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Managing Resources under
Traditional Tenure
John. M. McKinnon (7 =V >~ b v K2 -
M B #80%)

INTRODUCTION Resource management is
in the hands of marine and land tenure
holders who are often too preoccupied with
disputes to look at the overall picture. The

courts become overloaded and the real issues

of a deteriorating man/resource ratio are .

ignored.

WHAT IS THE NATURE OF THE PROB-
LEM ? High rates of population growth
(3.5%), with nearly 50% 15 years of age or
under, population doubles every 15 years.
Pressure on land and marine resources
increases. Although the population density
remains low (11.6/kif) when the situation is
exacerbated by the commercial exploitation
of natural resources real problems can result.
Until the question of tenure is resolved and
people are made aware of what is happening
resource management will remain moribund.
HOW DID THE CURRENT IMPASSE COME
ABOUT ? Pre-colonial tenure systems did not
have to cope with this problem. When they
first arrived Europeans were themselves a
resource to be managed but what followed
fundamentally changed the context of daily
life and people’s view of themselves and what
they could do. Although Solomon Islanders
blame colonialism for their present situation
a more critical understanding is required to
escape the legacy of paternalism and depen-
dence.

WHAT WAS RECOMMENDED AS A SOLU-
TION IN THE PAST? Judges, colonial ad-

ministrators and even the occasional anthro
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pologist have argued for better legal pro-
cedures such as codified law and stronger
policing to support court decisions. The
justification for these positions tends to
compound the problem rather than offer a
way out of the impasse.

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM CASE
STUDIES? An examination of specific
societies such as the “bush” people of Vella
Lavella and the “salt-water” people of
Marovo Lagoon shows how in one island
group there a quite different traditions.
Mbilua customary tenure was unilateral and
matrilineal but manipulated by big men,
there was no clear “law” and a debilitating
history of dependence makes it difficult for
people to solve problems for themselves.
Marovo bilateral descent is so open that
resources are frequently subject to disputes.
A stronger tradition of descent means that
people are more willing to manage for
themselves.

WHAT CAN BE DONE? If people are en-
couraged to look at their resource situation
they are more likely to be receptive to the
need for taking tenure problems in hand and
forming multi-lineage groups with compre-
hensive enough claims to land and marine
resources to attempt and coordinate local
management. Researchers can help out by
adopting a more participatory approach to
their work. Rather than collecting informa-
tion and departing for home in the habitual
manner, information should be fed back into
the community so that people can assess it.
CONCLUSION Sustainable resource manage-
ment is possible and is best left to local
communities. By judicious intervention local
institutions can be strengthened so that they

are better able to perform this role.
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