure of the villages that are affected by the disaster. But outsiders working in 

the rural Solomons should be aware of the differences. If relief is intended for all 

residents, it may be necessary to make special efforts to work with villages that are 

internally divided or that enjoy less access to schools or transportation. They are the 

ones that seem to have been most overlooked.  
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