Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue 2006

Study Tour Group 1  

New Guinea Islands and National Capital District

Papua New Guinea was a new experience for all members of the Study Group. The study tour to the New Guinea Islands and Port Moresby provided exposure to issues confronting both the provinces and the country as a whole. The immense wealth associated with utilising the country’s vast natural resources contrasts with the health, education, unemployment, poverty and lack of services in some villages and communities.

The breadth of the tour and issues identified in the various locations has been linked within interconnected circles – community, governance and government and environment. We concluded that sustainable development occurs most successfully when the business, government and governance, and community sectors are in balance and operating in cooperation with each other. Where one or more circles dominate then problems can occur. Problems may include inappropriate wealth distribution, provision of health care, education and infrastructure, law and order, employment and environmental management. 


An example of where this model appeared to be working well was in the East New Britain province where the community, business, and government together developed a 30 year plan for the period 2003 – 2033. Their vision is:

‘The creation of a diversified economy which is characterised by strong manufacturing and service industry including tourism and fisheries built upon a very strong agricultural foundation of the province and whole New Guinea Islands Region.’

To further build on the themes of community, government and governance, business, and the environment an outline of particular examples encountered on the tour are provided.

Community

Papua New Guinea has a rich and fascinating diversity of culture and language. The impacts of development on traditional custom and practice present challenges to many communities.

In many communities in Papua New Guinea subsistence farming sits beside modern industries. The development of infrastructure has been driven both by government and the private sector. For example, in West New Britain, New Britain Palm Oil had built roads, schools and medical centres. The involvement of the provincial government in these developments appeared to be limited. As such, it is reasonable to suggest that many of these facilities would not exist without the investment of the private sector. 

In East New Britain close cooperation between business, government and the community after the eruption of the volcanoes that destroyed Rabaul in 1994 had resulted in a ten year plan. This plan was being implemented by the Gazelle Restoration Authority for the re-building of the infrastructure and economy in the region. The most significant activity undertaken has been the relocation of 20,000 displaced people. This process has not been without its challenges for the affected communities. Issues faced include a reduction in space and land availability as the communities have grown, remoteness from customary lands, and a lack of employment opportunities.

The Anglicare HIV/AIDS clinic in Port Moresby was a source of inspiration in the fight against its spread. This organisation offers a comprehensive HIV/AIDS service from pre-infection to retro-viral drug treatment. The challenges facing Papua New Guinea in confronting HIV/AIDS are tremendous and approaches need to be developed that are reflective of the communication, culture, poverty and gender situation within the country.

Government and Governance

In relation to government and governance an example from East New Britain has already been outlined. Further to this, the management of the resettlement arrangements in East New Britain and the arrangement where local members of the National Parliament attend and participate in provincial Government meetings demonstrate a level of transparency. The Gazelle Restoration Authority demonstrated ethical practices through their tendering process with proper documentation, controls and approval procedures.

On Lihir Island the large amount of infrastructure and investment presents challenges to both the community and provincial government. While the mine has an estimated 40 years of life left and at present supplies large amounts of money around Lihir Island, how the community will develop its vision of the future remains to be seen. One possibility is that many of the community may react similar to spoilt children where they expect to be looked after and take no responsibility for their own actions. In the situation of the spoilt child the parents must take some responsibility for their children. Lihir Gold has considered this situation and is proposing to ensure that sound investment advice is provided to the Lihir community. Development of a rational and relevant plan will require close consultation with the Lihir Island community. The community, business and government at all levels will need to exhibit cooperation and ethical and visionary leadership to ensure transparency on the implementation of the plan. 

Environment

It is clear that the environment is at the core of sustainable development for communities, regions and nations. Papua New Guinea is tremendously rich in its environment and natural resources. Appropriate environmental management is thus of tantamount importance for sustainable development. One perspective is to consider the environment as the conscience of business, government and the community. It will take courage for leaders of the Pacific to make the decision to accept less money rather than compromise and risk the environment. Finding the balance between utilising these resources for their financial benefit and maintaining the natural environment for future generations is a major challenge for the leaders of the country.

The three provinces on the tour all showed differing approaches to the issue of the environment and harnessing their natural resources. The contribution of New Britain Palm Oil to the economy of West New Britain is clear and yet its stamp on the environment is also undeniable. The conversion of the natural vegetation to Palm Oil plantation and proposed continued expansion will need to be considered against the loss of native vegetation and other environmental impacts.

East New Britain showed in 1994 how dependant people are on the environment. The eruptions that destroyed the town of Rabaul also constrain the redevelopment plans for the region in that they have to plan for future eruptions. Future development in this region must by necessity explicitly consider the environment.

The activities of Lihir Gold for the past decade on Lihir Island have provided a lot of money to the Lihir community. The gold mine itself is open cut and provides a very stark example of the impact of resource extraction and associated development on the environment. The mine village, camp, and the site have created another world within Lihir Island. The science involved in the extraction of the gold raises many questions about the introduction and impact of the chemicals and waste on the marine environment. As a contrast Lihir Gold has utilised the geothermal activity in the mine to develop a geothermal power station. This will provide a cheaper source of power and reduce the greenhouse gases generated by the mine. With an expected life of 40 years the further impact on the environment will be marked. The challenge of restoration and the future of the Lihir community after mine closure are not clear at this stage.

Papua New Guinea and the greater Pacific region have many examples where the environment and communities have been severely impacted by mining.  These examples include Nauru, Bougainville and Ok Tedi. The measures Lihir Gold are taking with royalty payments and a clearly documented ‘memorandum of understanding’ with the community for their activities shows they have learnt from these mistakes.

Economic

The Papua New Guinea economy has in recent times seen a period of stability. This has resulted from stable central government with the prospect of being the first to achieve a full five year term, high resource prices and the reigning in of inflation. This has created a favourable investment base and relatively low interest rates of around 5% compared to past levels of 22%. 

At the community level in the local markets in all four provinces the most common and prominent good for sale was the mild stimulant betel nut. This trade has established a micro cash economy with possibly many thousands of kina being circulated in total nationwide. At the local community level the amounts would be very small. The effect that the use of this drug may have on productivity may be a larger issue for Papua New Guinea. 

While there are many projects that have contributed to economic growth, the minimum wage for a 44 hour working week in Papua New Guinea remains at around 50 Kina (~$25AUD) per fortnight. Coupled with this is the large amount of highly priced imported food that is only affordable to the wealthy. The challenge for the future is to try and establish a larger agricultural base that would benefit from the wealthy and provide opportunities for the poor.

In simple terms the ability of each community to produce more food than they could use would allow communities to raise their standard of living. 

Conclusion

The future will depend upon a proper balance between the community, business, government and governance and the environment. While we have identified this balance as being vital for Papua New Guinea’s sustainable development, this is true of all the countries in the Pacific. 

Vabukori village, a small Motuan village being encroached by Port Moresby has raised funds to establish a pre-school for their village children. This includes paying for four teachers and highlights the recognition they have made that educating their children is vital. The welcome we received and the sense of spirit and cohesiveness of the community was an inspiration. As leaders now, not future leaders we need to work on the balance of the four elements to navigate our future together.
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