
DAVE’S WORK 

 

My VSA assignment is with the Arawa Urban Council.  

As described in my earlier postings, Arawa was the supply town that 
developed in parallel with the Panguna Copper mine up in the mountains not 
far away. The Panguna mine was (I believe) the largest copper mine in the 
world, also producing substantial quantities of gold and other minerals. Arawa 
was a well laid out and very well built modern town, with all the mod cons; 24 
hr electricity, treated water, sewers pumped to a sterilisation plant and then 
out to sea, sealed roads, parks, shopping centre, administration blocks, 
schools, branch of the PNG university, modern well equipped hospital, well 
laid out suburbs, company and government houses, sports facilities, airfield, 
and with an international airport and two deep water ports not far away. The 
industrial area contained many large support industries for the mine. The 
Crisis ended all that – the miners and ex-pat community pulled out in 1990 
and the town collapsed, with most shops, admin. and office buildings, the 
hospital and houses that hadn’t been occupied by locals, torched in the years 
after that.  

Because of continuing instability, including armed groups in the Arawa area, 
the Autonomous Bougainville Government (ABG), when established in the 
late 90’s, set up shop in Buka at the Northern end of the island, but Arawa has 
always been acknowledged as the “true” capital of Bougainville, with 
successive governments promising to eventually come back. To date the area 
hasn’t really been stable enough for the move back and besides, the new 
government had more pressing priorities to deal with. 

Since the end of the Crisis a group of civic-minded locals have been trying to 
restore and develop a sense of order in the town, and to keep basic services 
going, and have largely succeeded against all sorts of odds. A mayor and 
council were elected, a manager, deputy manager and staff appointed, and 
shop set up in an empty semi-detached house as the old Council offices had 
been torched. The mayor and council have continued well past the end of 
their official term, as there has been no money available for new elections. 
The manager and staff have soldiered on despite sometimes having to wait 
months for their pay – the exercise is largely funded from the PNG 
government through the ABG and the supply chain and various complications 
mean that budgeted money is not made available in any predictable way – for 
example we are nearly half way through the year and no project money has 
been released yet – apparently something to do with concerns from PNG 
government that funding would be misused in the elections. 

[Bougainville has just had elections and, at the time of writing, final counting 
was being carried out. Despite threats from various fringe militia groups the 
process has been remarkably peaceful, even when local polling booths kept 
running out of ballot papers and had to extend polling by several days, with 
some folk possibly have had to make several trips into town before they could 
cast their vote. The process of elections across the country was staggered 
and had been expected to last about two weeks. It has all happened 



peacefully so far, with final counting underway. It remains to see how the 
losers react to the election results, but I expect it to continue to be a peaceful 
process. Counting has taken several weeks – seems like the new computer 
system has slowed things down considerably!] 

Back to the council - even the payment of allocations for routine operations, 
as attested to by the problems with pay, is unreliable. Further complications 
are that charges made to householders for the basic services provided are 
notoriously hard to collect, with a significant proportion not willing or unable to 
pay, and without the legislation and enforcement options, trying to collect this 
money is pretty well impossible. There also appears to be a remarkable 
tolerance of people displaying unsocial behaviour and the “Wontok” system, 
(in essence - I support my family/tribe right or wrong) while providing 
community support, means for example that it is virtually impossible for a 
policeman to arrest his Wontok. Not being willing to penalise a Wontok for 
non-payment of bills is not a good basis for trying to run the town or a 
business for that matter! It would appear that a reasonable number of people 
are notoriously slow to pay their bills and that it is very hard to make them. 

The basis services provided by Council are water, sewage, rubbish collection 
and mowing. Some pothole patching occurs on the road and the Council 
operates the market in a purpose built open shed provided by the EU. 

The town had a complete modern treated water supply reticulated around the 
streets before the crisis. The large asbestos cement mains are substantially 
there but the treatment plant is abandoned and covered in bushes. The river 
is now directed into the pipe below the intake through a simple screen that 
removes the bigger stuff but the water is contaminated by villagers living 
upstream and is not safe for drinking. The water usually appears clean but 
becomes cloudy during heavy rain before rubbish on the screen shuts off 
water to the town. Most people have access to rain water tanks for drinking.  

Smaller pipes, including service lines to the houses are galvanised steel, 
which has not stood up to the weather conditions particularly well, and will 
need replacing. Consequently the town has water running down most streets. 
People have a very casual approach to the use of water, with taps left running 
continuously (or removed completely) Current maintenance consists of :-  

1)replacing rotten pipes when pipe is available, or sealing off the holes with 
strips of car tyre rubber wired in place when spares are not available, and  

2) flushing out pipes blocked by sediment that passed through the screen, to 
restore flows. 

3) periodic cleaning of the intake screen. 

All sewage pumps disappeared after the crisis, so the pump chambers 
overflow into the nearby rivers, fortunately largely downstream of the town. 
Maintenance consists of removing blockages from sewers, a particularly hard 
and unpleasant task carried out without any protective gear or special 
cleaning rods! 

Household rubbish is collected into a small imported second hand Japanese 



compactor truck several times a week, (except two weeks ago when someone 
stole the batteries from the truck) and taken to an informal tip area outside 
town. Apart from the incident this service is reliable and good, but the truck is 
getting on in years.  

Street rubbish is a real eyesore. Efforts were made in the past to provide bins 
made from 44gal drums, but these disappeared (they apparently make good 
stoves) and since then litter accumulates all over the place until a general 
sweep up is organised to remove it. Aluminium cans and plastic bags are the 
worst offenders, but the remains of the betel nut habit and bright red spittle 
are the most unpleasant. 

A year or so back Council managed to acquire a tractor and rotary slash 
mower and has been using this to manage grass growth pretty effectively 
around town and on the local soccer field. There are extensive areas of lawn 
around town and these are kept mown. 

Building inspection and town planning operations are largely non- functional 
with people doing pretty well as they will. One of our neighbours is in the 
process of building a coconut drying plant in the middle of a residential area 
and it will be interesting to see the reaction from the neighbours when he puts 
it into operation – they are apparently rather smelly beasts! I do believe we 
could be affected too. 

The town has no bank, no airport and no post office. All this has to take place 
at Buka – some four hours away (refer to posting that describes my journey to 
Buka) Most shops are similar to old style rural African trading posts – dark 
little rooms one has to peer into over a counter and ask the assistant for “one 
of those and one of those”….if you can see it. Internet is only available to 
those that can afford it through the cell phone network, and that is weather 
dependent, slow, erratic and expensive.  

So this is the situation I have come into! Heaps to do but no money to do it 
with! What can I do?  

I have managed to source a reasonably priced sewer-cleaning rod from the 
UK over the internet and the Council seems to have the money to purchase it 
so we are going through the process of trying to organise foreign currency 
transactions remotely through the Bank in Buka to get it paid for and 
delivered. This has been a long process, but it looks like we are finally getting 
there. Payment of a lot more had previously been organised through the ABG 
for a cleaning rod set from a firm in Lae but the man has disappeared with the 
money and no rod set appears likely to arrive from that source. I am trying to 
advise the ABG of this so that they have the opportunity to do something, as it 
is pretty impossible from here.  

Apart from sorting out a few computer gliches, identifying 30odd rusty high 
pressure chlorine bottles (3 full and one half full) half buried in the bush next 
to the old water treatment plant and the potential risk they impose, and some 
budgeting work, that is about the sum total of my achievements to date. Is 
there any chance of a change in the scene? Well it so happens there is! 



 The ABG commissioned a study of Arawa through Ausaid and NZaid to find 
out what was necessary to restore it to firstly an administrative centre and 
secondly the capital of Bougainville, and a team of consultants came through 
the place and produced a draft report that I recently had the opportunity to 
read and comment on at length.  Overall I thought it to be a very good report 
and their findings clearly point the way forward with estimates of cost (that 
were substantial). It would appear that Ausaid and NZaid are seriously 
considering making a very substantial contribution towards these 
improvements from 2011onwards, after the completion of this report and its 
acceptance.  

I have also written a report to the Council Manager that spells out the situation 
as I see it in Arawa, how a modern council operates in N.Z. and the services it 
offers, and a way forward for Arawa. Key to all this is the establishment of a 
secure funding base and without that Arawa’s infrastructure will continue its 
steady deterioration. 

A large generator has apparently been ordered to restore 24hr reticulated 
electricity to Arawa. A hydro site has been identified in the mountains. Also we 
understand a new wireless internet service that is substantially quicker and a 
tenth of the cost of the existing, is about to be installed in Arawa.  With the 
restoration of power and better telecommunications there is, in my opinion, a 
good chance that a bank and post office will be re-established in Arawa. Once 
that happens I believe it won’t be long before Arawa overtakes Buka as the 
main commercial centre of Bougainville, and possibly not long after that as 
actual capital. It will certainly reduce the flow of people between Arawa and 
Buka significantly.  

The Japanese have recently commenced a 2year programme building 15 
bridges between Arawa and Buka as part of their aid, and Ausaid has funded 
a large pothole patching programme through the town and surrounds. The 
bridges will - and the pothole patching have - made quite a difference. 
However a complete reseal is called for to restore the now very old seal 
surface (usually about a 12 year cycle) as the potholes will soon reappear 
between the patches.  

How will I be involved in the implementation of this report and from when? 
Who knows – I can but wait and see. Right now I’m very bored, the heat and 
humidity are taking longer to adapt to than I thought it would, draining me of 
my more usual energy, and I’m not particularly happy with life! In fact it has 
something of the feeling of a prison sentence about it!  Anyway I believe my 
uncertainty and melancholy are not unusual for the first stages of an 
assignment so we shall have to box on in the hope that it will all come right!  

Buka has apparently secured funding to install sewers and establish a 
treatment plant, with final design under way. Investigations are continuing into 
a secure water supply for Buka too. I did make quite substantial comments on 
the preliminary design report for the sewers and treatment plant, and the 
investigation report on water supply options, both of which had some pretty 
glaring gaps in them. There is a possibility that I could spend some time 
towards the end of the year assisting them with construction supervision too, 



while decisions are made about Arawa.  In the meanwhile I am looking at 
opportunities to assist with maths and science teaching at the local high 
school….. 

We shall see what transpires!  


