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PRODUCTIVE SECTORS

The tropical advantage

‘A warm, tropical climate, good soils and 
reliable rainfall make the Solomon Islands 
an ideal place to produce a range of 
agricultural commodities.’

Agriculture and fishing provide the mainstay of the 
Solomon Islands economy, employing up to 75% of the 
workforce. Most of them work in subsistence agriculture. 

A warm, tropical climate, good soils and reliable rainfall make the 
Solomon Islands an ideal place to produce a range of agricultural 
commodities. The major cash crops are palm oil, copra and 
cocoa. A small amount of coffee is produced, while studies are 
investigating the feasibility of cultivating rice on a large scale.
 While exports of cocoa and copra are on a fairly small scale, 
they have enjoyed strong growth in recent times partly because 
of higher international prices. The outlook for cocoa is positive 
thanks to an AusAID scheme to expand production, while a 
Taiwanese-backed scheme is trialling rice cultivation.
 Before the tensions, the engine room of the Solomons’ 
agricultural sector had been the Russell Islands Plantation 
Estates Limited (RIPEL), a 10,000-hectare plantation in Central 
Province. RIPEL’s production collapsed during the civil unrest and 
it remains out of action due to land and labour disputes, though 
reports suggest that the government is close to brokering a deal 
to restart operations.
 As things stand, the star of the local farm sector is 
undoubtedly palm oil (see box).

Onshore processing & manufacturing
Palm oil aside, there is little onshore processing in the 
Solomons. Copra is generally exported as it stands rather than 
transformed into higher-value products such as coconut oil. 
Local manufacturers concentrate on import substitution, with 
companies such as Solomon Breweries, Szetu Enterprises 
(bottled drinks) and Solomon Islands Tobacco Limited (see box) 
producing for the local market.

The Solomons is looking to build on its natural advantages in agriculture and fisheries, principally its warm 
tropical climate, fertile soils and rich fishing grounds.

 Solomon Breweries, which produces the SB and Solbrew 
brands, was acquired by Singapore-based Asia Pacific Breweries 
(for US$17.8 million) in 2011, after it completed a major expansion 
of its factory in 2008. Its new owners, who are responsible for 
brands such as Heineken and Tiger, intend to exploit regional 
synergies provided by their existing interests in PNG and New 
Caledonia:
 'Solomon Breweries is a strategic fit to the APB Group as it 
expands our presence in the South Pacific sector of our regional 
network,' commented Chief Executive Officer Roland Pirmez at 
the time.

Forestry
A steep decline in revenue from the Solomon Islands’ main export 
earner, timber, has been predicted for some time. Logging has 
been carried out at unsustainable levels for many years, and the 
resource is rapidly becoming depleted.
 While round log exports peaked at approximately 1.5 million 
cubic metres in 2008, the global financial crisis caused orders 
from key markets such as China, South Korea and Japan to dry 
up the following year as wholesalers slashed their inventories.
By 2011, export volumes had bounced back but this recovery is 
expected to be short-lived.
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The star of Solomons agribusiness shines more brightly 
each year. 

Guadalcanal Plains Palm Oil Limited (GPPOL) continues to 
expand at a healthy rate. The 6500-hectare plantation at 
Tetere, a 30-minute drive east of Honiara, was neglected 
during the tensions but revived in 2004 by the new owners, 
PNG-based New Britain Palm Oil Limited. Processed palm oil 
is shipped to the European Union, where it is primarily used 
by food and cosmetics producers.

Country Manager Roger Benzie told Business Advantage 
in late 2011 that the company was close to completing an 
upgrade of its mill, paving the way for expansion in the form 
of another 500 hectares in the Tetere area.

Looking further ahead, the company has also identified up 
to 5000 hectares east of Honiara that would potentially 
be conducive to palm oil planting. Though provisional 
discussions with landowners have been undertaken, the 
problem of road access to the area would need to be solved.

The company produced more than 28,000 tonnes of 
crude palm oil in 2010 as well as 3200 tonnes of premium 
palm kernel oil (see chart). The latter is used in soaps and 
confectionery. Its workforce is now around 1700, of whom 
43% are women.

In March 2011, GPPOL emulated its parent company by 
achieving Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 
certification, meaning all the palm oil it produces is accredited 
as high-quality, sustainable and traceable ‘from palm to 
plate’. In the context of environmental concerns about how 
palm oil is produced, this certification will add significant value 
to GPPOL’s production.
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NEW FLOW FOR PALM OIL
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 Year Crude Palm Oil Palm kernel Oil

 2006 5429 0

 2007 17152 674

 2008 21981 2744

 2009 25123 3099

 2010 28619 3206

 2011 31592 3537

GPPOL Estate and Smallholder 
Annual Production by Year (Tonnes)

Business Advantage talks to one of the country’s largest 
manufacturers about business conditions in the sector.

Solomon Islands Tobacco (SITCO) 
is one of the largest and longest-
established manufacturing companies 
in the Solomon Islands. A subsidiary of 
British American Tobacco, it operated 
in the Solomons for a decade before 
independence came in 1978.

According to General Manager George 
Panao, while upbeat economic conditions are good for 
business, they are leading to an increasingly severe skills 
shortage:

‘There is a lack of readily available talent in the Solomons, 
particularly in the technical area, meaning we’ve had some 
positions on the production floor that have been vacant for 
12 months.’

As a result, the company is operating at close to capacity 
and carrying minimal buffer stock. Panao adds that SITCO 

assists the Solomons Government to provide scholarships 
to disadvantaged students, but the Solomons lacks a 
fully fledged institute of higher education. Many students 
therefore attend the University of the South Pacific in Fiji. 

The company is also upgrading staff facilities at its Honiara 
premises to help improve retention of existing employees.

To ensure a level playing field for local manufacturing, Panao 
urges the Solomon Islands Government to ensure adequate 
notice is given before making major changes in the regulatory 
framework:

‘Companies need time to comply with new regulations, 
otherwise they risk having to reduce or halt production 
altogether.’

He also highlights the difficulties of distributing consumer 
goods to one of the world’s most dispersed populations: ‘It 
is a major challenge to maintain consistent supply to the 
outer island provinces of the Solomons. We are working with 
various partners to improve our reach, as well as sending our 
own staff out regularly.’

MAKING IT IN THE SOLOMONS

SITCO’s General Manager, 
George Panao
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Solomons acts to extract more value from lucrative 
fishing grounds. 

With an exclusive economic zone that stretches over 1.5 
million square kilometres, the Solomons’ fisheries sector 
should be capable of not only feeding the nation’s modest 
population but also generating substantial employment and 
much-needed foreign exchange. At times it has provided 
a mixed blessing, with the government required to prop up 
state-owned tuna processor Soltai (formerly Solomon Taiyo).

The outlook for the sector in 2012 is much healthier. In 2010, 
National Fisheries Developments (NFD), a subsidiary of major 
Singapore-based tuna wholesaler Tri Marine Group, acquired 
majority control of Soltai. Tri Marine’s Solomon Islands fishing 
fleet was already the main supplier to Soltai’s processing plant 
at Noro (Western Province) so the deal was an obvious fit.

The Noro plant turns out frozen loins, which are exported to 
the EU (via preferential trade access) for canning, and cans 
its own products for the local market.

The challenge for the Solomons is to try to maximise the 
value it extracts for its resource in a sustainable way, 
especially by adding as much value as possible on-shore. It 
is therefore encouraging to hear that South Korean firm Dong 
Won is in advanced stages of negotiation with the Solomons 
Government to build a cannery at Douma, on the main 
Guadalcanal Island. With Korean Government assistance, the 
plant would have a capacity of 300 tonnes per day, double 
that of Soltai. According to reports in the local media, NFD is 
considering building a loining plant at Malaita in the country’s 
east.

The Solomons fisheries sector cannot be regarded in 
isolation. The country is one of the Parties to the Nauru 

Agreement (PNA), a grouping of eight Pacific island nations 
set up to control and manage their collective fishing grounds 
in Pacific waters that account for 30% of the world’s tuna 
stocks. Reducing the total volume of fish caught (particularly 
by so-called ‘distant fleets’ from outside the region that pay 
a licence fee to fish in Pacific waters) not only improves 
sustainability, but reduces global supply and pushes up the 
price. 

The global price of tuna has plummeted in real terms over 
the past 20 years since the inception of the super-efficient 
(though not very environmentally friendly) purse seine fleets. 
One consequence of the advent of the purse seine in the 
Solomons was to undermine the commercial viability of the 
traditional ‘pole and line’ method of catching tuna. Happily, 
this is now being revived in the form of a scheme to sell 
certified ‘pole and line caught’ tuna, albeit at a premium, to 
ethically conscious consumers in the UK

HAULING IN TREASURE FROM THE SEA
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The fisheries sector is worth around SBD$100 million per annum.
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Opportunities to export to the Solomons

> Education and Training
> Business services 
> Construction (private sector and donor related)
> Food and Beverage
> Industrial parts/maintenance
> Infrastructure development, including ICT
> Inputs for agribusiness, forestry, fisheries.

  Austin Holmes, President of the Solomon Forest Association, 
expects ‘a sharp tail-off, possibly commencing as early as late 
2012’, but adds that ‘ it is exaggerating to say that the sector’s 
output will ever drop to zero’.
 International buyers are increasingly demanding timber from 
sustainbale resources. The obvious long-term solution involves 
sustainably managed plantations, but these will take time to 
develop. There are two well-established plantations already in 

commercial operation—Kolombangara Forest Products Limited 
(KFPL), on Kolombangara and Eagon in central New Georgia. 
Three smaller government-run plantations are also operating, on 
a smallholder model.


