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transaction has largely become a symbolic 
gesture. Here, the “bride price” is literal. 
Two talkative market vendors, a motherly 
woman with an amazing, leonine plume of 
tight blonde curls surrounding a face from 
the gene pool of ancient history, and her 
spindly dark husband, give me the tourist-lite 
version: that the elaborate, heavy strings of 
shell are given to the bride’s mother for her 
hard work raising a “good” daughter. The 
fancy, high-end pieces go for $2000 Solomon 
Island dollars, or about $NZ317. 

“I’m not married,” I say. 
“No! Why?” The two make matching faces 

of polite horror. “How old are you?”
“Thirty-six.” The look turns to sorrow. 

“Ohhh… that’s so sad. You are pretty.”
“But, can I buy a husband with this? A 

good-looking one. What do you think?”
This, they find absolutely hilarious. Crazy 

white lady! We all laugh and bid each other 
a fond aftanun. 

The reality is, raping your wife is not a 
crime in this country. Behind these quaintly 
antediluvian cultural practices, there’s the 
sobering truth of ownership of women by 
men. In pidgin, the local language, there 
isn’t even a word for marital rape.

On the other hand, pidgin — like Inuits 
with snow — has a rich vocabulary of 
violence against women. You can say, 
for example, rousempikanini, hitem and 
kilemdai — the last meaning to hit a woman 
so hard she passes out or dies.

AT OUR HOTEL, with its sushi restaurant and 
views over the naval cruiser in the harbour, 
there’s a conference for Pacific health 
workers who specialise in reproduction. 
It’s like any international conference, with 
one small yet crucial di!erence. 

“I tell my patients they should budget 
sex,” says Isabel, a smiling midwife from 
Vanuatu, over a tray of samosas and deep-
fried chicken. “Just because their husbands 
want it, it doesn’t mean they have to. Not 
when they’re exhausted from work. Make 
it a decision between two people.” Her 
job, she explained, extends to counselling, 
prescribing contraception and trying to talk 
men into having vasectomies. 

Sex was everywhere we went in the 
Solomon Islands. But it’s a brutally unsexy 
business and the work of sexual health 
workers is part defensive manoeuvre, part 
clean-up operation, in a world where fistulas 
and femidoms are everyday conversation. 
These people — mostly women, though full 
credit to their male counterparts — work 
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Endemic violence — including rape — blights the lives of many women  
in the Solomons, where tradition, religion and lawlessness hamper  

attempts to protect them.
STORY SAM EICHBLATT

IN A VILLAGE HALL with a packed dirt 
floor, single mothers talk awkwardly to us 
through the language barrier. Their kids 
dance around, all big eyes and runny noses, 
high, like any kids, on the novelty of visitors. 

They pile onto each other, desperate to 
pose for our cameras, each throwing a gang 
sign with two fingers held in an inverted 
victory gesture. “They probably got it o! 
TV,” says the programme leader with a shrug. 
“Their big brothers all like hip hop.” 

The boys muscle their way to centre 
stage. The girls act out creepily self-aware 
poses modelled on celebs: hands on cocked 
hips, coy upward gazes. The boys, even the 
bigger boys, are rough with the girls. Their 
shoves and body slams are not so much 
deliberately cruel as nonchalant; the sense 
of entitlement is obvious. The girls don’t 
even seem to mind that much. 

One sprite-like little girl with tufts of 
white-blonde hair, who can’t be more 
than two years old, keeps trying to join 
in. She just wants to be in the boys’ club. I 
remember being like that.

They bash her to the ground again 
and again, completely oblivious in their 
eagerness to be in the pictures. It’s like she’s 
not even there. Until, at one point, one of 
them picks her up and pins her arms, while 
a second yanks up her pink-flowered tunic, 
pointing and jabbing at her tiny genitalia. 
They both laugh while she squirms, cries 
and tries to tug down her clothing. 

It doesn’t take much imagination to know 
how this scene will play out when she is older. 

NOT EVERY INTERNATIONAL airport greets 
visitors with a hand-painted sign listing 
the seven best ways to avoid contracting 
HIV/Aids — including graphic tips for 
safer sex, and abstinence. But in Honiara, 
the Solomon Islands’ capital, it’s the first 

a formal request for help from the Pacific 
community. The Regional Assistance 
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) 
arrived in 2003 and, nine years on, is 
still ubiquitous, from the streets to the 
governmental corridors of power.

This is not a world in which it’s good to be 
female. There is a disproportionate amount 
of violence against women in this country: 
64 per cent of those aged between 15 and 
49 have experienced physical or sexual 
violence. Nearly 40 per cent report their 
first “sexual” experience was being raped.

The Pacific Islands’ track record for 
violence against women is already well 
documented but last year Amnesty 
International’s former CEO Patrick Holmes 
described it as “a human rights issue of 
epic proportions” and put the Solomons 
just behind Kiribati as top destination for 
violence and rape.

NOT THAT YOU’D notice it at first glance. 
Expats from the aid and diplomatic 
communities get their flat whites at the Lime 
Lounge cafe and some pretty good sushi 
from the air-conditioned restaurant at our 
hotel. My solo excursion to the local market, 
which the local UN o"ce has identified 
as a high-risk area, is also unremarkable. 
From the men selling heartbreakingly pretty 
parrot fish on ice, to the “swishy shop” ladies 
guarding their wares from flies with sticks 
tied with strips of plastic bag, to the piles 
of perfectly arranged tomatoes and tidy 
bundles of banana leaves, it’s obvious there 
is care here, and a sense of order. The market 
feels like a bulwark against anarchy. 

But in the Solomons, men buy their wives 
with shells. In most other places, the marital 

indication that this country, however 
modern its aspirations, is hobbled by 
a blend of religion, village tradition 
and lawlessness that denies women, in 
particular, their most basic human rights.

Along the Kukum Highway to Honiara 
proper, billboards advertising mobile 
phones stand on rickety legs over dirt tracks 
and palm trees: images of models talking 
into glossy handsets, with the rubbish and 
broken coconut shells piled around them. 

On the main street, there’s none of the 
usual trade and banter. People move listlessly 
past shop fronts barred with corrugated iron 
and broken pavements stained with bloody 
red spit from betel-nut chewers.

There are marks everywhere of Honiara’s 
past as a passive staging ground for one 
of the bloodiest campaigns of World War 
Two. The Battle of Guadalcanal, site of the 
infamous “thin red line”, was fought here 
between the Japanese and American-led 
Allies. One of the city’s largest structures, 
its national hospital, was originally a US 
military hospital.

Today, men in uniform are still every-
where. This is, however, a benevolent 
occupation. Many of them are our guys. 
New Zealand, with other Pacific nations, 
has been propping up the country since 
it erupted into a civil war in 1999 and 
the government, unable to cope, issued 

WHERE WOMEN 
LIVE IN FEAR

A woman waits at a Solomon Islands Planned 
Parenthood Association (SIPPA) health clinic.
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PIDGIN HAS A 
RICH VOCABULARY 
OF VIOLENCE. 
KILEMDAI MEANS 
TO HIT A WOMAN SO 
HARD SHE PASSES 
OUT OR DIES.
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at the raw end of reproduction.
“Don’t be a Bareback Brother!” pleads a 

poster, placed strategically next to a condom 
dispenser in the local planned-parenthood 
clinic. Another, in pidgin, seems to be 
begging a group of men, depicted cartoon 
style and hiding in some bushes, to think 
again before forcing themselves on some 
cartoon schoolgirls.

Buses, trucks and cars grind past on the 
dusty street outside the barred windows. 
Step outside, and you walk into a wall of 
heat. It’s cooler inside, although at 11am 
the electric fans in the clinic whir to a stop: 
the power will be out for the rest of the day. 
Still people come for the weekly visit of the 
free doctor — the queue runs out the door 
and into the street, where the women and 
families sit patiently under the sparse trees.

Family planning services are o!ered for 
a fee of six Solomon Island dollars a year, 
or $NZ1. Some people can’t pay even that, 
says clinic director Michael Salini, but he 
lets them in if they seem honest, because 
it’s his duty to care. 

Someone has to. It’s not unusual here 
to give birth to eight or 10 children. In a 
culture of near-total bankruptcy, little paid 
work and with a 98.5 per cent churchgoing 
population, abortion is illegal no matter 
what the circumstances and the church 
publicly condemns contraception.

Unsurprisingly, the clinic’s counselling 
services are mostly used by women seeking 
abortions. Many return later with mental 
and physical scars from off-the-record 
backwoods procedures.

Church leaders — the same ones, no 
doubt, responsible for the sign promoting 
abstinence at the airport — have given the 
clinic tacit approval. In return, it does not 
directly confront or contradict the church. 
“If we are seen to be doing something ‘evil’, 
like promoting abortion, it could cause a 
community backlash,” says Salini. “But even 
some of our other activities are questioned 
by certain people.”

While so far there have been 13 known 
cases of HIV infection, the circumstances 
are perfect for it to spread. A 2009 WHO 
estimate indicated that, realistically, 350 
people could contract the virus by 2010. In 
2012, no one knows for sure how many have.

One of Salini’s triumphs this year has 
been creating a trusting relationship with 
the hundred or so sex workers — colloquial 
name, “saltfish”, after their original form 
of payment by foreign sailors — who work 
the jungle and caves around the town, and 
persuading them to start using condoms. 

As for the at-risk gay community… well, 
there is no word in pidgin for gay, either. 
So, o"cially, there is no community. But at 
a local aid organisation with a secret peer-
support group, Elias (not his real name), a 
diminutive, bright-eyed bartender in his 30s 
with a boyfriend in Australia and a girlfriend 
and child in Honiara, said ignorance and 
silence are no barrier to getting it on. 

as the women before them. 
“The perpetrators have somewhere to go. 

There are fancy prisons full of stu!, and 
church groups going in every day to pray for 
them. But where do the victims go?” I can 
sense Annie’s frustration. Previously a bank 
employee, she’s also the veteran of a long 
campaign of her husband’s violence. Her 
family agreed to allow her to refund the bride 
price and take her back, on the condition she 
left her eight children behind. She refused. 
The violence didn’t end until he had a stroke. 
“Sometimes God has mysterious ways of 
working,” she says dryly.

In the main building, which the women 
have strung with tropical flowers, a 
delicate woman with dark circles around 
her eyes and a baby on her hip strikes up 
conversation. I grab Annie to interpret. 
“Her husband tried to kill her last week,” 
she says. 

A hand squeezes my heart, and I go to the 
veranda before anyone can see my eyes fill 
with tears. They’re redundant here.

Then there’s Helen. She’s five months 
pregnant, and the gash in her face where 
her husband punched her is just healing. 
A 31-year-old schoolteacher with her own 
property, she comes from a high-achieving 

under a lot of strain, heads the Solomon 
Islands Police Domestic Violence Unit 
and, with support from a RAMSI o"cer, 
supervises 14 others in far-flung provinces. 
Otherwise, he’s a one-man band. He doesn’t 
even have a telephone or fax machine in 
his o"ce. 

Balancing the stories we’ve heard with 
Iko’s compassion is a reminder that it pays 
not to make easy assumptions. But it’s no 
coincidence that many of the world’s most 
volatile countries are synonymous with 
horrific crimes perpetuated on vulnerable 
women and children, or that rape is used 
as a tool of war in brutal conflicts that 
make you despair for humanity: Bosnia, 
Liberia, the Congo. The way in which 
the childbearing half of the population is 
treated is a giant, blinking indicator light 
on the progress of a country as a whole.

At the Pacific Islands Forum, Amnesty 
International presented a petition to Anote 
Tong, the President of Kiribati, signed by 
21,000 New Zealanders and demanding 
Pacific leaders take the initiative to reduce 
violence against women. Copies were sent 
to every Forum member. Five months later, 
there has been no response.  
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family, and tells me, “You have to work hard 
to stand alone. Income gives you safety.”

But obviously, it hasn’t. This is her second 
visit to the CCC. Her husband, who she 
met at teacher’s training college, wants 
her back. “It’s only when he drinks,” she 
says. “Otherwise, he can be a good man.”

Last September, Amnesty International 
published a full report on violence against 
women in the Pacific — timing it to coincide 
with the Pacific Islands Forum in Auckland. 
They called on the leaders present to make 
a serious commitment to reducing violence 
against women, after a much-heralded 
“pledge” by those same leaders in 2009 
did not translate into action.

At the same conference, Australian Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard was also allegedly 
told to board the “wives’ bus” rather than 
the one carrying the other leaders.

When asked in a 2006 survey if a man 
is justified in beating his wife, 64 per cent 
of Solomons men said yes. So did 69 per 
cent of women.

B AC K  I N  H O N I A R A ,  Senior Sergeant 
Laurence Iko’s eyes fill with tears as he 
describes his weekend: an enraged husband 
has battered his wife and been holding 
their six-month-old baby hostage without 
food or water. 

Iko, a handsome 32-year-old who is clearly 
Anglican nun Sister Doreen presides over the 
country’s sole women’s refuge.

Save the Children (top) and Solomon Islands 
Planned Parenthood Association (above) run 
family programmes in the Solomons.

“When the men get drunk, they want 
anything — including me,” he says. “If a 
man is caught having sex with a girl he has 
to pay compensation to her family. With gay 
sex it’s easy — and free. So actually, a lot of 
‘straight’ men fall into it. It’s convenient.”

Male-male rape is something else that 
doesn’t officially happen. “It’s swept 
underneath the table, because people don’t 
come out as gay. Melanesians aren’t like 
Polynesians, easy and free, like Samoan 
fa’fafine.”

There are, however, 30 people in Honiara 
— both saltfish and men who have sex with 
men — who are cautiously open about 
speaking, in this safe environment. 

“One fine day, yeah… maybe I’ll tell my 
family before I get old,” says Elias with a 
sceptical smile. “But right now, I get on 
well with my girlfriend. I use protection. 
I cook, I clean, I do everything. I can talk 
openly to her about anything. She loves it; 
her life is comfortable.”

ON WEDNESDAY, we pile en masse into two 
dilapidated cabs and take a trip way out of 
Honiara, through a series of branching dirt 

roads within a dense banana plantation.
There are only some scribbled last-minute 

notes to guide us. Smart phone reception 
is unreliable and the project leader has 
warned us not to talk about where we’re 
going in earshot of our drivers. Just in case. 

Later, we get a telling-o! from the deputy 
commissioner, who thinks it’s dangerous 
and idiotic for a group of women to drive o! 
into the jungle with two local taxi drivers. 

Where we’re going is the country’s sole 
women’s refuge, the Christian Care Centre. 
The location is a secret but it’s not unheard 
of for men to track it down and turn up 
armed, looking for their wives or daughters.

But it can’t be a complete secret or women 
from the thousand or so islands that make 
up the archipelago would never hear of it. In 
fact, it’s a wonder they do at all. Transport 
between the islands is time consuming and 
expensive and, although radio reaches most 
of the country (for those lucky enough to 
own one), internet, satellite and mobile 
network coverage in many cases does not 
extend beyond Honiara. 

The nuns and volunteers are waiting 
when we arrive, a group of likeable, 
articulate volunteers and nuns in pale blue 
shifts. Presided over by Sister Doreen, a 
gung-ho, barefoot Anglican nun, they work 
with RAMSI and the police to take in and 
look after women from all over the country, 
with their children, if necessary. 

Within this rundown compound the nuns 
grow their own food, cook over fires and 
draw water from a well. There’s electricity 
from a diesel generator for two hours in 
the evening. Sister Doreen, who stands no 
more than five foot in her bare feet, often 
physically drags women away from violent 
relatives. This morning she faced down a 
man who had showed up armed with a club. 
Has anyone ever hit her? “Ha ha, of course 
not!” she sco!s. “I’m a nun.”

Phillipe, a RAMSI police officer who 
happens to be visiting too, says later that 
if anyone laid a finger on a nun, they’d 
be lynched. “That person would pretty 
much not be around any more,” he says. 
“So sometimes religion can also work as a 
protective force.”

I walk across the main field with Annie 
(names of women at the centre have been 
changed), the centre’s chairwoman, a 
straight-shooting 50-year-old and their only 
married volunteer. “One big problem we’ve 
had is with groups of boys lying in wait 
for young girls on their way to school and 
raping them,” she starts. “They go to other 
villages so they can’t be identified. That girl 
over there” — she points to a vacant-eyed 
girl of about 16 — “was raped over years 
by her father. She had his child. Then he 
started abusing the child as well.” I realise 
the child must still be a baby.

Until very recently, sending girls to school 
wasn’t common. Why bother? They get 
expelled if they fall pregnant, dooming 
them to tread the same, victimised path 

SEX WORKERS ! 
NAMED "SALTFISH# 
AFTER THEIR 
ORIGINAL FORM  
OF PAYMENT ! 
WORK THE JUNGLE 
AND CAVES  
AROUND TOWN.
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