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When the magnitude 8.1 earthquake and subsequent tsunami hit the Solomon Islands on 2 April 2007 it killed 52 people.  On Ghizo Island, home of the capital of the Western Province, Gizo, waves approaching 4 m in height inundated the south coast villages.  Eyewitness accounts supported by geologic data from the offshore coral reef and sediment deposited on land suggest a wave that came in as the shaking stopped as a rapidly-rising tide rather than a turbulent bore- vehicles and houses were floated inland with very little damage.  Those that survived in villages affected by the tsunami had indigenous knowledge of prior events, whereas immigrant populations died in higher proportions.  While buoy-based early warning systems are necessary to mitigate the effects of teletsunamis, they would have done little good in this near-field environment.
In Pailongge, a village of 76 indigenous Solomon Islanders on Ghizo’s south coast, there were no deaths.  Village elders directed the people inland following the shaking and the almost immediate withdrawal of water from the lagoon, and heads of household made sure that children were accounted for and evacuated.  Of the 366 Gilbertese living in Titiana, however, 13 people died, 8 of which were children who were exploring the emptied lagoon.  A large proportion of the dead were children (24) as they were likely too weak to swim against the non-bore flow.  The Gilbertese migrated from Kiribati in the 1950’s, and had not experienced a major earthquake and tsunami, hence had no cultural memory. 
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Number of Dead

Children (under 10) dead

(% of affected pop.)

(% of village pop.)

(% of dead)

Ghizo

Gizo

3302 (77.6%)

2 (0.1%)

0

New Manra

206 (4.8%)

8 (3.9%)

5 (62.5%)

Titiana

366 (8.6%)

13 (3.6%)

8 (61.5%)

Pailongge

76 (1.8%)

0

0

Kolombangara

89 (2.1%)

0

0

Nusa Mbaruku

216 (5.1%)

10 (4.6%)

8 (80.0%)

TOTAL

4255

33

21

Simbo

Tapurai

234 (85.4%)

7 (3.0%)

1 (14.3%)

Riguru

40 (14.6%)

2 (5.0%)

0

TOTAL

274

9

1

Ranongga

Mondo

341 (100%)

2 (0.6%)

0

TOTAL

341

2

0

Vella Lavella

Sambora

319 (76.7%)

0

Lambulambu

97 (23.3%)

2 (2.1%)

2 (100%)

TOTAL

416

2

2

Choisuel

Luti

101 (24.6%)

1 (1.0%)

0

Lologae

9 (2.2%)

1 (11.1%)

0

Sagiae

21 (5.1%)

1 (4.8%)

0

Sepa

165 (40.2%)

1 (0.6%)

0

Sasamunga

114 (27.8%)

2 (1.7%)

0

TOTAL

410

6

0

GRAND TOTAL

5696

52 (0.9%)

24 (46.2%)

Gilbertese

788 (13.8%)

31 (59.6%)

21 (87.5%)

In the case of the Solomon Islands tsunami, as was the case in the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, indigenous knowledge served the people in the near-field well.  During the Indian Ocean tsunami, there was 10-20 minutes separation between the time the shaking began and the waves arrived, the combination of an in-place plan and a suitable physical geography allowed the population of Simeulue Island and the Moken people of Thailand to escape before the waves hit.  In the Solomons, there was less than 3 minutes separation time, and the populations with indigenous knowledge were able to save themselves.  Mitigation strategies for those that live adjacent to tsunamigenic subduction zones must include a community-based disaster management plan to educate a variety of populations with different cultural knowledges.  This education can be in concert with development of an basin-wide early warning system. 
