
PNG in Perspective 

The main item of local news that affects me (Dave) is that the Oxfam truck has 
been returned, slightly the worse for wear (one tyre destroyed, one window 
broken, one mashed ignition key and a few dents and bruises!)  A meeting was 
held midway through last week when all issues with claimants were settled to 
everyone’s satisfaction (under the Melanesian way even the perpetrators of 
crimes can expect to come away with a degree of satisfaction – the aim seems to 
be to try to please everyone –Oxfam may even get a contribution towards the 
repairs!). So now we’re waiting to get a few issues sorted out and get the show 
back on the road as soon as possible. I managed to get a ride in the truck out to a 
village up the mountain to the South of Arawa to inspect the site of one of 
Oxfam’s WASH projects but a surprisingly chilly breeze blew over the mountain, 
the mist settled and it started to pour with rain. Apart from some photos of new (to 
me) varieties of orchids and hibiscus, I had to bid a sodden retreat down the 
mountain without the information I needed. Another time. 

 

It seems that conflict is never far below the surface all over PNG. The second largest 
city Lae has now erupted into violence, with a protest march last Friday by local 
youths against lawlessness in and around the town - somewhat ironically exploding 
into a full scale riot with killings, arson, and looting that is still to be resolved. The 
centre of the city is described as a ghost town. It seems that “Highlanders” from the 
interior of the main island had moved to the city in the proverbial search for fame and 
fortune, with a fair number of them ending up in squatter camps on the outskirts of 
the city and also featuring disproportionately in crime. The locals had decided to take 
law into their own hands - and probably also settle the odd score or two at the same 
time. The small local Chinese community often end up on the wrong side of the 
statistics in events like this. Law and order, like maintenance of assets, does not 
appear to feature strongly in the PNG scene.  

Ramu Sugar complain that they have lost K500,000 worth of sugar plus more than 
this amount in damage to their vehicles in the past 12 months.  Their trucks are 
looted when they break down on the notoriously neglected Highlands Highway and 
with crowds of more than a hundred involved, the police seem unable to do anything. 

Several recent articles in the local paper feature prominent citizens calling on a 
former Minister for Planning and Monitoring to return from Australia, where he is 
believed to be in hiding, to give an account of where many millions of Kina in his 
charge have disappeared to. This doesn’t appear to be the first prominent citizen to 
head off  “South of the Border” with “several suitcases of cash” and surprisingly it 



seems to be difficult to arrange extradition to get them back to give account for 
themselves. This is probably more related to the inability or lack of motivation of the 
PNG establishment to organise this, rather than any reluctance on the part of 
Australia to send them back. One expat working in a PNG government department 
where a former senior member had been found to have transferred a large amount of 
money to his account, was a little surprised that the follow-up activity was only 
directed towards finding ways of preventing a repeat performance - with no effort 
spent on trying to recover the illegally obtained funds. As in Bougainville it seems that 
“possession is nine tenths of the law”! 

South Africa has been described as a “world in one country” but I think with more 
languages and conflicts in one of it’s many islands than in all of Southern Africa the 
term probably more appropriately applies to Papua New Guinea! The only 
international event it seems to miss out on, for now at least, and thanks to the high 
rains and tropical climate and surrounding seas with plenty of fish, is famine – but 
with a soaring population, pollution, and brazen strip logging, it is probably only a 
matter of time before that features.  

Logging of virgin forest is a real issue here in PNG. It seems to be often organised by 
Asian logging companies and PNG officials in deals over the heads of the locals- 
certainly they don’t receive any financial compensation - one wonders who does in 
fact benefit in PNG! One group of villagers in East New Britain has recently resorted 
to getting Greenpeace in to help them in their campaign to stop their forests being 
flattened around them. Good luck to them! 

On the local VSA scene Jenny Wu, who came back to Arawa on her own bat for 
another 10 months after completing a two year VSA assignment at the local high 
school, has finally departed the scene for New Zealand. Two new volunteers Pru 
from Paraparaumu and Beryl from Tauranga have taken up posts in Buka, and were 
down this weekend for their Pidia village experience (refer back to one of our first 
blog posts for our Pidia trip). They shared in our Friday night social event, as well as 
going shopping around Arawa where, surprise, surprise – they found things they 
couldn’t get in Buka! Wet weather delayed their return so there was more socialising 
and shopping. 

We are looking forward to the visit of our son Robert and his partner Michelle. They 
arrive on the 18th and stay until the 23rd, when we fly with them to Rabaul for a few 
days R&R – two nights in a vacant VSA house in Kokopo and three at the Kabaira 
Resort where we plan to do some diving, snorkelling and general relaxing in a 
civilised surrounding. Robert and Michelle fly 
from there to Brisbane for another week or so 
before returning to NZ. 

To finish off a photo of the group of locals 
who gathered for the visit of the “Tallest man 
in Fiji” who was out on an evangelical 
mission. Seems like many were gathered for 
the ‘freak show” rather than any particular 
spiritual yearning – but hey – if it draws the 
crowds ……! 

 


