
 Arawa- the 21st Century Wild West? 

The results of the elections have been announced and Bougainville has a new 
president by a substantial margin; more than 60% of the previous elected 
representatives have lost their seats, and it has all happened peacefully. Next 
Tuesday has been declared a holiday to celebrate (Monday is also a holiday – 
Queen’s Birthday. Quite a few had last Monday off as well because of a mix-
up over whether we matched NZ or Australian QB holiday) The somewhat 
over-enthusiastic local young men who were reputedly unhappy with the way 
the results were going and who were threatening to do something about it 
have been shuttled off to Buka to apologise. The new President was PNG 
ambassador to China for several years and has a reputation for honest 
dealings, so everyone is hoping that he will have a positive influence. One can 
only hope that he can build up a similarly honourable team under him and 
give Bougainville the considerable benefit of a government free of graft. It will 
be interesting to see how relationships with mainland China develop too, 
given his recent association!  

Maybe the Arawa Urban Council will now receive some of the budgeted 
money it was expecting and I will hopefully be able to help them spend it 
wisely! 

Unfortunately, based on what we get from the local newspapers, Papua New 
Guinea continues to have to deal with corruption, with a government minister 
recently forced to resign over shady dealings. The recent event in Port 
Moresby everyone is talking about is the robbery at the local domestic airport 
where someone followed the victim (a local gold buyer) past the first two lines 
of security into the departure area, shot him dead and removed K500,000 
from his body before leaping the barriers and making off into the town.  Port 
Moresby crime is reminiscent of that in Johannesburg, with hijackings, 
robberies, murder and rape seemingly unpleasantly common. There has also 
been quite a problem with Cholera in and around Port Moresby, with several 
deaths. A couple of similar deaths in Buka here on Bougainville have also 
been cause for concern, but are as yet unconfirmed as Cholera. One of the 
victims had local connections so the sale of home cooked food has been 
temporarily banned from the local market and a campaign implemented to 
advise people on how to minimise the risk of infection, through cleanliness. 
Fortunately it is the dry season, which should help contain the spread. Port 
Moresby by contrast has apparently had an un-seasonally wet season - that 
no doubt didn’t help their situation. 

By comparison with Port Moresby, things in Bougainville seem relatively quiet 
– relatively but not completely without incident!  

Unfortunately last Friday a bunch of young men fired up with J.J. were driving 
around Arawa, which has no street lights, in a car without lights and fast. 
Friday night is party night when all the young people come to drink and do 
what young people do in town.  The treasurer of one of the local football 
teams yelled out to those in the car to slow down and put their lights on, they 
took exception, stopped, argued with him, fought and ended up running him 
over twice with their car, killing him. The incident is unlikely to be dealt with by 



any legal system but the families of the young men have reportedly paid 
K10,000 to the family of the victim, apparently a down payment on a final 
figure reputed to be 10X to 20X this amount, no doubt to avoid acts of 
revenge that may well have involved the death of someone from the offending 
clan.  

The local Women’s Centre is fuming – a local woman had borrowed a number 
of donated sewing machines that they use for training women, and returned a 
whole lot of essentially scrap sewing machines - not sure if they were abused, 
stripped for parts or other scrap machines were substituted, but the Women’s 
Centre didn’t get back what they had sent out! 

Another talking point is the goings on at Loloho harbour. This was the harbour 
established just North West of the town by BCL, the copper mining company, 
in support of their mining operations. A large oil fired boiler was established 
not far away to supply electricity to the mine and Arawa town, and it had 
several large steel tanks with thousands of litres of fuel oil to burn that were 
abandoned at the time of the crisis. The tanks are getting old now and there is 
an increasing risk of a rupture and spill, that would very likely end up in the 
sea, which is not far away – a recipe for an environmental nightmare. 
Apparently there is also a cocktail of chemicals brought in in bulk for mining 
operations that is sloshing around in degrading containers around Loloho. 
Considering the products being mined (copper and gold among others) these 
are likely to include mercury and arsenic for a start, but very likely a range of 
equally nasty other substances. (I also identified 30 odd chlorine gas bottles 
lying around a roofless shed and getting rusty next to the old water treatment 
plant, and the former operator claims three are still full and another half full. 
That’s certainly not the sort of stuff one wants escaping into the environment 
and I advised a number of authorities. The local NZ police contingent have 
advice of a fireman coming to PNG with expertise in the field and are trying to 
arrange him to extend his visit to Arawa and hopefully deal with them safely.)   

Anyway lately Loloho has been the export point for scrap metal from the 
Panguna mine. A lot of the substantial infrastructure established to run the 
mine was made from top quality Australian steel that has been processed only 
once and is apparently sought after on the scrap metal markets. Some of the 
organisations and individuals involved in its recovery are an interesting bunch, 
all working deals with various groups of landowners from Panguna and 
around for access and a share in the profits. All I can say is that the profits 
must be very good as the risks are undoubtedly high. Certainly it would be 
interesting to know BCL’s thoughts about all this as they must have a strong 
claim to ownership! (BCL you will recall operated the mine and still exists with 
an office in Port Moresby). 

Back to the fuel oil in the tanks for the power boiler – a couple of expats have 
been beavering away for some months now with a view to removing this oil 
and selling it. They say they have WHO backing for the exercise. (we also 
have a champion skier from Canada, former personal assistants to British 
prime ministers and to Nelson Mandela, etc., etc. so I tend to take all such 
claims with a pinch of salt.) Despite disparaging comments from an expert (in 
everything from bread-making to close combat) with one of the scrap metal 



companies, they do seem legitimate and trying to do the job right, - they 
certainly seem to have been doing their homework testing the product, getting 
the right authorisations, working with the locals, etc. Suddenly last week a 
small tanker appeared offshore, pulled up at the Loloho jetty, a bunch of 
armed thugs appeared, sealed off the area, and they then set about loading 
the fuel oil using the pipe system our mates had been so carefully 
constructing. The expats, who were told in no uncertain terms to keep off the 
site, reported to the local police, who were unarmed and unable to do much 
about it. It seems like their local joint venture partners had other ideas about 
how the profits should be shared out and had made other arrangements, with 
rumours of Cuban and Mob involvement! The expats had been in contact with 
the PNG and Bougainville government officials and were awaiting 
developments. They had decided it was wise to remove themselves from the 
scene for a couple of weeks to see how things unfolded, but it looks like the 
oil is gone, at least as far as they were concerned. One might also wonder 
how much money would actually get back to the locals involved in the “new” 
deal, if the foreign parties involved are who they are purported to be! 

There is gold (and apparently a lot more minerals) in them thar hills and some 
locals are making a tidy living out of small scale gold mining and panning. I 
am sure some of the visitors snooping around also have their beady little eyes 
on a share of the profits!  Informal estimates are that 40 -50kg of gold is 
mined each month, bringing no doubt a tidy contribution to the local economy. 
The country’s cocoa production is also reportedly back to pre-crisis production 
levels. In the absence of a local bank, (the one in Buka 4 hours away being 
the only one) there must be substantial stashes of hard cash in all sorts of 
containers in interesting places around the district! The PNG treasury is 
reportedly complaining that it battles to keep up with the demands for cash 
from Bougainville! (I hadn’t really appreciated the impact eftpos must have on 
the demands for cash- it must save the Treasury millions!) 

A helicopter has recently been brought to Arawa for charter work. 
Unfortunately they took it out on a Friday afternoon (Friday is JJ party day) 
and it ended up with a bullet hole in it –very luckily in one of the few places 
where it didn’t really matter. They are now more careful about their routes and 
when they fly! 

A longstanding informal roadblock has been in operation at the start of the 
road to Panguna, a short distance from the junction with the Arawa – Buka 
road. It was set up by ex-combatants and all but the locals are expected to 
pay a K100 “tax” to pass it. Further East from here we had reports of another 
roadblock recently set up to gather revenue to replace the money one of the 
locals had stolen from his Wantok. (one talk – clan/family member) It didn’t 
seem to last long though. 

Before we arrived, a local man committed murder, and was locked up in a cell 
in the local police station. His mates came to the rescue and demanded and 
achieved his release and he is living and working in the community. I would 
assume that reparation was paid to the family of the dead person as there 
appear to be no on-going repercussions, so justice appears to have been 
done. 



Getting some people to pay their bills certainly seems to be a problem too. I 
guess there are always to greedy and unscrupulous types to take advantage 
of, in this case, a lack of legal support for civil transactions, and an 
understandable post crisis reluctance to take a stand on any issue and maybe 
expose oneself to possibly violent reactions to any perceived slight. I know 
only a portion of the measly K27 per quarter charges for town services are 
recovered and there doesn’t appear to be any way of recovering these unpaid 
bills - apart from appealing to their sense of civic responsibility.  

The local manager of an international aid organisation operating in Arawa 
took off with the local branch’s new Toyota Landcruiser and refused to give it 
back. There appeared to be no recourse for the aid organisation to recover 
their property, so he got away with it. He then decided to use it on the PMV 
run to Buka. Unfortunately for him it got washed downstream while crossing a 
flooded river. Usually others in the area help rescue the vehicle in similar 
circumstances, but everyone knew how he came by his new vehicle and just 
left him to his own devices, so the vehicle was a write-off! Justice has a way 
of working out in the end sometimes, but not necessarily in the way we in the 
“West” are used to! 

The local police are unarmed, underfunded and seem somewhat dispirited. 
They seem to get little thanks for sticking their necks out and there is no 
magistrate or effective court system to deal with offenders– consequently the 
police appear to understandably adopt a low profile and keep out of trouble. 
There is a small team of NZ police officers on short-term postings to Arawa 
advising and encouraging the local police.  They have maintained a presence 
in Arawa and Buka since the end of the crisis. 

The “ wantok” system seems to makes it very difficult for an officer to penalise 
someone from their own clan, and probably someone from another clan too – 
that person might enlist some of his wantok to sort you out! (my family, right or 
wrong!) 

Despite all the local comings and goings, we have never been personally 
threatened and the locals are by and large friendly and welcoming and keen 
to practice their English. Whilst there appears to be a similarity between 
Arawa and the old American Wild West, I guess we can take heart from where 
America developed to, despite its inauspicious beginnings! 


