Demographers’ Notebook

The Process of
Internal Movement in
Solomon Islands:
The Case of Malaita,
1978-1986

By Nicholas K. Gagahe*

Migration, one of the three components of population change, has
become an increasing focus of research and policy development in many
third world countries. Internal and international movements exert varying
degrees of influence on specific countries or regions, depending on a mix of
political, social, economic and environmental factors. The internal move-
ment of Solomon Islanders is more visible and increasingly far more
important than external movements, which more often than not are for
educational purposes. In the third world, internal migration is strongly
associated with rural-to-urban drift. However, this process involves a
number of different movement streams, characterized by varying patterns
and processes associated with various socioeconomic factors in places of
both origin and destination (Pryor, 1975).

In the past 25 years, many migration studies have been carried out in
Solomon Islands and other countries of Melanesia (see map on page 54).
These concluded that the mobility pattern in Solomon Islands and within
the Melanesian region was dominantly circular, in the sense that
Solomon Islanders — and Melanesians as a whole — rarely leave their rural
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homes “permanently” when they move (Bedford, 1973; Chapman, 1978).

This challenged the conventional wisdom depicted by many theories. Lee’s
(1966) theory of migration emphasized, for the mover, the importance of
place of origin, intervening variables, place of destination and the intention
to move away permanently from an established place of origin or residence.

However, the new conventional wisdom on “circulation” (sometimes called
“circular migration”) holds that movements into destinations are not
intended to be permanent — even if they are long-lasting — and that the
mover has an intention eventually to return to the original place of
residence, usually the village and island of birth (Pryor, 1975).

The process of circulation involves many forms and types of mobility,
usually short-term, but repetitive or cyclic in nature and commonly lacking
any declared intention of a permanent or long-lasting change of residence
(Zelinsky, 1971:225-226). The many forms of circulation range from brief,
short-distance moves such as shopping, daily employment, schooling, or
visiting, together termed “oscillation”, to medium-term and lengthy journeys
such as taking business trips or contract employment, defined as circulation
(Pryor, 1975; Prothero and Chapman, 1985). The intention of the mover in
circulation to return to the original place of residence involves an absence
of one or more months and can be reflected by the sort of arrangements
made either to retain or end ties and ongoing interests at the place of
origin. This makes it possible to differentiate circulation from migration
(Bedford, 1973:3) through retrospective investigation of movers based on
the time spent away, which is the focus of this paper.

Circulation incorporates a great many social and economic connota-
tions. The process of circulation has been more common than migration in
traditional societies and is argued to be the major form of spatial mobility in
the process of modernization in third world countries (Bedford, 1973; Pryor,
1975; Chapman and Prothero, 1985). In a transitional society, where
traditional patterns of living have been disrupted by such foreign intrusions
as colonization, the coexistence of differently structured societies and
economies often is found. As a former colony, Solomon Islands consists of a
plural society sustained by a dual economy. Coexistence in a population of
both semi-subsistence and introduced economies offers contrasting ways of
life. Thus, migrants may maintain rural residency with its associated security
and obtain the benefits of “new” economic development through the
compromise of circulation between villages and the centres of wage
employment. In this way, they retain an attachment and association with
traditional institutions, while at the same time obtaining the benefits of paid
work associated with introduced economic activities. The conclusion from
much movement research in the 1970s was that, for Solomon Islands as for
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Melanesia as a whole, the process of circulation was dominant. This
reflected the weight migrants placed on kinship and the customary right to
cultivate land and the security of maintaining a home in the rural village. In
contrast, migrants considered administrative policies in town, the high cost
of urban land and services, coupled with low wages, to be insufficient
compensation for abandoning an active interest in rural-based economic
activities (Bedford, 1973).

The circulation of wage labour from rural areas, as depicted in earlier
studies in Solomon Islands and Melanesia (Chapman and Prothero, 1985),
was regarded as a transitional form of mobility associated with the early
stages of modernization. Consequently any shift from a subsistence to a
market-based economy, coupled with changing aspirations and expectations
of people through exposure to economic commercialization, could be
expected to weaken ties to rural localities (Haberkorn, 1989). In Solomon
Islands, as transportation and communication facilities improved from the
1950s, so the population became more mobile. The relocation in 1945 of the
capital from Tulagi to Honiara, to make use of infrastructure constructed
during the Second World War, saw the slow evolution of a main town and
urban functions that created the necessary conditions for more extensive
inward movement involving more permanent relocation. Over the years 1960
to 1980, in-migration to Honiara was a necessary factor of economic growth
that indicated an interplay between mobility and structural transformation
in both source and destination areas, which subsequently created the socio-
economic environments within which even further movement could take
place.

During the 1980s, constant changes in the processes of mobility and of
settlement reflected structural transformations apparently under way in both
urban and rural areas. This was reflected, first, in the increasing
urbanization of Honiara and permanent relocation of migrants on the
Guadalcanal plains and in the Western and Central provinces (see map);
second, in the greater permanency of residence in Honiara and
Gizo/Munda (Western Province) revealed by the increasing proportion of
lifetime in-migrants in these destinations. As Haberkorn’s (1989:v) extensive
research in neighbouring Vanuatu has shown, the rapid expansion and
diversification of an urban economy meant that conditions formerly
favourable to temporary and rural-based circulation were transformed into
a setting far more conducive to long-term and permanent relocation.

Thus, empirical research in the 1960s and 1970s established a “new
conventional wisdom” that circulation was the dominant form of mobility in
Solomon Islands and the rest of Melanesia. It was valid at the time, for it
captured the frequent compromise which islanders adopted to take

56 Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2



advantage of both their rural obligations and the benefits of introduced
economic development. In that respect, this argument challenged the
prevailing view that rural-to-urban migration in Melanesia had been
responsible for the redistribution of its population and further held that
rural-to-urban drift was not an issue since Solomon Islanders, for example,
were rooted firmly to their rural origin. In the 1986 census, 87 per cent of
Solomon Islanders were reported to live in rural areas, but with a key
difference. Nowadays, they also are involved in rural-based, monetary
activities brought about by the merger of simple (traditional) and
complicated (introduced) ideas and knowledge. Hence, adult Solomon
Islanders can now receive the same level of socio-economic benefits without
having to go away for and into wage employment, which was and still is
available only in the formal sectors concentrated in urban Honiara and the
provincial centres.

The past three censuses of Solomon Islands (1970, 1976, 1986) and
other cross-sectional surveys reveal that the population continues to be
highly mobile (Groenewegen, 1972 and 1989; Solomon Islands, 1980/1981).
(A much delayed census was undertaken in November 1999, but the final
results will not be known until 2001.) The magnitude of rural-to-urban
movement towards Honiara is reflected in political sensitivity about
spontaneous resettlement in and around the capital city, especially since at
the time of the 1986 census eight out of nine adult persons were in-migrants.
In addition, the cumulative effect of continued lifetime in-migration was
compounded by high urban fertility, owing to the young age structure
of Honiara migrants. Problems associated with urban growth, more
permanent in-migration and high natural increase raised both political
and administrative concerns. The most visible problems are water shortages,
rapid growth of squatter settlements, overloading of transportation facilities
and the rising cost of providing services to the ever-expanding suburbs of
Honiara. The level of urbanization, measured by the proportion of the
population resident in all urban areas in the 1976 and 1986 national
censuses, was 9.3 and 13 per cent respectively - a numerical increase of 40
per cent during the 10-year period. Infrastructural change in Honiara and
the provincial centres has not matched the increase in both population
growth and employment or administrative functions. In a country where the
land tenure system is based on communal ownership and subsistence
agriculture is the main economic activity, around 87 per cent of the total
population is still rural in both location and orientation. For such people,
the common pattern of movement is within the province (rural to rural) or
from one province to another (rural to urban, most often to Honiara).

According to previous studies, Melanesian circulation was predomi-
nantly male in both number and socio-economic character. This is no longer
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the case for rural-to-urban migration in Solomon Islands, as revealed in
the rising proportion of females involved in movement since independence
(7 July 1978). In 1986, the proportions of lifetime in-migrants aged 15 years
and older, when compared with those of all ages, were 80.0, 72.6 and 76.9
per cent for males, females and total population respectively. In contrast,
the proportions of in-migrants aged 15 and older since independence, when
compared with lifetime in-migrants, were 61.7 per cent (males), 66.0 per
cent (females) and 63.4 per cent (total). In recent years, it is evident from
these two sets of figures that the in-migration of women has overtaken the
predominantly male in-migration streams of the past decades.

There is a paradox in recent changes in both population movement
and socio-economic development in Solomon Islands. On the one hand, the
increasing level of urbanization and economic growth has not been
accompanied by infrastructural development in Honiara. On the other, since
independence, an increasing proportion of both lifetime and female
in-migrants has been found in urban centres and rural destinations of
Guadalcanal, Western and Central provinces (see map). If such trends in
society, the economy and movement suggest that a structural transformation
is occurring in Solomon Islands, they pose a question to the new
conventional wisdom of circulation as the dominant pattern of population
mobility.

What census-based evidence exists of such key changes? This paper is
guided by the proposition that, in Solomon Islands, the process of
circulation is receding while permanent migration is becoming the dominant
form of mobility. It focuses on both the Malaita-born population and those
kinds of movements captured in the 1986 national census in order to both
measure and compare levels of circulation — here synonymous with “return
migration” — with those of permanent migration. The choice of Malaita
Province reflects its large area and considerable population. In addition, the
wide distribution in 1986 of the Malaita-born throughout all seven provinces
makes it more representative of both the “mobile” and “immobile”
population in Solomon Islands, while the focus on Honiara reflects its urban
primacy. The analysis will consider all movements between rural origin
(Malaita) and urban destination (Honiara) and between rural (Malaita)
origins and other rural destinations (other provinces).

Data and methodology

For this analysis, the level of circulation and migration in Solomon
Islands will be assessed in terms of the mobility of the Malaita-born at both
the provincial level and for three “migration divisions” (see map): namely
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Auki (urban), the rest of Malaita (Melanesian) and the Polynesian outliers
of Ontong Java and Sikaiana. In the absence of direct migration statistics,
data are drawn from the 1986 national census and compared with data from
the 1970 and 1976 censuses. The 1986 census recorded each individual’s
birthplace, residence at independence (1978), and usual place of residence
(1986). From these, different types of movement can be defined for the
Malaita-born population. “Lifetime migration” is determined by the age of
individuals involved, although the time when the move was taken and the
number of possible movements are not captured in a census operation.
“Migration since independence” is when residence at the time of the census
(1986) was not the same as usual residence at the time of independence
(1978). Again, this does not account for the time of movement nor the
number of movements made by a Malaita-born individual.

For persons born prior to independence, the time-period in which they
were at risk of movement is the same. This is also valid for those born after
7 July 1978, except that only lifetime and recent migration can be
determined. To overcome the problems of using two different population
bases to consider lifetime and post-independence migration, in this analysis
the adult population aged 15 years and older was chosen to determine the
pattern of movement and to enable comparative analysis of the Malaita-
born population over time.

Using residence at independence as the reference period, individuals
born on Malaita were placed in the categories of “lifetime migration” or
“migration since independence”.

Lifetime migration

For those born on Malaita before independence (Friesen, 1989:50),
this includes three kinds of movers. “Past migrants” are defined as those
whose residence at independence and at the time of the census was the
same, but not on Malaita (the birthplace), thus showing movement before
July 1978. ‘Recent migrants” are defined as those whose residence was the
same at birth and independence, but different at the census, thus showing
movement in the previous eight and one third years. ‘Multiple migrants” are
defined as those born on Malaita, with different places of residence at
independence and at the time of enumeration.

Migration since independence

The category “migration since independence” includes both recent
and return migrants. “Recent migrants” are defmed as those Malaita-born
individuals whose residence at the time of the 1986 census was not Malaita,
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thus showing movement in the previous eight and one third years. “Return
migrants” are defined as Malaita-born individuals who, at independence,
were resident elsewhere but enumerated in 1986 on Malaita as the usual
place of residence — showing a return to province and place of birth.
“Non-migrants” include those whose residence at birth, at the time of
independence and at the 1986 national census continued to be on Malaita.

In this paper, internal migration refers to the movement of individuals
and groups of people from Malaita within Solomon Islands, across political
and administrative boundaries defined as province in the 1986 census (see
map), plus “the taking up of residence of a non-temporary nature” captured
by census questions on place of birth, residence at independence and place
of usual residence. Thus, out-migration refers to Malaita Province as the
place of origin, while in-migration is the movement of the Malaita-born to
destinations in Malaita Province. In-migration refers to that portion of the
population who lived elsewhere in the country at the time of independence,
but in the 1986 census was enumerated as with usual residence being on
Malaita. This paper considers only return in-migrants, that is, those who
were born in Malaita Province and lived elsewhere in the country just
before independence but returned to the province (place of birth) on or
before enumeration in the 1986 census. In the category of out-migration,
only those born in Malaita Province but resident in another province just
before independence and at enumeration are included.

The Malaita population

In 1986, Malaita, which is the most populous province in Solomon
Islands, comprised 28.2 per cent of the total population. Around 97.8 per
cent of Malaita’s population are Melanesian, 2.1 per cent Polynesian
and the rest include people of Kiribati origin (iKiribati) and ethnic Chi-
nese. Among the total Solomon Islander population, half are younger than
15 years, which closely resembles the pattern for the whole country. The
total land area of Malaita is 4,225 sq km; in the three national censuses of
1970, 1976 and 1986, Malaita was the most densely populated province and
by 1986 had reached a density of 18 persons per sq km (table 2). Densities
for the ward (next lower administrative unit) range from 5 per sq km in
Ward 25 (Aisisi) to 977 in Ward 15 (Sulufou). Based on census data, the
average annual growth rate for Malaita in 1986 was 2.7 per cent and  the
infant mortality rate 47 per thousand for females. The total popula-
tion had grown by 33.3 per cent since 1976, of which “new” in-migra-
tion accounted for only 3.1 per cent. Had an out-migration of 22.4 per cent
not occurred (see next section), then by 1986 the total population of the
Malaita-born would have been 97,472 — an increase of 40.6 per cent during
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Table 2. Households and population by sex and population density, Malaita Province, 1986

Migration division Number of Percentage distribution Sex ratio Areain Density
sq km (per sq km)
House- Males Females Males Females Total
holds
Auki? 500 1,661 1,588 4.2 3.9 4.1 105 9.5 342
Malaita (rest)b 11,642 37,189 37,926 939 938 93.9 98 4,204.9 18
Ontong Java and Sikaiana® 275 752 913 1.9 23 2.1 82 10.3 162
Total 12,417 39,605 40,427 100.0 100.0 100.1 98.0 4,224.7 19
Source: 1986 population census.
a Ward 1.

b  Wards 2 to 38.
¢ Wards 39 to 41.



a period of 10.8 years. Thus, the process of population movement, coupled
with mortality, provided an effective check on the provincial growth rate
(2.7 per cent per annum), but the 1986 population would still double in size
by the year 2012.

Another feature of Malaita’s population, also characteristic of all
provinces, is that half the population is in the age group 0-14 years. This
youthfulness is found in all three “migration divisions” — urban (Auki),
Melanesian (rest of Malaita), Polynesian (Ontong Java and Sikaiana) -and
reflects a high fertility rate. The sex ratio from 1986 data for Malaita as a
whole was 98.0 males per 100 females (table 2). This level reflects the
apparent loss of males from the overall provincial population, since a sex
ratio at birth of 109 and very similar values of life expectancy after age 25
(42.7 for males, 41.4 for females) indicate little influence from mortality. In
only 12 out of 41 wards in the province were sex ratios equal to or greater
than 100, whereas between the “migration divisions”, only urban Auki had a
ratio greater than 100. With males comparatively absent in 29 of 41 wards,
the greatest deficits in the Malaita-born population suggest which areas
have the highest propensity to migrate. The sex ratio for Auki, as the main
town and major centre of wage employment, is not surprising.

Lifetime interprovincial migration

In the 1970, 1976 and 1986 national censuses, Malaita is outstanding as
the province where most out-migration originates and little in-migration has
occurred (tables 3 and 4). For many years, there has been an increasing
shortage of land for agriculture (Sanders, 1983), but to associate people’s
movement with their overall density is too simplistic. Out-migration, which
is seen as a “rite of passage” for many young people and as a means by
which individuals and households diversify sources of income and improve
living standards, when coupled with other social and economic factors, is
important in explaining levels of movement among those born on Malaita
(Frazer, 1981). In some sense, the out-migration of people from Malaita was
inevitable, given inadequate avenues of paid employment on the main
island, government policies of equal employment for all Solomon Islanders
and improved transport service to and from the province.

In contrast, Malaita has experienced little in-migration and from 1976
to 1986 registered the highest net loss of all seven provinces (tables 3 and
4). In a decade when the Malaita-born population increased by 41 per cent,
the net migration loss more than doubled to 104 per cent. Based on lifetime
interprovincial migration, these losses of the Malaita-born (9,499 in the 1976
census and 17,665 in the 1986 census) were nearly matched by the net gains
of Honiara and Guadalcanal (table 3).
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Table 4. Rates, lifetime interprovincial percentage movement,
Solomon Islands, 1970, 1976 and 1986

Province of enumeration  Out-migrants as percentage of  In-migrants as percentage of

population born in province population born in province
1970 1976 1986 1970 1976 1986

Western 4.3 6.2 10.0 7.2 7.8 8.8
Isabel 11.2 11.9 14.3 7.8 8.2 9.8
Central 12.2 12.9 18.4 20.2 21.9 223
Guadalcanal a 7.1 9.6 a 19.7 22.9
Honiara 5.1 57.5 46.8 29.0 76.0 71.8
Malaita 15.5 16.4 224 1.3 1.8 5.3
Makira 6.6 7.4 9.4 7.8 7.4 7.6
Temotu 14.0 14.8 18.1 2.0 4.1 7.2
Average 10.5 12.0 17.4 10.5 12.0 17.4

Source: 1986 population census.

4 Rate for both Guadalcanal and Honiara combined.

The rate of lifetime interprovincial migration (table 4) reveals the
impact of population movement on the Malaitan population. On the one
hand, in consecutive censuses out-migrants as a percentage of those born in
the province have steadily increased — second only to Honiara -while, on
the other, the proportion of return in-migrants began to rise more recently
but at a very much slower rate. Even so, the rate of return in-migration for
Malaita is still the lowest in the country (table 4) and the reasons for the
high propensity to move away are quite different from those in the Central
and Western Solomons. In what the 1986 census report termed the
“economic provinces (Western, Central, Guadalcanal and Honiara — the
provinces with high levels of wage employment opportunities)” (Friesen,
1989), rates of out-migration reflect more the turnover effects of major or
important areas of wage and professional employment. That the percentage
of return migrants increased during the most recent census also indicates
the beginnings of a “return home” movement and perhaps a signal for the
future (table 4).

Sources of out-migration on Malaita

At the national level, Malaita is the dominant province of origin for
migrants, destined mainly for the capital of Honiara and both Guadalcanal
and Western provinces (table 3). Levels of out-migration for people of all
ages and those aged at least 15 years show that Auki town, as a migration
division, is a place of much inward and outward movement, for a great many
born there subsequently return to their home villages and small islands or
take up residency elsewhere in the Solomons. This phenomenon is part of a
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Figure 1. Age-sex structure of lifetime out-migration

80+

70-74
60-64
50-54
40-44
30-34
20-24
10-14

0-4

Age group

10

national pattern found in the 1986 census, which reported the highest rates

for both total and adult (15+ ) lifetime out-migration in the larger towns of
Honiara, Auki and Gizo, and Western Province. Of the two other
“migration islands”, Ontong Java and Sikaiana had the highest incidence of
out-migration compared with the rest of Malaita.

Over a lifetime, men moving out from Auki slightly outnumbered
women, but for the province as a whole, the rest of Malaita, and Ontong
Java and Sikaiana, this process is dominated by males (figures 1 and 2).
Whether expressed in terms of all ages or persons of at least 15 years, the
sex ratios for the number of Malaita-born enumerated in other provinces of
the Solomons and the out-migration rate for each migration division in
Malaita Province are all heavily weighted towards males. This process is
captured in the population structures of lifetime out-migrants for each
migration division of the province (figure 2). Especially in the cohorts aged
10 to 49, males dominate in the migrant population; females dominate to a
considerable extent in the non-migrant population — a pattern also found
on other islands of the country (Friesen, 1989). The crucial role that adult
females play in the subsistence sector of Malaita and the predominance of
males in the money economy, often as migrant workers, are influential
reasons for the age-sex structures of the migrant and non-migrant
populations being mirror images of each other. Thus, the deficit in the
number of Malaita-born for each part of the province is nearly matched by
their respective populations reported in the ‘“economic provinces” of
Central and Western Solomons.
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Figure 2. Age-sex structure of lifetime out-migration, Malaita Province
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Compared with Melanesian Malaita, high out-migration is also
characteristic of Polynesian people on the small atoll outliers of Sikaiana
and Ontong Java (the migration division in figure 2). The out-migration rate
for those Polynesians born in the province and aged 15 years or more is 405
per thousand — exceeded only by that for Auki town (545 per thousand).
The reasons, however, are very different from the rest of Malaita and tied to
population densities in atoll environments. In towns, this has meant that
daily survival is heavily reliant on a vulnerable economic base of marine
products, copra-making and subsistence agriculture (Bayliss-Smith, 1973;
1975; 1986; Christiansen, 1975), with a lack of local wage employment and
other essential services being reflected in high levels of movement off
Sikaiana and Ontong Java in the past three censuses (1970, 1976, 1986).

Malaitan out-migration and in-migration

Based on 1986 census data, the pattern of movement from Malaita is
similar to that for lifetime migration (table 3). The province is again the
single greatest source of migrants in the country but, compared with lifetime
rates, levels of out-migration for those aged 15 or more years have declined
since independence. The impact of the resettlement of many out-migrants in
other provinces and larger islands since 1978 has also contributed to a
lowering of lifetime rates. For 1986, census data and lifetime calculations
show very similar degrees of movements back to Malaita (“return
in-migrants”). In absolute terms, the province is the third most important
destination in the Solomons, but most of this consists of a return of the
Malaita-born. The level of lifetime in-migration was 5.3 per cent (table 4)
and, in the eight years since independence, rates of return stood at 5.3 per
cent for all those from Malaita (table 4) and 8.9 per cent for the adult
population.

Place of residence at birth, at independence
in 1978, and usual residence in 1986

A complete picture of Malaitan mobility requires details of all
“significant” moves made by individuals. Since these are not available from
national censuses, place of birth for the Malaita-born population was linked
with places of residence at independence (1978) and in the next enumera-
tion after independence (1986). Such sequences of movement not only can
suggest underlying reasons but also help to assess implications for planning.
This flow of migrants from Malaita Province as a birthplace (tables 3 and 4)
to three provinces (Central, Guadalcanal, Western) and Honiara (the
capital) for the years of independence and the 1986 census is depicted in
figure 3.
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Figure 3. Sequence of residence at birth, independence
(1978) and usual residence (1986)
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Half the Malaitan-born residents in Honiara at independence were
still there eight years later (1986 census), more than one third had returned
to Malaita, and about 13 per cent of the original group had continued on to
other provinces (multiple migrants). In terms of the numbers involved, the
stream between the provinces of Malaita and Guadalcanal is the second
most important, but it is less than half that of the stream to urban Honiara.
Almost two thirds of Malaitan migrants who resided in Guadalcanal in 1978
were still there in 1986 (ignoring mortality); the likelihood of long-term
settlement was reflected in a small percentage of return migrants (17.9 per
cent); and Honiara was the destination preferred by multiple migrants,
often en route to other provinces.

As with Honiara, half the Malaitan migrants to Western Province
remained there (1978, 1986), almost one quarter went back to their home
province, and both Honiara and Guadalcanal were the most important
destinations for multiple movers. Three quarters of those who went to
Western Province were males, a proportion much higher than for movement
through Honiara and Guadalcanal, which involved far more females. An
influential factor in this gender differential was that primary-sector projects
weighted employment prospects towards males, compounded perhaps by
the monetary and physical cost of travelling to these western islands.

Sequence of residence by occupation

To increase understanding of the nature of Malaitan out-migration
between the years 1978 and 1986, a retrospective analysis was made of the
adult population (15 years or older) in terms of census information on
employment status. Both at the time of independence (1978) and the
1986 national census, four out of five Malaita-born males resident in each
province were wage earners (table 5, panels A and B). Although not as
dominant for females, the same employment pattern held in 1978 for all
provinces (panel A). By 1986, this had changed because, in both Western
and Temotu provinces, a larger proportion of out-migrant females were self-
employed than earning wages (panel B). If, before the declaration of
independence, all Malaitan adults were classified as either employed or
non-employed in all seven provinces, less than half of the men and around
three quarters of the women had no gainful employment, suggesting that
most females follow their husbands to places to work.

For everyone born in Malaita Province, distinctions between “past
migrants” (before 1978) and “recent migrants” (1978-1986) help to shed
further light on the link between movement and economic opportunity.
Migrant employers, found only in urban Honiara and Guadalcanal
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provinces, have become lifetime migrants, since return to Malaita has been
negligible (table 6). More than half those males categorized as “self
employed” were past migrants, except for Central and Temotu provinces, to
which Malaitan movement has been more recent. Apart from a more
pronounced preference for urban Honiara, self-employed females show a
similar pattern. Among the self-employed, those returning to Malaita
accounted for 18.7 per cent (males) and 10.6 (females).

In all provinces, past rather than recent out-migrants from Malaita are
found mainly among wage earners, the most numerous of those employed.
Return lifetime migration among these workers, especially from Honiara
and Makira provinces, which have a higher proportion, was 24.7 per cent for
males and 13.2 for females.

Discussion

Based on analysis of the 1986 census, the movement of those born in
Malaita Province shows a general pattern of longer and longer periods of
time spent in the provinces to which they went. Both census data and
lifetime calculations detect rates of return in-migration for Malaitan adults
at only 5.3 per cent. Notable changes in the character of Malaitan move-
ment are seen in a comparison of the 1970, 1978 and 1986 censuses. Not
only have absolute numbers of out-migrants in the total natal and adult
populations of Malaita Province risen substantially, but also this process has
been mirrored in intercensal rates of migration and a change in age/sex
ratios across three recent censuses. From a cross-sectional inspection of the
Malaita-born in the 1986 census, the rate of return in-migration for the
adult (15+ ) population (8.9 per cent) was only marginally higher than for
those of all ages (5.3 per cent), indicating the influence of long-term,
permanent moves undertaken during a lifetime. Malaita remains by far the
most important source of migrants for all seven provinces in Solomon
Islands, with urban Honiara and the provinces of Guadalcanal and Western
being the most common destinations.

Opverall, the location of professional and wage employment opportuni-
ties and of educational and social services beyond Malaita Province are the
most obvious explanation for high rates of interprovincial out-migration
among the Malaita-born. However, other factors, such as shortage of land,
are more important in some parts of Malaita (“migration districts”). This is
especially so in the Polynesian outlier islands of Ontong Java and Sikaiana,
as well as for those living on the small, artificial islands close to the main
island. The increasing proportion of out-migrant females from Malaita may
signal a change in the process of internal movement, because circulation in
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the Solomons is known for being dominated by males. Similarly, intercensal
rates of return migration have been very low compared with those for
out-migration and imply that a great proportion of residential change
eventually became permanent. Conversely, the sequence of movement
before independence (1978) among the Malaita-born to the capital of
Honiara and three major provinces (Guadalcanal, Western, Central)
document degrees of return, varying from 17.9 per cent to 37.4 (figure 3).

Despite considerable change in movement processes since the 1970s,
from this census-based analysis it can be deduced that both circulation and
migration remain important in the mobility patterns of Solomon Islanders.
Further research is needed to determine the national influence and socio-
economic significance of these two patterns in the overall mobility of the
country. This would parallel movement research by Haberkorn (1989) in the
neighbouring Melanesian country of Vanuatu, where migration has been
suggested to have greater influence than circulation in the movement and
redistribution of the ni-Vanuatu population.
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