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One could dismiss the Moti affair with a wry smile as just another of the bizarre and picaresque 
incidents that so often enliven Pacific island politics. But it has a serious side, as a sign of the 
failure of one of the Howard Government's most important foreign policies initiatives. 
 
In 2003, John Howard abandoned decades of benign detachment and committed Australia to 
become much more active and engaged in helping our Pacific island neighbours overcome the 
problems that threaten their viability, and potentially also Australia's security. The Moti affair 
shows how little credibility this policy has left. 
 
The affair, trivial in itself, tells us much that is depressing and alarming about the state of 
Australia's policy towards our near neighbours. It shows how deep their problems are, how far we 
are from finding any solutions, and how badly the Government handles our relations with these 
dysfunctional countries that are so important to our future. 
 
It is easy enough to sympathise with Howard and Alexander Downer in their exasperation with 
the mendicants who govern Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands. But they must carry some 
of the blame. The Federal Government has been foolish to fall for the bait from the Solomons 
Prime Minister, Manasseh Sogovare, and allow two major bilateral relationships to become 
hostage to a fourth-order issue. 
 
The Government has reverted to type, too. It is not so much that we have seemed petty, bullying 
and vindictive, though we have; it is that we have been ineffectual. The ban on visits by PNG 
ministers will achieve nothing; neither will Howard's renewed demands that governments 
receiving Australian aid must meet minimum standards of honesty and competence. 
 
The Moti affair will blow over soon enough, but the sense that the Government has lost sight of its 
long-term aims in the Pacific will remain. Howard and his colleagues had grown more concerned 
about the drift to anarchy among our neighbours for years, but only in 2003 did they decide to do 
anything new about it. They launched RAMSI - the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon 
Islands - with two ambitious goals: the first was to quell the violence that had paralysed Honiara 
for some years, and that was quickly done; the second, much harder task, was to rebuild - or 
build from scratch - Solomon Islands police, civil administration, health and education services, 
and just about every other aspect of government. This second part has gone much less well, and 
seems in danger of running into the sands even if RAMSI is not thrown out by Sogovare, as he 
has threatened. 
 
Appointing Moti as Attorney-General is only the latest in a series of incidents showing how 
incapable the Solomon Islands Government is of effective and responsible administration. But 
with relations between the host government and RAMSI now so strained, it seems almost 
impossible for the mission to achieve the difficult, delicate and necessarily intrusive role that it has 
been set up to play in the rehabilitation of Solomon Islands. 
 
Some of the blame for this rests with the Australian Government which has been willing to send 
money and deploy military, police and civilian experts, but has not been prepared to devote the 
attention, effort and imagination needed to shape and lead such a complex mission. After the 
initial successes in 2003, it has been too tempting for the Government to chalk up RAMSI as a 
win and leave it to look after itself. 



 
It was always going to be hard. Nowhere in the world is there a successful example of a country 
such as Australia finding a way to provide the kind of detailed, comprehensive, and very intimate 
help and support that a country like the Solomon Islands needs. But no country needs to find a 
way to do this as badly as Australia, because we alone of the world's wealthy countries have 
vulnerable and failing states on our doorstep. 
 
To make it work was always going to take a lot of high-level attention from the Federal 
Government, and a major effort especially in managing relations with the Solomons Government. 
No one should have expected that to be easy. If Solomon Islands ministers were effective, honest 
and responsible, RAMSI would not be needed in the first place. Ministers in Canberra have not, it 
seems, been prepared to put in the sustained, patient, frustrating but essential work that is 
needed to provide the political foundations for success. 
 
In the same way, ministers mismanaged the deployment of police to PNG in 2003 under the 
Enhanced Co-operation Program. They were willing to spend $1 billion on the program, but not to 
invest the time and effort needed to sell it effectively in Port Moresby. It quickly collapsed. And 
who would be confident that now we are doing any better in East Timor, where we have taken on 
major new responsibilities to support fundamental government reform? Is that now getting the 
attention from ministers that will be needed to give even a reasonable chance of success? 
 
Howard is right to see that Australia has major interests and responsibilities in our 
neighbourhood, but he does not apparently understand just how hard it will to protect and fulfil 
them. Sending soldiers and police alone is not the answer. We need active and innovative policy, 
starting with a serious effort to better manage bilateral relationships with our dysfunctional 
neighbours. That is the lasting significance of the Moti affair. 
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