Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue 2006

Study Tour Group 2  

PNG Highlands, Western Province and National Capital District
TOKTOK BILONG PLES – VOICES FROM THE PEOPLE

“The size of the yam you harvest depends on how well you have prepared the soil”

Benedict Oli, President, Pacific Adventist University Student’s Association, 7 July 2006

We have returned enlarged and enriched from the country of the yellow face ‘Ambua’, the Huli Wigmen of the Tari basin, the country of some 800 languages and cultures where 97% of the land is still held by its traditional owners.  We have returned enlarged in our understanding of the realities and opportunities facing the country and enriched with the spirit of love, peace and hope offered freely by the Papua New Guinean people as we traveled their land.  Papua New Guinea is a land of many voices.     

We came from different countries, ages and professions and each was able to see a different side of a complex picture. We went to listen and this is what we heard.

Education, which is the greatest gift we can give our children, is not free.  Only 76% of children between six and twelve go to school and only one third of those who finish grade six continue their education (Education For All 2000 Assessment).   The reasons for this are not simple and could be explored further, taking into account the considerable advances in recent years.  However, where education is a choice for families, there is sometimes a conflict between village needs and individuals having an opportunity to learn.  And for girls, this choice is further diminished because of the anticipated bride price they received when they are married.

Papua New Guinea faces the situation of another generation of children emerging illiterate with diminished opportunities for the future.  How do you educate about issues such as HIV/AIDS if you cannot reach all young people through a fully integrated school system?

The country is also facing an escalating health crisis with more than 16,000 people suffering from HIV/AIDS (2004 figures from UNAID/WHO). Whilst much is being done by NGOs, churches, community groups and sections of the corporate sector to educate the population, much still needs to be done to change attitudes and alter behaviour. A massive injection of funding is required to determine prevailing attitudes in order to address fears and beliefs. This is the prerequisite for a coordinated campaign involving government, churches, corporate and community sectors.  

We enjoyed warm hospitality and Highland heli-rides courtesy of Oil Search Limited and Ok Tedi. Both companies have high regard for safety standards, the democratic engagement of workers and broad community engagement in decision-making and social enterprise was impressive.  We were encouraged by the tax credit scheme where 0.75% of taxable income is spent on community projects approved by the Government (that meet medium term government objectives) which enables companies to assist in the developmental needs of their shareholder communities.  However, in some instances where schools have been built, teachers or funds have not been supplied and the school remains unused.  The need to fully utilise available facilities and resources is a major issue.    

We heard from girls and women about their efforts to have their voices heard.  Whether standing for election, seeking protection from HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, needing an education or a job, theirs is an ongoing struggle. We also heard in Mt Hagen from mothers of children with a disability, witnessed their grief that disability is stigmatised and regarded as a curse and without access to special education or support.  

We felt keenly the despair of women who suffered from domestic violence and its consequent impact on their mental health and acknowledge that to address such issues, families have to be part of the solution.  This is not a women’s issue but one of family development and sustainability.

We learnt of the profits invested by mining companies back into their local communities.  We wondered about the effective benchmarking of such companies – measuring the total economic and social impact of their activities and the total gross profit secured annually in order to determine the real amount that should be reinvested in the community.  If the real earnings is much higher, could a greater portion of the profits be redistributed to the community – perhaps to support more children to get an education and to fight a broader fight against HIV/AIDS.

Papua New Guinea is a country facing competing priorities relating to social, political, economic and environmental factors. This is represented by the river systems which involve industry meeting traditional society. The rivers and waterways represented to us the arteries of the nation allowing navigation, communication, and sustenance and trading to occur.    

The natural resources of Papua New Guinea are immense and we heard that at Oil Search Limited over 42 million standard cubic feet of natural gas is burnt off each week - enough natural gas to power about 1000 homes for a week - because there is no infrastructure to take this resource to market at the moment.  

Ecotourism initiatives have been introduced by several companies, such as Ambua Lodge where we stayed for a night.  Here the owners have a relationship with the traditional Huli peoples, enabling them to continue to wear their ceremonial dress and practice their ceremonial dances.  Those who danced for us ranged from a ten year old boy to members of multiple generations.  

The other significant development we saw at Ambua included the harvesting of the local Wata River to generate enough electricity to power the lodge whilst coexisting with traditional landowner usage. There are local leader initiatives that envision reforestation and ecotourism programs.

Papua New Guinea is a nation of storytellers. We heard stories of ancestors, of myths and rituals.  We were immersed in oral traditions as well as the raw energy of dance. The wild beauty of the mountains provided a poetic backdrop to our reflections at the end of each day.  There was time to listen, to hear the land speak to us, to let the mystery and silence infuse our spirit.  This was a deep part of our learning.             

At Tabubil we listened to a balanced management approach that recognised the “Ok Tedi dilemma” in the complexity of issues in balancing the environmental costs against the economic and social benefits of the mining operation. The company had acknowledged past mistakes and was learning from them, as encapsulated by Ok Tedi’s motto – ‘Our Project, Our Challenge’, and their commitment to finding a ‘New Way Forward’. This was developed as a result of significant environmental issues such as river pollution, compromised ecosystems and biodiversity and serious community impacts. We heard from Ok Tedi executives about the difficulty of redistributing a portion of profits to local communities through cash payments when these payments do not translate to improved services for the people.  As an example, in the areas affected by the Ok Tedi mine, health programs are funded almost entirely by the company rather than the government and education is still not available to all children due to the cost to families. 

When the people of a country are healthy and educated you have a vibrant and engaged nation.  Without this commitment to services and infrastructure by government it inhibits regional and national development.  We also witnessed a great divide between traditional practices and western democratic systems. People and practices are falling between these divergent worlds as it is not always simple to align traditional and modern values and priorities. For example the system of traditional law involving the payment of compensation to the Wantok and the Westminster system in administering law and order.  

Economic development in Papua New Guinea is essential if the country is to have a prosperous future. We have seen first hand that mining companies are proving immensely profitable with the current boom in commodity prices. However, both Ok Tedi and Oil Search Limited are facing major challenges including issues of community sustainability when the Ok Tedi mine is planned to close in 2013 and Oil Search Limited explores the option of a gas pipeline to Australia.  These are extremely important decisions that will greatly impact on the economic development of the nation as well as in the provinces in which they are placed.                 

We have been encouraged by smaller community projects we have seen that are contributing to economic development in local areas.  These include coffee and rubber plantations and rice plots.  They provide people with a source of income and contribute to food security.

When we listen to the voices of Papua New Guineans they say they are seeking good leadership at every level of government.  They want to see people working in government who have the capacity to make decisions and ensure service delivery. They seek leadership that is ethical, fair and inspirational. They seek systems that are transparent, accountable and effective. 

People also seek a level of security that allows them to live and work to their best ability without fear.  In this regard, we have heard that there is a need for a larger, stronger and better equipped and empowered police force across the country to enforce law and order. While we understand transparency and accountability is a major problem within Papua New Guinea, everyone we have spoken to wants to see it strengthened to ensure the best future for this country. The fact that Papua New Guinea has been a functioning democracy since 1975 is cause for hope, so too is the fact that the country has seen five years of stable government.

We heard from many people about the lack of infrastructure within the country being a major barrier to economic development and capacity building. This infrastructure includes power, water, roads and housing.  As one local said to us, ‘money is mobility’ – where there is a system that supports movement and fluidity, the economy and communities benefit.

We acknowledge that developmentally Papua New Guinea is facing a clash of civilizations when on one side of the fence we have a very traditional and subsistence village life and on the other we have hot running water, electricity, e-mail and processed foods.  This culture clash in the modes of production and distribution are profound and to force people to move so quickly into modern western society in itself is the development problem.  

The world today is ever changing and the international frameworks about how we live our lives as democratic societies is not keeping up with technological, sociological, ethical and philosophical developments. 

‘Let’s fix problems and not fix excuses’ said one of our hosts. Let’s navigate the future of our people together, peacefully, purposefully and productively. Let’s ensure that our canoe is sturdy and sustainable and let’s take everyone with us on this journey. Let’s put the women and children first and ensure that those who are the most marginalized are given the navigational skills to set us on course.  The destination is a country and Pacific region where all are educated, have access to the best possible health care, training and employment, where the natural resources are used wisely and not exploited and where government and governance works.

“Nobody can deliver sustainable development to people because development is not a product.  True development is a process of empowering people and communities to plan, implement and maintain a better future for themselves”

Dame Carol Kidu, Minister for Community Development
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