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The Speaker, took the Chair at 9.30 a.m.

Prayers

ATTENDANCE

At prayers all members were present with the exception of the Minister for Foreign Affairs & External Trade, National Unity, Reconciliation & Peace, Environment, Conservation and Meteorology, Infrastructure Development and the members for West Guadalcanal East Honiara, Central Honiara, Temotu/Nende,  East Makira, North West Guadalcanal, West Honiara, and Malaita Outer Islands.

BILLS

Bills – Second Reading

The 2008 Appropriation Bill 2008

Hon RINI:   Mr Speaker, I rise to beg that the 2008 Appropriation Bill 2008 be now put to the second reading.

Mr Speaker, I am very privileged and most humbled as Minister for Finance and Treasury to present to this Honorable House the 2008 Budget on behalf of the Government and the nation of Solomon Islands as required under Section 102 of our National Constitution.

Sir, this Government has been barely three months in Office.  This Government has only two full annual Budgets to make its mark on the country and fulfill its policy objectives.  It is my pleasure, therefore, to present the first of these Budgets, the 2008 Appropriation Bill 2008.  This Government intends to create new, constructive, action oriented and rurally focused policy directions. The Government has the remaining eight to nine months of this year to commence the execution of these policy directions and focus. 

Mr Speaker, this Government is aiming to create a stronger and more resilient nation, where rural communities have adequate access to the resources they need to advance economically and peacefully whilst at the same time have appropriate and equitable access to educational and health resources.  The Government is also committed to restoring and strengthening the nation's international standing, its government institutions and structures as well as its economy. 

Sir, the Budget is the fundamental instrument of Government policy in achieving these objectives.  The 2008 Budget, therefore, advances and progresses us considerably along the path we have charted in our Government’s Policy Statements and Translation and Implementation Framework. 

Sir, this Government is an action oriented Government.  We have given our ministries and agencies the necessary policy directions. We have launched our strategies on how these directions can be achieved.  This Budget is the first step in getting the resources to where they will deliver the goods and services and for the ministries and agencies to achieve these policies. 

Mr Speaker, the Government is committed to developing a strong, healthy and equal partnership with regional governments and organizations in the interests of development and progress. 

Mr Speaker, let me highlight to this Honorable House the main characteristics and features of the 2008 Budget. First, the 2008 Budget is a balanced Budget and requires no borrowing and increase in debt;

Second, all national financial resources are directed to programs and projects that will assist Solomon Islanders.  This means that there will be no funds held in reserves as cash floats or for contingencies and that tax exemptions will be reduced;

Third, all the national financial resources are devoted for development programs and projects to its highest ever level of $292 million.  This is $71.4 million more than estimated in 2007.  With additional contribution from the Republic of China total Development Expenditure rises to $381million.  This is $129 million more than 2007;

Fourth, the Recurrent Budget will have a modest increase and will entail enhanced revenue measures, including a computer based import management package, improved accounting arrangements and the introduction of a new payroll system to replace the unreliable and inefficient existing system;

Fifth, our legal obligations to provide pensions to previous Governors-Generals, meet teacher salary increases and staff allowances (especially housing) and provide for scheduled debt repayments- all incurred by previous administrations will now be provided for;

Sixth, the 2008 Budget remains largely in the 2007 and previous years’ format. Nonetheless, the Government remains committed to improve budget processes, presentation and economic forecasting.  It is therefore my intention to introduce improvements in the 2009 Budget to increase transparency, provide additional analysis and facilitate effective and efficient Budget implementation.

Mr Speaker, the Government is most determined to place our country on a firm economic and financial footing.  Without this there is little hope of improving the living standards for our rural people and communities. The Government acknowledges that this is a long term task and is far from easy.  But it is committed to take on this challenge. 

Sir, this Budget includes several major measures that will be initial steps in the right direction.  Mr  Speaker, firstly, we will grow the revenue base.  We will raise excise on beer and on tobacco products which pose social or health risks.  We are improving revenue collection by placing additional resources into revenue collection agencies.  We are also building up the Internal Audit function to ensure that revenue does not leak from the Consolidated Fund. In addition, we will ensure better statistical information is compiled to help guide economic decision-making into the future.

Secondly, our most important measure to gain revenue in 2008 will be to stamp down on tax and duty exemptions.  Under the previous administration these exemptions rose to nearly $120million a year.  While some of these exemptions are legitimate, justified and necessary such as exemptions for diplomats, development assistance or for productive machinery or hospital supplies, many others are not.  We believe that reducing these by one third will raise $40 million or so. 

Thirdly, Mr. Speaker, this Government is not only concerned with raising revenue to fund ambitious development projects whose benefits take years to fully bear fruit.  We are also concerned with equity and advancing the needs of the vulnerable people in our country.  The Government will therefore provide tax relief for our people on certain basic goods. 

Fourthly, Sir, the Government acknowledges the severe capacity constraints of the Public Service and related bureaucracy.  Despite the welcome financial assistance and technical assistance from development partners in a range of Ministries we are still not getting good and worthwhile projects, particularly small projects that have direct impact on rural livelihoods.  The Government, in this respect, has therefore committed $150 million for Rural Constituency Livelihoods Fund, over three years, where small projects can be administered through the respective Members of Parliament, Constituency Development Officers and Constituency Advisory Committees.  These funds will be additional to the Rural Constituency Development Fund, the Millennium Development Fund and the Micro-Project Fund.  The government is mindful that these small projects funds are often criticized and misappropriated.  Given this, in the effort to improve the transparency and accountability of these funds it is my intention to seek the Auditor General’s concurrence to include a review of the funds operation in his annual audit program.

Mr. Speaker, let me now outline the fundamentals of the Recurrent and Development Budgets. 

Sir, prior to taking into account new revenue initiatives, government domestic revenue in 2008 is forecast to increase by 15 per cent from that achieved in 2007.  This is 46 per cent above that originally budgeted for 2007.  Following adoption of the new revenue measures revenue will increase to $1419 million ($1.419 billion). This includes anticipated Budget support from development partners. This, in effect is an overall increase of 26 per cent on collections in 2007. 

Mr Speaker, total Recurrent Expenditure in 2008 is expected to rise by 19 per cent.  Recurrent expenditure to be appropriated in the 2008 Appropriation Act 2008 (excluding Statutory Expenditure and Budget support from donors), however, will increase by 34 per cent to $1064 million ($1.064 billion). 

Mr Speaker, the Government’s preliminary estimate for the national economy in 2008 is for real economic growth of 6 per cent.  Furthermore, we expect inflation to remain steady at about 8 per cent. This bright economic outlook stands us in good stead to implement the reforms necessary to ensure the prosperity of our national economy in the long term.

Mr Speaker, I would now like to give an overview of the 2008 Budget.

1. Budget Overview

Medium- Long Term Vision for the Solomon Islands

Mr Speaker, this Government's medium to long term directions for the Solomon Islands is set out in detail in our Policy Statements and the Translation and Implementation Framework documents launched earlier on this year. 

Mr Speaker, our vision is for a peaceful, united and God fearing society that respects and actively builds a community that is honest, trustworthy and forward looking.  A sovereign Solomon Islands that is determined to progress positively with confidence and high ethical standards based on its values, cultures, traditions, resource base with respected and credible leadership.  A Solomon Islands whose positive contributions to the betterment of its people are also a contribution to the global community.

Sir, the Government's actions will be carefully directed to progressing this vision.  We will empower the people through rural advancement strategies, the pursuit of Millennium Development Goals, revitalizing the economy, improving law and order and providing effective and efficient service delivery.  

Mr Speaker, the Translation and Implementation Framework document has guided Ministries in developing new policies and programs of action for the Government. This is the basic framework which will guide Ministries and set the agenda for real change.  Sir, it is our hope that this framework of action will lead to genuine rural advancement throughout the Solomon Islands, and bring benefit to all Solomon Islanders. 

Mr Speaker, it is also our intention to implement this program of action in partnership with stakeholders and to ensure the partnerships are of acceptable quality.  Genuine economic, political and social transformation can only be achieved in a climate of trust.

Sir, our program can also be achieved in a stable economic and political environment, with a healthy democratic process, respect for the rule of law and a vibrant national spirit.  Work on all these influences is necessary if we are to overcome the major obstacles that stand in the way of growth of the national economy.

2. State of the National Economy

Mr Speaker, while the outlook for the national economy in 2008 is broadly positive, there are a number of risks and potential shocks to our economy.  It is the mission of the Government to further “strengthen development through a bottom-up and holistic approach”.  

Sir, unfortunately, our small islands economy is highly vulnerable to external factors, influences and pressures.  Compounded with domestic problems these can present major challenges for a developing nation like Solomon Islands.

Sir, global economic performance has weakened somewhat in the past year with an increasing risk of recession in the United States.  Moreover, tighter global credit conditions are also expected to restrict growth in the United Kingdom and Europe.

On the other hand, emerging market countries such as China have continued to expand robustly.  This should ensure the continued high demand for Solomon Islands exports such as round logs.

Mr. Speaker, on the domestic front Solomon Islands achieved a much stronger economic outcome in 2007 than expected.  Preliminary data shows that, in real terms, the economy grew by over 10 percent in 2007.  This is much higher than the 6 percent in 2006. 

Sir, this higher than expected growth was driven primarily by very high logging sector output.  Round log exports rose by around 330,000 cubic metres (or 30 per cent) to more than 1.4 million cubic metres.  However, there was also higher than expected growth across most other major commodities.  This, in part, has been a result of increasing business and investor confidence and economic reforms introduced in recent years as well as ongoing donor activities.

Mr Speaker, despite this strong performance, inflation has not been compromised. Annual inflation based on a three month moving average of 10 percent as of December 2007 which was slightly higher than levels recorded in previous months was still broadly within the target range of less than 10 percent.  The increase, however, was beyond our control, due mainly to both international and domestic factors.  

Sir, this Government is also conscious of the growing social distress of our people and the inequalities besetting our society.  The Government, in this regard, considers it as its social obligation to intervene in and soften the impact of such price increases on the vulnerable people.  We will mandate appropriate authorities to thoroughly review existing legislation and price control mechanisms and make recommendations for improvement.

Mr Speaker, further increases in oil prices in 2007, has affected our balance of trade.  This is because oil affects the price of other imported goods and inputs as well as imported oil itself.  This has contributed to the widening of the trade deficit to $549 million, from $479 million in 2006.  Solomon Islands recorded a trade deficit for 2007 of $551million.  

Sir, despite the higher trade deficit in 2007, there was an increase in gross international reserves of around $123 million over the year.  This was a result of ongoing strength in international donor flows and the effects of revaluation of the exchange rate. 

Mr Speaker, let me now turn to the Governments’ preliminary forecast on the domestic economy in 2008.

3. Preliminary forecasts for 2008-2010

Mr. Speaker, the outlook for 2008 is generally positive, although real growth is expected to slow somewhat to a more moderate 6 per cent.  Inflation is expected to also moderate slightly to a more manageable 8 per cent, following the higher prices for oil and locally produced products experienced in the second half of 2007.  

Mr Speaker, robust business confidence and the ongoing impact of economic and financial sector reforms are expected to provide a sound base for economic growth over the short term without adding undue inflationary pressures.  Nonetheless, the possibility of further increases in oil prices remains a short term risk to this scenario, due to the potential impacts on confidence and inflation.

Mr Speaker, in the medium term the risks to economic growth and prosperity in Solomon Islands are much greater.  Of particular concern is the projected decline in the logging sector which currently makes up around 17 per cent of our national economy and earns almost 70 per cent of export earnings.  Logging is expected to begin to decline moderately as early as 2009, with more severe falls in output projected in subsequent years.  It is expected to provide little or no contribution to the economy by 2013.  Managing the decline in such an important sector will require a disciplined approach from the Government. 

Mr. Speaker, the Government will soon release its Medium Term Fiscal Strategy.  Sir, the Medium Term Fiscal Strategy is one of this Government’s most important planning documents. It serves to clearly articulate the very significant challenge that lies ahead for our economy.  It also lays the first stones of a path of reform to get our people through those times. 

Sir, there are two interlocked challenges that we will have to face.  Firstly, the decline of 17 per cent of the economy to a bare minimum over five years will be a significant structural challenge for us.  New industries will have to grow very quickly over the next 3 to 5 years if we are to ease the pain of this transition. 

Secondly, Government revenue from the logging sector will also decline quickly.  Currently, logging makes up around 18 per cent of Government revenue.  In 3 to 5 years time, revenue from this sector will be insignificant.

Mr Speaker, we will therefore be confronted with a slowing economy.  While the standard fiscal policy response will normally require a fiscal stimulus, this will be untenable.  As a matter of fact we will actually have to cut real expenditure to maintain a balanced and sustainable budget.

Sir, this Government will not shy away from this challenge and is approaching it responsibly and with careful analysis.  It is in this context that this Government developed a Medium Term Fiscal Strategy.  It is our framework for addressing these issues around the projected fall in output and government revenue associated with the decline in the logging sector.

4. The Reform Agenda

Mr. Speaker, our Medium Term Fiscal Strategy will also provide guide on our economic reform agenda.  Sir, this Government’s reform agenda will be more comprehensive and reflective of the need for broad-based growth in industries beyond logging.  

Mr Speaker, to achieve broad-based growth, this Government is introducing and implementing economic reforms in key areas.

Sir, in the area of regulatory reform, the Government is implementing a number of reforms aimed at reducing heavy regulatory and tax burdens to businesses and consumers of this nation. We are also ensuring these regulatory and tax responsibilities are fairly applied.

Mr Speaker, this year, the Government will introduce four new pieces of legislation in order to reduce the cost of doing business in Solomon Islands. These include:

•
A new Companies Act, 

•
A new Insolvency and Receivership Act;

•
A new Secured Transaction Act; and

•
A new Trustees Act. 

Sir, these new laws will make it cheaper and easier for investors to start and operate businesses.  They will also enable these businesses to easily secure loans to expand their activities.

Mr Speaker, despite these changes and the removal of the requirement for most salary and wage earners to file tax returns, the current system remains unnecessarily complex. The Government remains committed to more fundamental reform of the taxation system.  This will help create a more level playing field and a transparent and accountable system that will benefit Solomon Islands businesses, consumers and rural communities.

Mr Speaker, as part of this Budget, changes have been made to a number of existing taxes and excises. This is necessary to increase the sustainability of tax revenue and to reduce the burden on ordinary Solomon Islanders.   

In this connection, Mr Speaker, I am pleased to announce that the Government will abolish the goods tax on rice.  This will benefit all of our people, most particularly the vulnerable people as rice makes up a relatively large part of their expenditure. To help fund the removal of the goods tax on rice, the Government will increasing the rate of tax on a number of goods which are currently subject to low tax compared to other countries and which have social and health risks.  Mr. Speaker, I am therefore obliged to also announce that there will be a 20 per cent increase in the rate of excise on tobacco and beer and an increase in the gaming tax from 5 to 35 per cent.  

Mr Speaker, there are also a number of further reforms to the taxation system that are currently being considered and developed.  The intention, as outlined in the Government’s Policy Statement is to further broaden the economic base and to remove impediments to growth and make the economy resilient against any future economic downturns.  The expected decline in logging as the main driver of economic growth and the major revenue source make it vital that other growth and revenue sources are urgently found.

In the area of financial services, Sir, the Government will be implementing reforms which aim to improve the availability of finance for business projects in Solomon Islands and will make it easier for local entrepreneurs and businesses to access loans.  We are also looking to strengthen the authority of the Central Bank by reviewing the CBSI legislation to allow greater autonomy. 

M. Speaker, as our Medium Term Fiscal Strategy stipulates that we are going to have to look beyond logging for new industries to drive growth in the country.  This Government is fully committed to pursue a number of reforms which aims to remove barriers in specific industries and get investors on the ground.

Among the new industry reforms, Sir, is the Tourism Strategy.  This Strategy outlines the major difficulties in getting more significant growth in the industry going.  It also outlines the policies that we will look to implement to remove these difficulties. 

Mr Speaker, reforms to the Agriculture sector will also be critically important.  Inflationary pressure can be eased by freeing up supply in this important sector.

Sir, the Government also recognizes the potential in the fishing industry and plans to start with a general administration and regulatory structure reforms.  This will ensure this important resource can expand and contribute more positively to the Gross Domestic Product of this country.  Furthermore, Mr Speaker, the work on re-opening Gold Ridge Mining and RIPEL, and the preparation of Bina Harbour and Aluta Basin development projects are progressing. 

The Government will also introduce to Parliament new legislation to allow for and regulate competition in telecommunication services.  And, Sir, the Government will be taking a proactive approach to ensuring our State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) are commercially managed and operated and do not drain our valuable financial resources.

Mr Speaker, the challenges that Solomon Islands will face over the coming five years are well recognized and acknowledged.  To overcome these challenges, the Government is committed to implementing economic reforms that will continue to drive strong economic growth and raise revenue from a broad base.  With speedy implementation of this reform agenda, Solomon Islands will be well placed to respond to the economic challenges that lie ahead.  

5. The 2008 Budget

Recurrent and Development Budget framework

Mr. Speaker, given the limited time available for the Government to put its policies and action plans in place we have had to delay Budgetary reform to produce a credible Budget in a familiar format.  This does not in any way suggest our non-commitment to budgetary reform.  As a matter of fact I hope to introduce significant changes to improve transparency, program efficiency and accountability in the 2009 Budget. 

In relation to the Development Budget, Mr Speaker, I am pleased to be able to report to the Honourable House that initiatives are categorized by sector and by ministry.  Particular emphasis has been given to Development projects funded from the Consolidated Budget in view of the increasing importance of these to this Government Administration.  

Sir, a full listing of all initiatives funded by the Consolidated Budget broken down into the six priority policy areas of this Government are provided in the 2008 Budget Strategy and Outlook document.  This document is also being released in conjunction with this Budget.

Budget Summary

Mr Speaker, let me now outline the broad 2008 Recurrent Budget. Revenue will rise from $886 million budgeted in 2007 to $1293 million ($1.293 billion) in 2008.  This is an increase of 46 per cent.  Total income, including development partners' increasing levels of Budget support, will rise to $1419 million ($1.419 billion).  This is an increase of 50 percent.  Total Recurrent Budget expenditure, including statutory expenditure and donor contributions, will rise to $1289 million ($1.289 billion).  This is an increase of $354 million or 27 per cent.

The Recurrent Budget, Mr Speaker, is only part of the picture. Priority has been provided by the Government to making more funds available to the 2008 Development Budget and in selecting the best and worthwhile projects for the Solomon Islands Government revenue and the Republic of China. 

Indeed, we also continue to rely on our development partners for assistance with development projects jointly agreed between the Government and the donors.  Donor support in the Development Estimates is $1698 million ($1.698 billion).  This is similar to 2007.  Despite necessary increases in the Recurrent Budget to maintain existing services and meet the previously unfunded legal obligations incurred by the previous Government Administration, we have increased the Solomon Islands Government contribution to the Development Budget to $293 million.  Details of these jointly agreed projects are set out in the 2008 Development Estimates as Consolidated Development Expenditure.

In terms of Recurrent Budget initiatives, Mr Speaker, I am pleased to be able to report that the Government focus will be on maintaining existing services, improving revenue earning capacity, meeting our legal obligations and ensuring the stability of essential government accounting and payroll systems.

Mr Speaker, I would like to highlight and stress that this is a fully funded Budget which will strongly encourage provincial and rural development. Moreover, it will provide for a reduction in national debt.  While the Government’s total level of debt at the end of 2007 was still of the order of $2billion, it is now largely regularised and the focus is moving to debt reduction.  

Main Priorities for 2008 Budget

Mr Speaker, the focus of the Government is on six priority areas.  These priority areas include:

· Reconciliation and Rehabilitation

· National Security and Foreign Relations

· Infrastructure Development

· Social Services Sector

· Economic/Productive Sector and

· Civic Affairs. 

Sir, I will be focusing on these areas and how we intend to apply the national resources to put our policies in these six areas into action.  Bearing in mind my particular responsibilities for the state of the economy, the collection of revenue and the machinery of government I will, with your permission, touch on these critical functions.

Reconciliation and Rehabilitation

Mr Speaker, reconciliation and rehabilitation of the diverse interests in our society and in our cultures, is fundamental to our future social and economic progress.  This Government is acting to address these objectives.  In 2008 the Ministry of National Unity, Reconciliation and Peace, is expanding its recurrent programs by 72 per cent or nearly three quarters over its originally budgeted expenditure in 2007.

In addition, Sir, we will be establishing a National Reconciliation Program with funding totaling $5million and a National Peace and Integrity Council to advise the Government directly on issues within its mandate.  

Of course, Mr Speaker, programs within a range of other ministries and functions, from the work of the Governor General to the police and judiciary, from teachers in schools to national sporting teams, will also be expected to continue to make significant contributions to reconciliation and rehabilitation.  Reconciliation and rehabilitation is a responsibility for all of us and what we feel in our hearts and do for our people is crucially important.

National Security and Foreign Relations

Mr Speaker, the Prime Minister's recent meetings with Australia, Papua New Guinea, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands Forum have already seen major improvements in international relations with these countries for the Solomon Islands.  We are also proposing significant enhancements of services and facilities at our posts in Canberra and Port Moresby and establishment of a new Chancellery in Fiji to reflect the importance of relations with these nations.

Mr Speaker, this Government recognizes the central role of the police in maintaining national security and the valuable role that the Forum has played in providing a wide range of support to their efforts.  It is now up to us to progressively take over from donors and to set up the capital infrastructure needed to provide a more effective policing service and presence in the provinces.

Sir, new police posts and infrastructure will be provided or completed at Gizo, Lofang, Buala, Ulawa, King George VI and Marau and new police housing at several locations.  The prisons and fire services have not been neglected with additional prison officer housing at Tetere, Auki and Naha and $1.2 million for specialist fire fighting equipment.  Overall the National Government spending on national security will be increased by some $15.4 million.

Infrastructure Development

Mr Speaker, rural advancement and economic growth rely to a great extent on Government provided infrastructure.  This Government makes this priority focus one of the largest increases in spending.  In 2008 the Government is committed to:

· An Emergency Assistance project in Gizo to rehabilitate tsunami damaged infrastructure with funding of $6 million;

· A Rural Road Development project with funding of $10 million;

· The rehabilitation of provincial government offices and houses at a cost of $5.4 million;

· The Bina Industrial and Harbour Development project with funding of $5 million and the Noro Industrial Development with funding of $4 million;

· Development of airfields and airport infrastructure, with $3 million provided for provincial airfields, $3 million for tarsealing of airfields, and a large amount, $17.3 million, provided to replace critical navigation equipment at the international airport;

· Improving electricity supply, particularly in rural areas through a renewable rural electricity project with funding of $3 million, and a rural electrification project for hospitals and schools, also with funding of $3 million.

Social Services

Mr Speaker, the Social Services sector, comprising Education and Health and Medical Services, will receive the second largest additional allocation in the 2008 Budget.  It is the right of every citizen to receive an education and access to health care.

Sir, the Government is commencing with the basics:  First, to ensure the teachers get paid an appropriate remuneration, an additional $9.1 is provided for the final tranche of the re-leveling exercise.  Second, to ensure teachers are properly trained to be effective in the classroom $6.5 million for National Teachers Development is allocated.  Third, to ensure there are classrooms where needed, $10 million towards schools damaged by the tsunami is allocated; and fourth to provide the necessary materials, $8.7 million for additional texts and materials is provided;

Mr Speaker, the Government is working towards providing free primary education for all students up to Form 3.  In addition, $16.7 million in scholarships and training awards will be provided by the Republic of China. Both SICHE and USP campuses will also be upgraded at a cost of $5 million each.

In respect to health services, Sir, major projects include:

· $5 million for provincial rural water supplies and sanitation; 

· Upgrading of the National Referral Hospital at a cost of $4 million; 

· Renovations and improvements to rural health clinics, Gorou mini hospital, Tulagi hospital and site works at Gizo hospital at a cost of over $7.6 million and;

· Additional funds for health officers housing and to people with disabilities.

Economic and Productive Sector

Mr Speaker, the economic and productive sector of the Solomon Islands has the resources and potential to grow further, create more jobs and raise the general standard of living for its citizens.  We need, however, to make more rapid progress to keep pace with our increasing population. We cannot wait for overseas investors to come knocking at our door.  

Sir, in addition to laying the foundations for some of the big projects the Government commits an additional $1 million per constituency for small projects.  This is to be administered by Honourable Members of Parliament, their support committees and Constituency Development Staff.  Funding will be through the Ministry of Rural Development and Indigenous Affairs.

Sir, the Government also intends to complete the cattle development project costing $11.5 million, revive the copra and cocoa rehabilitation program with $5 million, accelerate the Auluta, Vangunu and other smaller palm oil projects including GPPOL of $7 million and commence some rural rice projects.  Infrastructure will be improved with funds for the repair of the agriculture field stations and the quarantine fumigation chamber with $1.5 million).

In other productive sectors, reforestation will be supported with $12million and rural fisheries enterprise program with $6 million.  A Heritage Centre will be built to inform and educate Solomon Islanders and tourists of our rich history and diverse cultures.  Other micro-project funds will be maintained.

Mr Speaker, consistent with our commitment to development across the country the Government will also sponsor rural electrification projects with $6 million and continue to work with Gold Ridge on relocation of villages on the lease.

Civic Affairs

The final priority sector, Mr Speaker, is Civic Affairs.  This sector comprises Women's issues, Youth, Sports, Ecclesiastical Affairs and the institutions of Government. All of these can contribute to reconciliation, to national security and to economic development. We intend to give them the opportunity to do so and to support their endeavours.

Sir, there will be a National Youth Parliament in 2008. Work will commence on office facilities for members of this Parliament and upgrading of its security and internal fittings costing $5 million).  This House is the centerpiece of civic affairs in our nation and it needs to have the facilities to take on this role.  It will also play a central role in the 2008 Independence Day 30th Anniversary celebrations, for which we have allocated $4 million.

Mr Speaker, other elements of Civic Affairs have not been omitted.  The policy role of the Ministry of Women Youth and Children's Affairs will be strengthened to allow consideration of a wide range of policy issues relevant to our society.  Work will also commence on a National Centre for Women, Youth and Children for completion in 2010.  A special provision of $1 million has also been made to give our youth and children access to music and suitable instruments.  We will also continue work on longer term Constitutional Reform.

These initiatives in six key priority sectors, Sir, demonstrate this Government’s commitment to equitable development aimed at improving the livelihood and the daily lives of people in rural areas. They are built on a sound policy framework, a commitment to action and a genuine desire to become a good friend and neighbour in the Pacific region.  The Government is committed to retain our independence and our sovereignty but in a community of friends and neighbours.
6. Conclusions

To sum up, Mr. Speaker, the 2008 Budget is a fully funded Budget. It is framed on the clear policy directions stipulated in the Government’s Policy Statements and the Translation and Implementation Framework.  The 2008 Budget follows our priorities and provides further information on how implementation action is to be resourced. 

Sir, the Budget provides the framework of action and foundation that will lead to genuine rural advancement and bring benefit to all Solomon Islanders throughout the country.  The need for action to improve and enrich the lives of all Solomon Islanders is clear.  We simply cannot wait.  We cannot waste more time and energy criticizing the Forum nations whom we have invited to help us and who have been actively contributing to our development.  We also cannot afford to have our resources offered up cheaply to investors and businesses as concessions.

Mr Speaker, with the stronger partnership that the Government has forged with development partners there is greater scope and capacity to progress the economy and succeed in our endeavours.  This will see all Solomon Islanders having the opportunity and capability to succeed in a diverse range of industries and businesses.

Sir, we are confident to make major progress in the six critical areas we have identified.  The test of our progress, however, is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have more, but it is whether we provide enough for those who have none or little.

Sir, the only limit to our realization of tomorrow, however, will be our doubts of today. Let us, therefore, move forward with an active faith in unity and with the desire to lead and serve our country to the best of our ability.  And in our quest to succeed in our endeavours, let us not forget that we live in an Honourable House owned by all the people of Solomon Islands and that we have been given their trust to lead and to serve. 

Mr Speaker, I commend this Bill to the House, and I beg to move.

Hon Sikua:  Mr Speaker, accordingly to Parliamentary Standing Orders 61(2) I move that the debate on the 2008 Appropriation Bill 2008 be now adjourned until Thursday 27th March 2008.  

Debate on the Bill adjourned

Hon Sikua:  Mr Speaker, I beg to move that the House do now adjourn. 

The House adjourned at 11.25am

_1078648185

