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THE HON JUSTICE MICHAEL KIRBY AC CMG * 

I express thanks to Your Excellencies for the honour of this reception and for the generous 
words of welcome and friendship. 

Already I have discovered how busy the work of the Court of Appeal of Solomon Islands is 
going to be. As you know, Justice Peter Connelly, my distinguished predecessor, is a most 
intelligent man. He appears to have applied his high intelligence with singular dedication to 
the task of saving up for my first visit to Solomon Islands a number of cases of exquisite 
complexity. First amongst those was the case to which Justice Savage and I were committed 
immediately after my welcome ceremony. It took me to an exploration of the most complex 
details of procedural law which will linger in my memory for a very long time. I must 
remember to thank Justice Connelly for his thoughtfulness in saving up such cases for this 
sittings. 

I regard the opportunity to serve as President of the Court of Appeal of Solomon Islands as a 
wonderful privilege, coming at this stage of my life. Sitting in court today, I could feel the 
trust and respect for the court institution which has been won by my predecessors. It is a 
remarkable thing for a judge of a foreign jurisdiction to come into a different culture and to 
be trusted to resolve disputes lawfully and justly. Looking at me in the court are the eyes of 
people who accept and have faith in this system. We, the judges and lawyers of today, must 
not let the people down. 

Immediately before I departed Australia, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation showed on 
television a new production of Film Australia called Sugar Slaves. It concerned the practice of 
"blackbirding" which took place in the last century. Although I suppose I had heard of this in 
the history books of my childhood, I had blotted the memory from my consciousness. It was a 
discreditable tale of oppression, discrimination and cruelty of which I was reminded. 

It told the stories of the seamen who seized youths from the beaches of Solomon Islands and 
other Pacific countries to take them to the Queensland sugar farms to work for a fifth of the 
wages paid to local European workers. It told of the efforts of the British Parliament to stamp 
out the practice in the distant colonies; but of its persistence and of the evasion of the law. It 
revealed the later effort to expel many of the workers and their families unless they could 
prove twenty years residence in Australia. It is a good thing that my country is, before this 
century closes, coming to terms with the wrongs that have been done to indigenous people - 
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the Australian Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders and also the Pacific Islanders brought as 
"sugar slaves" to Queensland a hundred years ago. The acknowledgment is belated. But at 
last it has come. I hope that the Australian High Commissioner can make available to the 
people of Solomon Islands this arresting film. It concludes with a return of one of the 
descendants of one such "sugar slave" to Vanuatu. She is a person whose soul was divided. 
She feels the pull of the Pacific Islands. But she cannot wholly escape her upbringing and 
links to Australia. We, the new generation, must help to bridge that gulf. I look on my 
appointment as an opportunity to do so. I see my period of service here as a small 
recompense by my country and people to offer a tiny measure of atonement. If I can do 
some useful service for the people of Solomon Islands, it is no less than the correction of a 
great historical wrong requires. 

The Economist newspaper has declared that the century we are about to enter will be the 
Century of the Pacific. Already we see, girding the Pacific, a number of countries whose 
economies have taken off to remarkable economic growth. There seems little doubt that the 
world's greatest economic revival is underway. The lands that are at the centre of it are 
neighbours of ours - lands adjoining the Great Ocean. 

This is something which Australia and Solomon Islands share. We share it with New Zealand, 
with Papua New Guinea, with Vanuatu, Kiribati, Tonga, Fiji and many island and mainland 
States. It is important that each of us should come to terms with our geography. It is vital that 
each of us should seize the economic opportunities which the Century of the Pacific will 
present. This is a further reason for reinforcing the links that exist between Solomon Islands 
and Australia. It is another reason that makes my appointment so congenial to me. 

But geography is not our only link. We also share the English language, English 
constitutional traditions, English sports and many English ways. What a mighty contribution 
the common law of England has made to the world. Its flexibility and adaptability are the 
reasons why it survives today for a quarter of humanity, long after the Empire has receded. 
We should strengthen these links and reinforce them. It is especially appropriate to say this 
at Government House. 

Once again, I express my thanks to Your Excellencies. I am very conscious of the great 
challenge which my appointment offers. And also of the opportunity to serve and to reinforce 
the links that already bind so closely the countries of the Pacific. 

 
 
 

 
 


