
Petitioning the President 

This week the Mayor led a group representing the Arawa Urban Council to 
petition the President of the Autonomous Region of Bougainville for more 
money to enable it to carry out at least some of the things that need doing 
around the town. The group consisted of the Town Manager, a couple of 
Councillors, two local Council of Elders Chiefs and me. A vehicle was 
arranged to transport us to Buka and the necessary appointment made with 
the President’s secretary. 

The Journey there and back 

I was advised that the PMV (public motor 
vehicle) hired to take the party up would pick me 
up at about 4.00am so I set the alarm for 3.30. 
Every other time I’ve had to wait up to nearly an 
hour for the vehicle to turn up – this time it was 
there at 3.33 – just as I was running some water 
for a shave! That was abandoned, I hastily 
donned my clothes (boxer shorts, shorts, shirt 
and sandals) grabbed my fortunately pre-packed 
bag and raced for the PMV, leaving my cell-
phone in the rush. So there I was visiting the 
President unshaven! Fortunately the rest of the 
party didn’t look much better –clothes and 
appearances don’t seem to count for too much 
here and a 4hour trip in a PMV didn’t help!  The 
PMV – a 4X4 Landcruiser Station wagon with 
one door each side and two at the back, was 
owned by the Mayor and driven to and from Buka by his son, a man in his 
twenties with a heavy Neanderthal–like facial features who yelled out “Velly 
gud, velly gud” and laughed raucously each time we passed one of the 
Japanese workers on the new bridges they are building between Arawa and 
Buka! Still his driving was fine and we completed both journeys relatively 
uneventfully both ways, apart from one puncture on the way back. The jack 
didn’t lift the wheel high enough so he had to resort to digging up the road 
with the wheel spanner to create enough space to slide the spare wheel onto 
the studs, but it all worked out in the end! The windscreen was covered with 
large cracks from a previous incident (spare tyre apparently bounced out of 
the roof-rack), which required a certain amount of careful positioning of the 
driver’s head to see the road ahead.   

Unfortunately I missed out on a front seat but managed to get a seat near the 
front end of one of the two hard bench seats along both sides of the rear area, 
so gained some minor relief from the jarring potholes by being almost central 
between the two axles. I was up against the spare standing on edge behind 
the front passenger seat, which was fine on the way up - but not so good 
when the relatively clean spare was replaced with the muddy punctured tyre 
for about half of the return journey.  Two four-hour journeys squashed into the 
back of a bouncing hot box in one day is no fun and I was pretty shattered by 
the time we got back to Arawa. Sitting on a low narrow hard bench with one’s 
knees up near one’s chin doesn’t help and my rear end was most 
uncomfortable for quite a bit of the time. I’m sure it’s also conducive to piles 
too! We did stop a couple of times each way (in addition to the puncture stop) 
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for a comfort break, where the men headed off for the bushes in one direction 
and the women in the other. It pays to tread carefully because the areas 
would have been used before! 

We arrived safely at the Buka channel at about 
8.30am which gave us plenty of time to do the short 
banana boat trip across the channel to Buka and 
catch another PMV up the hill at Huijina to 
Parliament house in time for the scheduled 9.00am 
meeting with the Honourable Mr John Momis in his 
office.  

The Parliament house is a relatively modest but tidy 
and functional building on the cliff-tops looking out 
over the sea along the northern shore of 
Bougainville Island. The President has an office at 
one end that was big enough to accommodate 
himself, a couple of his aides and our party. He 
received us courteously and advised that he could 

set aside a little over 1 hour to hear what we had to say, but in the end he 
cheerfully kept us going for nearly one and three-quarter hours, putting him 
late for his next meeting! He came across as a spritely and friendly man with a 
good grasp of the goings-on, and an enthusiasm to make Bougainville work. 
He is of mixed Bougainvillean/Chinese origin and appears to be in his late 
60’s early 70’s, so he’s not a young man.  

The Mayor, Town Manager and Councillors, one of whom was the Treasurer 
in the first ABG (Autonomous Bougainville Government) stated the situation 
with regard to the occupancy of houses in Arawa by squatters, uncontrolled 
building around the town, acquisition of houses for government officials, and 
the problems associated with general lack of funds. They enquired if the ABG 
was serious about moving to Arawa and explained some of the infrastructure 
difficulties that might hinder such a move and the need for more operations 
and maintenance funding.  

It was up to me to explain the situation with 
regard to the town infrastructure – how the 
system as installed had been a good one, but 
how lack of maintenance was causing a general 
decline, with overflowing blocked sewers, 
leaking water pipes all through the town, 
untreated water contaminated by customary 
defecation practices (in the river) up stream 
being piped into Arawa houses (fortunately very 
diluted), and badly potholed roads. I explained 
how the present level of funding was not 
sufficient to prevent the ongoing decline, which 
would ultimately lead to its complete collapse. I 
argued that while funding may not be available 
yet to restore the system, it was important to 
increase the funding, if at all possible, to the point that would at least arrest 
any further deterioration, and that restoration could then happen in the future 
as funding came available. 
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For his part the President said that 
funding was a problem, with promises 
from the central PNG government yet to 
materialise and probably unlikely to. He 
concluded that there was likely to be no 
improvement in the situation until  the 
ABC was producing its own revenue, and 
he was committing his resources and 
energies to achieving this. He had been in 
discussion with various foreign 
ambassadors with a view to much greater 
foreign involvement in joint venture 
projects to help generate revenue, and was hopeful of news of some positive 
outcomes in the not too distant future. He stated his determination to make 
Arawa the capital of Bougainville, but had to acknowledge that lack of funding 
might prevent this happening for some time yet. 

So we went away empty handed, but both sides had a better understanding of 
the issues that the other was facing, and their impact on the development 
plans for Arawa. The difficulties Arawa was facing gaining access to the 
limited budget allocation already made were also highlighted, and with a bit of 
luck some of this will be emerging from the ABG bureaucracy with a bit of a 
Presidential shove! 

Anyway it doesn’t bode well for a sudden release of funding for the last 9 
months of my assignment, so whatever I can do for Oxfam could provide 
something tangible from now until Christmas. After that – who knows? The 
local Oxfam manager has been away all week so I was unable to achieve 
much on the Oxfam front either.  

After the farewells and thank-you’s I had enough time to drop by at VSA 
volunteer Gerard’s flat at Ieta village for a cup of tea and a chat before: 

• Catching the PMV into town for shopping 
(raspberry jam, lemonade, tonic water, 
teabags, u.h.t. milk, Anchor milk powder) 
not available in Arawa- I could barely lift 
my trusty backpack;  

• Buying myself some fairly ordinary chicken 
stew and rice for lunch from a local kai 
bar, and  

• Heading back across the channel in a 
banana boat for the trip back to Arawa, 
getting myself pretty wet in a passing 
tropical storm on the way over. I 
“steamed” all the way to Arawa – my 
glasses kept fogging up! Fortunately 
getting cold was not a problem! 

This week we also had an official from the ABG 
Technical division to check out what we were 
doing in Arawa with the money we had been 

allocated for 2012, which wasn’t much because our applications for funding 
had yet to be approved.  The Town Manager and I took him round to see the 
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situation for himself. He also has a better understanding of the issues facing 
Arawa, and seemed satisfied with Arawa’s plans, and, with a bit of luck, his 
visit will help get the money released, so that we will be able to make a few 
purchases and do some work!  It won’t however mean more money! 

Papua New Guinea is going through something of a constitutional crisis 
because the long-time Prime Minister Sir Michael Somare hasn’t recovered 
from major surgery well enough to resume duties, and it seems increasingly 
likely that he never will. The Acting Prime Minister The Honourable Sam Abel 
(mentioned in a previous blog when he visited Arawa) has been ousted by a 
vote of parliament and there is on-going wrangling over the legalities of the 
various events that have happened in recent times. The country now has a 
new Prime Minister – the former Minister of Finance, the Honourable Peter 
O’Neil (not obviously Irish) who had recently been sacked by the Acting Prime 
Minister. An election is due in 2012, so maybe things will settle down after 
that!  

Meanwhile Rosie continues with her work teaching part time and helping sort 
out the library at Kirokai School, and doing minor tasks for the Mr Pip crew, 
(mostly helping with paperwork for locals they have decided they want to film 
in New Zealand) and life carries on much as normal. After being the only two 
VSA people in Arawa for most of the week, Murray returned from New 
Zealand and Lindsay and Norah returned from Buka. With Virginia due back 
on Wednesday from her 6month break in NZ we should be back to a full 
complement. Let the partying start!  

Thomas, our ‘baby” turned 32 this week – those years certainly tick by 
relentlessly! 

 


