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	NATIONAL PARLIAMENT OF SOLOMON  ISLANDS


COMMITTEE TRANSCRIPT

Ministry of Infrastructure Development
12 March 2008, 1:50pm
Mr Chairman:  I am standing in for the Chairman who is attending another meeting.
 
The Ministry of Infrastructure Development is a very important ministry in any government set up, as it deals with the development of our important infrastructures to support development.  This present Government is very clear about its expected outcomes as clearly specified in its policy statement.  And that is building including bridges, wharves, houses etc, by designing and built to safe standards as required in natural disasters prone regions, shipping and all transport industries operate to safe and efficient  standards that ensure passenger and cargo safety, and national transport plant that is well planned, affordable and conducive to both economic growth and social well being, and professional care and maintenance of all government housings, materials, equipment, vehicle fleet, plant and machineries.  
Those are very specific policy statements from the government and the Ministry has allocated a specific budget to deliver aspects of that during this fiscal year.  I would now welcome the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry to brief us.  Thank you Permanent Secretary.

Mr Ta’aru (Permanent Secretary): Thank you Chairman and thank you members of the Committee.  I would like to thank you for giving us the chance to explain ourselves.  Before doing that, I would like to also, if I may, inform you that we just lost one of our staffs, and so a number of our members are not here as they are trying to sort out arrangement to get his body home.  Apart from that we are here to help clarify some points, questions and queries that you may have about the budget. 
As you have already seen from the allocations, the Ministry of Infrastructure this year would basically be trying to maintain existing infrastructures so that there is a link existing for our communities.

We do have a number of assistances from our donor friends coming into our programs, but we do also have some good funding from our own government to help us in our work programs and plans to get these existing infrastructures functioning at a level where they should be for our communities.          

Much of it would be down in the rural areas, and that would be in terms of roads, bridges, wharves or airfields.  We should be working closely with Aviation who would give us its priorities before we can go.  As you would see, our budget allocation is mostly land transport and sea transport.   

We are still continuing to work on the review of our work programs so that they clearly reflect what the government of the day would like us to do.  When we are in the first part of the second quarter of the year we will come up with a much better work program that should reflect the budget as well as the policy.


With that I would like to say that we are quite happy with what we got so far in this budget.

Mr Chairman:  Permanent Secretary, are there any specific concerns you have on the recurrent estimates?

Mr Ta’aru:   On the recurrent, I think we did supply what we want to do to the Ministry of Finance, unfortunately, as I said, in terms of road and bridges maintenance we are working under the national transport plan and so we are still happy with it.


The other area that we are not happy with, understanding the limits is the allocation under the maintenance of roads and bridges which is still maintained at $3 million.  We do understand the reasons for that.  We are getting the support of the donors and so we will do our work better.

Mr Chairman:  What about manpower (staffing)?

Mr Ta’aru:  In terms of engineers, we filled all the posts that we have been given, but during the year we will be asking for some more vacancies especially engineers, so that there are engineers looking after our provinces to work with provinces to come up with their plans in terms of infrastructures.  If that is taken onboard towards the end of the year we will be having engineers for each of the provinces so that work is carried out effectively in those areas. 
Mr Chairman:  In terms of sustaining human resources to continue provide that important function, how do you see in long term the availability of important human resources?

MR TA’ARU:  In terms of human resources we are working with the private sector to give them trainings especially in terms of the knowledge in doing the actual work.  At the moment we are outsourcing all our work programs.  We started trainings at the private sector in the last two weeks.  We have done that for Honiara.  We will be going out to the provinces to run similar courses for people out there so that they are ready, prepared and have the know-how to reach out so that when we go out to the provinces we have them already there through the normal process of in-house capacity building and training.                                                                           


For ourselves, we have engineers still on training.  We’ve sent out one for further training, and we will be sending another one for further training.  We are trying to build ourselves up so that we are able to manage what we already have in terms of transport infrastructures.

In terms of financing, you would notice that there is a National Transport Fund.  We would like to see that established, and so we will be working towards getting that to Parliament so that we can have an established fund.  
The advantage is that our donor friends are thinking of whatever they would supply or would provide in terms of funds.  Those funds will fall into that trust fund for us to manage according to our needs and according to our work plans.  That is the advantage of that.  
We are getting information from our donor friends that we should at least speed up establishing the fund, and so we are looking at that.  Unfortunately we are not ready to bring that at this Parliament Sitting but we will make sure that we get that in the next Parliament.
Mr Chairman:  PS, I understand many of the projects are ongoing in the provinces in terms of road development and maintenance.  You know that people see government delivering when they actually see something happening.  You have the state of the Honiara roads and coastal roads in the provinces, you may want to brief the committee on the progress of all these roads?
MR TA’ARU:  We have one project now established to embrace the western part of Solomon Islands.  That is funded under the European Union and the ADB.

Mr Chairman:  Western Province?

MR TA’ARU:  To Western and Choiseul Provinces.  Basically this is supposed to be for tsunami affected areas but we will extend that to our own transport network that has been neglected over the years.  That is roads, bridges and wharves.  
We have another one that should look after Guadalcanal, Makira and Temotu and that is also financed by the ADB, AusAid and NZAID.  


  The CSP is looking after us with the establishment of bridges which will help Malaita, and will come together again to actually specify what should be done.  This will be further discussed.


The wharf project will be completed this year, and so the contractor will resume constructing remaining wharves. 

Another project that is coming up is shipping, and this is support also from the ADB.  They will help us to reform that sector and support private shipping services. 
Mr Chairman:  It appears that that has been an ongoing thing.   In fact I have heard about that project since I joined government, and where are we now in terms of coming up with something concrete that we can rely on to talk with donors?

Mr TA’ARU:  What will happen to this shipping project is that when they are here working with us, as soon as areas of reforms are identified, we will do the work immediately so that our people actually see the outcomes on what is being done. 
Mr Chairman:  The government is very clear on what it wants to do.  It looks at addressing uneconomical routes assisting private sector to provide shipping.  There are broad policy statements already made by the government, and I hope the Ministry is in tune with that.

Mr TA’ARU:  For the routes, we are happy to say that we are implementing subsidizing those routes and that is in the budget.  What we would like to see is those uneconomical routes serviced more frequently than what has been experienced in the past.  I’m sure what we have been allocated will help us.
Mr Chairman:  A number of Members of Parliament will probably have some comments here because we have had some very bad experience on how that particular project was implemented.  But I think before I give the opportunity to my colleagues to ask further questions, let us go back to the road.   There is argument between the Honiara Town Council and the national government recently as to who is responsible for the repairs and maintenance of the Vura Road.   Can we have some clear policy on that so that we know who is actually responsible?

Mr TA’ARU:  I think what used to be in the past was that the Central Government looks after the main roads and then the City Council or the provinces look after the feeder roads.  However, we have faced a problem and so we decided to pick up all the roads.  Although we may not have adequate funds but we have to at least set a schedule so that we know exactly who looks after the roads.  We have decided to take on the feeder roads because we also find that the feeder roads did most damage to the main roads as you get all the debris, all the water, uncontrolled rain water.  If we can improve the feeder roads we will have lesser problem on the main roads.  So that is what we are trying to do.

Mr Chairman:   Is there enough allocation within the budget?  
MR TA’ARU:  Not really but we have to do it because the Honiara City Council cannot do it.

Mr Chairman:  For the Honiara City Council the reasons would be very obvious that they lost nearly 50% of their revenue, and so it is obvious that the national government needs to take over.     

Hon Soalaoi:    Mr Chairman, the importance of the Ministry of Infrastructure cannot be overemphasized. As all of us know when we talk about economic activities even in areas referred to as non economical, these activities depend entirely on the existence of the infrastructures wherever that may be, whether in town or rural areas.  We can actually turn uneconomical routes into economical routes if we have basic infrastructures in place.  
I think it is good to impress upon the Ministry of its importance.  I know you are very much aware of the importance of your Ministry.  It is one of the ministries that all of us depend on for movements like shipping.  
In terms of shipping, Mr Chairman, like I said earlier on, in the past when there was a government shipping, this so called uneconomical routes were very active.  They were actively taking part in economic activities.  But as soon as government shipping services disappear, those places became uneconomical routes even though there are a lot of natural resources in those so called uneconomical areas.

Mr Chairman, the point I am trying to make here is that I think it is important the government takes immediate action to address the shipping problem facing the country today even though there is allocation for shipping subsidy.  People are still victims even when we assist private operators to carry out frequent shipping services to places which are far away from the capital.  They charge very high freights on the very people living in the rural areas in places where there is very little economic activity going on.  I guess we all know that in places like that people do not earn much money to pay for freights and other basic needs.   There is a real problem in allowing private ship operators to go to those areas because they only add on to the problems that people are facing in the rural areas in terms of the amount of money they charge to those people.  


There is an allocation of $4.5million in your development budget for Guadalcanal Shipping last year.   This is an area that is very much affected by the shipping problem.  If only those areas can be allowed to operate their own shipping they would not do much injustice to their own people by charging extra freights.  But when you allow shipping operators who are not from that area, nowadays fuel is very expensive and making profit is the only thing in their mind when they asked to go to uneconomical routes.  
That is one point I want to make here Mr Chairman.  We think that those people should also be assisted.  If we can give $4.5million to Guadalcanal Province, what is the difference with other people of Solomon Islands who live in other parts of the country who do not have any proper shipping services?  
I know it will take time for the government to even start another shipping division because of unnecessary expenses incurred when there is not much cargo moved around by those government shipping.   That is one point I want to make.

The other thing is that there is not a big difference in your allocations this year compared to last year.  I doubt whatever plans you are making now will be implemented.  You said earlier on that you are still working on your plans.  I think if you have a work program for this year, we very much would want to see the Ministry moving away from daily routine activities.  This not only goes for the Ministry of Infrastructure but other Ministries too need to move further into development in order for us to see change in our ministries, which will allow people to feel and see that they are receiving the services the government is providing.

Another important area I want to highlight is the national transport plan.  We are still waiting to see how this national transport plan will be implemented.  Can the Committee be informed of how the plan will be implemented this year or how soon would it be implemented as it is important for the economy?  We cannot get goods to other parts of the country if we do not have any proper form of transport in existence.  
With that, Mr Chairman, I have been raising those points but the one point I am urging the Ministry to give an answer is whether it considers supporting areas that are without ships like for us in Temotu, and not only Temotu, but other parts too.
Mr Ta’aru:  I need not fully include Lord Howe in the Malaita Outer Islands, Shortlands, Rennell/Bellona and the Temotu out layers.  I’m sure you would agree that these constituencies all have boats through their constituencies.  Unfortunately, for Temotu they lost their boat.  But I think you can see the new government’s policy that we were asked to look into either re-establishing the government fleet.  Unfortunately, for this year we would not able to do so because funds are not allocated.   But I do agree with you, especially your constituency that you have been really affected as we have not been able to provide shipping to that area.  I guess we will reschedule shipping to that area using what is now available.  We could probably improve shipping to that area.  Unfortunately, for this budget, we would not be able to assist in either purchasing a new vessel or whatever but we will certainly be helping out in providing shipping to that constituency.

On the maintenance of road infrastructure in particular, I think the best thing is to maintain, reconstruct or rehabilitate what we have to a level that we would be able to manage the maintenance before we can move on to reconstruction.  
I think we all know that because of neglect of existing infrastructures, they are now down to a stage where we have to reconstruct, and that is expensive.  If we can maintain them to a good level of maintenance, the actual maintenance would be reduced and we would have extra funds to go into new developments.  That is what we are trying to get at now.


We are actually working on the national plan now so that we can address what the government has in its policy.  As I said the actual implementation of the plan can only come when funds are available.  But I’m sure that we have support from our donor friends and if we can establish the national transport plan, we will have the support from our donor friends to effectively implement this national transport plan.  
But for this year, as I have said, we have to reconstruct, rehabilitate and maintain our existing roads.  There is new construction coming under the projects but for us in the Ministry with national funding we have to start with what we have.

Mr Chairman:  Does that include tar sealing of roads?  As you know the government made some very specific statements on what it wants to deliver this year and next year, and like all governments they would like to deliver.  There were very big political statements made like ‘build 100 kilometres of new dirt road’, ‘build 50 kilometre sealed road each year starting in 2008’.  You would be in a very good position to, I guess, advice the government on that matter.  From what you told us you said that this year you would be concentrating on maintaining of existing roads, and no new constructions.

Mr Ta’aru:  Yes, we did advise especially the new constructions but that is too much for us in terms of finance and what the private sector can support us with because we depend very much on the private sector to do the main constructions.  The 50 kilometre tar sealing can be achieved but we cannot cater for 100 kilometre new construction.  At the moment we have to go out and do surveys first before there is action.

Mr Chairman:  So I guess we will wait for the work plan to come out before that is done. 
Mr Ta’aru:  We have an allocation for survey under the development budget, and so it can be done this year for preparation and costing.
Hon Olavae:  Mr Chairman, we inherited infrastructure development since attaining independence.  Even prior to obtaining independence our colonial masters decentralize infrastructure developments throughout the four corners of this nation.  They left all those infrastructures to us that once upon a time stimulated the rural economy contributing to the purchasing power of the government when they left us.  After the policy of successive governments centrally located infrastructures and other developments, it really killed infrastructure developments that were meant for the stimulation of the rural economy.

For the last 29 years we have experienced the deterioration of those roads, and even successive governments did not give attention to those infrastructures that should have balanced off trade deficit we have been experiencing over the years. 


The centrally located infrastructure development under conducive environment given to urban centres only stimulated goods flooding out from the country by our trading partners, which contributed to the downfall of the country’s reserves because there is less exportable commodities happening in the rural areas.  More imported goods are coming in since obtaining independence killing this country’s economy too.


Under the new roadmap that this government has been talking about, infrastructure development is very, very important to the 50 constituencies in terms of building up economic centres.  We have to start from one point because those bridges and roads built by our colonial masters prior to us obtaining our independence are now in deteriorating state.  
Those infrastructure developments are just like a very sick man.  That is why this government has to start somewhere to build growth centres to attract rural commodities and store them so that the private sector providing shipping services can be the linkage between the isolated islands of this country. 
This country is not like other countries that are one big land mass, and that is why it is a very difficult task for this country when it comes to revitalizing the economy of this country.  It is not easy but we have to find ways on how the provinces can be assisted in terms of machines so that they can directly deal with their own constituencies and not centrally locate machines for development. 

We are trying to find ways to alleviate the situation.  We will continue to talk about these problems every year if we do not decentralize certain powers to the Ministry of Infrastructure in the provinces who are much closer to the economic centres.


The point is, how are we going to solve this problem?  How could the government fulfill its work programs if we continue to centrally control everything up here because we do not know what those constituencies need in terms of infrastructures?  We have to holistically approach revitalization of our economy through the participation of players such as the private sector, rural farmers to help restore our ailing economy we have inherited after independence.


We know that the private sector continues to pour money into the economy in terms of taxes but they do not help the economy very much because most of the private sectors are import oriented.  They do not help the foreign exchange of this country because the infrastructures they have been working under especially in the urban areas are not foreign exchange earning entities.


The Government’s policy has to direct infrastructure development to the rural areas so that the private sector, manufacturers and rural farmers who have exportable commodities will fairly participate so that we combat foreign reserve drain that the private sector, especially the importers have contributed towards.  
I know the constituency development officers have their constituency profiles on how they will contribute towards revitalizing the economy.  I know they have their own infrastructure plans and their development needs.  
The 50 constituency development officers who were employed last year must come up with profiles so that they go through all the ministries and merge them so that the 50 constituencies new concepts new roadmaps have to be taken on board in order for us to arrive at better solutions in future.  Thank you.  
Mr Chairman:  I think the Government does appreciate the concerns raised by colleagues, both this government and the previous government on the importance of getting our people in the rural areas to participate in development.  It is a clear policy intention of both governments.  In fact all governments see rural development is a matter which has always been talked about since independence, and whether we are serious about achieving it and strategies put in place to achieve them, I guess, is what was lacking.


The last government talked about the bottom up approach concept.  The present government talks about the same thing - rural advancement, get rural people to participate.  I think the question for us is whether these big policy intentions are achievable given the kind of resources that we have.  I think that is the concern.  The point raised by the colleague is very important.  Do you want to comment on it?
Mr TA’ARU:  I agree with his concerns.  I think the constituency development officers must come in quickly so that whatever they have for the constituencies can be taken on board.  Because what we are supposed to do this year is basically to bring up those deteriorating infrastructures so that there is connectivity to the communities to actually do their activities.  
We also would like to involve communities in the maintenance of the infrastructures.  If we are to bring up those infrastructures to a certain level where it is not very expensive and it may not need very sophisticated machines then we have to engage the committees to look after those infrastructures during the 12 months period.  That is what we would like to see the communities being involved in so that our infrastructures are maintained throughout the year.


As I said we would have to go down to them and actually teach them how to do the job so that even if we are here we know exactly what they will be doing down there.  We would like to involve the communities actually onsite doing the job.  But again as I said we have to train them to know what must be done.  
But as I said we have to get those infrastructures back to normal so that the communities are able to use those infrastructures.

Mr Chairman:  There are a number of allocations here that we need to get confirmation that they will be spent on the maintenance program.  There is the rural development 100 policy of $10million.  In fact there is $29.5million allocation in the Ministry of Infrastructure.  
What you are saying is the focus of this year is getting these run down infrastructures to work well before you look at building new infrastructures may be in the next fiscal year.
Mr TA’ARU:  Mr Chairman, yes it is important to bring those infrastructures up to a level where we can maintain them at a much smaller financing.  We need to actually establish how much we will spend to maintain them at that level so that when we go into new development we will know exactly that there would be extras.
Mr Chairman:  Has the Ministry come up with the work program on how to implement that?
Mr TA’ARU: Yes, we do have that.  Our work program cost about $60million. It will be in two parts.  It is going to be a big job.  
Mr Chairman:  You have allocated $29.5million in the various allocations here.  
You will need to keep in very close consultations with the political government on how you implement their policy.

Hon Soalaoi:  Chairman, I totally agree with the rehabilitation program in order for existing infrastructures to be in a workable state.  I also believe it is important that we start looking into extending or opening up new areas.  
When we talk about broadening the base of our economy, it really depends on how far we go in opening up areas which might have potentials to participate in economic activities.  That is just a point I want to make.   
There is another question I want to ask on the non appropriated funds under EU Slot to wharves construction, Stabex 98.  I wonder if the Ministry is in a position to give us the names of the wharves that would be built this year.  That is the first question. 

I will give you the other question so that you can respond to them at one time.  The other concern we have is the transport pool.  On the maintenance of vehicles I notice there is an allocation of $228,000 for that.  I believe there really needs to be some critical scrutiny of the maintenance department of the ministry.  We have had bad experiences with the maintenance of vehicles.  We turn in vehicles with very minimal repairs to be done.  The next day you check the vehicles, but they are in worst state. 
I guess the Permanent Secretary will be interested to know what is going on in the maintenance pool.  This is why you will see most G-Vehicles being returned directly to the suppliers for servicing and not at the maintenance pool. 
(The PS’s reply to the above question was not recorded due to a problem with the recording machine)

Hon Kemakeza:  Can you inform the committee on how you award tenders to contractors for infrastructures such as maintenance of roads, bridges and etc.

Mr TA’ARU:  I think the Financial Instructions clearly specify what to down to public tender to CTB, which one goes to the NTB and which ones to be approved by the Permanent Secretary.  Those that have to go out to the public tenders are normally put out in the print media and newspapers.  But the process is done according to Financial Instructions.  
Hon Kemakeza:  Which people are in the tender boards and whether infrastructure is also included beyond $500,000?
Mr Ta’aru:  I will start by saying that whenever we put out a notice we also have to prepare specifications.  Whoever wants to bid must bid according to the specifications.  The Permanent Secretary is a member of the Central Tender Board.  Of course, we can ask technical officers to give advice to the CTB but the actual decision is made by the CTB. 

Mr Chairman:  We have a Public Service Officer here and may be he would like to say anything on the establishment.

Mr MENDO:  The Ministry has about 90 vacancies.   I am not in a position to satisfy all the Ministries in terms of manpower, but we are trying our best to help them.  
Another thing is there will be redundancy of about 15 staff out there in the provinces.  
Hon Soalaoi: This is about the point raised by the Honorable Member for Ngella about tender process.  We have had problems in the past with people being awarded tenders and then failed miserably to carry out the work.  Basically that was due to some of the people being given the tenders are without machines.  They form up a group, bid for the job and after they are given the tender they then give it to somebody who has machines.  

I think this is a practice that must be avoided at all costs in order for work to be done properly.  I am afraid that there are very important projects coming up and if some of those falls into the same category then we might just have to do them again.  That is my last comment. 
Mr TA’ARU:  That is the very reason why we have to bring in local contractors to train them so that they know exactly what they are doing.  Not only that but we have to register them when joining the bids so that we know exactly who they are, their performance is to what we expect.  I guess we are addressing this. 
Mr Chairman:  Thank you very much Permanent Secretary.  I think we have covered all the areas that we need to cover in the budget.  I think you said that resources allocated government services are limited.  But as expected of you by government you should be able to properly manage the resources allocated to your Ministry - $29.5million in development projects, of which donor funded projects are more than $273million.  That is quite a very big allocation to your Ministry, and so the government expects that you should deliver that. 


With that members of the Committee, and Permanent Secretary, thank you very much for appearing before the Committee.  Thank you. 
