
PAPUA NEW GUINEA IN 1984 

Consensus Crumbles 

Kevin Hewison 

In September 1984 Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
celebrated its ninth year of nationhood, but it was not a time of national 
rejoicing. Despite calls for renewed efforts in all spheres of life, many 
seemed pessimistic about the future of the country.1 

While 1984 saw notable achievements, such as PNG's hosting of the 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Regional Meeting and the 
opening of the magnificent new 25 million kina (US$27 million) Na- 
tional Parliament building in August, there were a number of reasons for 
despondency. It became clear, for example, that the economic objectives 
set at Independence were being eroded. Related to this, after a number 
of years of relative industrial peace, labor unrest reemerged. Similarly, 
secession was again in the air as Prime Minister Michael Somare decided 
to reevaluate provincial government. In addition, as the year drew to a 
close, Somare's Pangu Party itself was the scene of a bitter power 
struggle. Internationally, PNG's relations with Indonesia reached a new 
low as the government accused the Indonesians of two border violations 
and as 11,000 Irian Jayan refugees crossed into PNG. In each of these 
areas, where bipartisan policies had generally been maintained since 
1975, albeit somewhat shakily, consensus began to crumble. 

The Economy 
At Independence, a policy was adopted that emphasized the wide dis- 
tribution of economic benefits at the expense of growth. However, this 
policy has fallen by the wayside as the capitalist economy has taken hold. 
In 1984 the government signaled the official death of the distributional 
aims as it embarked upon a growth-oriented strategy. 
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1. See the "Independence '84 Supplement" to the Post-Courier, September 13, 1984, 
which reflects these attitudes. 
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Indicative of this was the publication of a new industrial policy.2 Its 
underlying logic is the belief that the growth strategies of East and 
Southeast Asia are working and that PNG's emphasis on equity has led to 
stagnation in the economy, with the country being left behind indus- 
trially. Those who support the new policy emphasis believe the time is 
right for growth and structural change based on domestic and foreign 
private sector investment, with the state playing a supportive role. 

The new approach has been criticized on a number of grounds. Some 
economists have argued that it ignores the important role of agriculture 
in the national economy, demands high levels of protection, and under- 
estimates PNG's past economic performance.3 Political opponents of the 
government have attacked the abandonment of the aims of equity and 
distribution, charging that a growth strategy is a sell-out of the nationalist 
objectives set at Independence and a recipe for social unrest. Indeed, 
unrest already has emerged, especially within the labor movement. 

The government has a policy of limiting wage increases to 5% annu- 
ally. Because of inflation, this has meant that real wages have been 
declining over the past 18 months. While initially quiet, the unions 
became restive following a decision by national parliamentarians to ac- 
cept a 30% salary increase in June.4 The year 1984 saw one of the highest 
levels of industrial unrest in PNG for some time, and much of this can be 
attributed to the government's policy that results in real wage reductions. 

Labor unrest was not the only problem facing the government. In the 
important mining sector, the two largest enterprises, Bougainville Cop- 
per Limited (BCL) and Ok Tedi Mining (OTM), both suffered setbacks 
that affected the nation's economic progress. With depressed world 
copper prices, BCL and OTM face an uncertain future and there is the 
prospect of further reduced dividends and royalties for the state. 

BCL saw labor unrest in the latter part of the year, and OTM pre- 
sented the government with a series of problems. Situated in inhospita- 
ble jungle close to the Indonesian border, Ok Tedi required huge 
developmental expenditures. The government had pinned many of its 
hopes on the success of the project, but 1984 was not a good year for 
OTM. First, the provision of an environmentally safe tailings dam was 
seriously delayed by a huge mudslide early in the year, and later a 

2. Government of PNG, White Paper on Industrial Developyient (Port Moresby, Feb- 
ruary 1984). 

3. Andy Vickerman, "Agriculture: The Crucible of Real Growth," Post-Courier, Sep- 
tember 13, 1984, p. 23. 

4. Post-Courier, June 7, 1984, p. 2. 
5. Post-Courier, October 11, 1984, p. 3. See also the comments by BCL's managing 

director in the Post-Courier, September 13, 1984, p. 31. 
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makeshift dam allowed at least one cyanide spill, damaging the river 
system of the area. Second, in June a barge laden with fifteen containers 
(2700 drums) of cyanide overturned at the mouth of the Fly River and 
caused a major environmental scare.6 It seems that most of these drums 
will never be recovered, and the government has been criticized for 
failing to maintain adequate controls on projects that have a significant 
environmental impact. As a partial response, the government in 
November announced a reduction in its expenditure on the OTM proj- 
ect. 

It was not all economic gloom for the government, however. Despite 
low copper prices, other commodity prices have been high and economic 
growth has been solid. And, the Australian government released a major 
report on its foreign aid program (the Jackson Report) which, despite its 
generally negative view of PNG's economic performance, made it clear 
that Australia's substantial commitment to PNG will continue.7 Indeed, 
the Australian government in August announced a K245 million aid 
program,8 which was a reduction, but by a smaller percentage than that 
previously negotiated between the two countries. 

Other economic highlights included the finalizing of a K100 million 
agreement for a timber project near Vanimo in West Sepik province and 
the planned introduction of television in 1985. Both agreements were 
not without controversy, however, being surrounded by accusations of 
corruption. 

Political Performance and Conflict 
In the political arena, the government began the year in command. 
Somare, a skilled parliamentary performer, held sway in the early session 
of Parliament, making the Opposition appear opportunistic and lacklus- 
ter. But as the year progressed, with Pangu losing some provincial 
elections and suffering setbacks in others, the Opposition became more 
of a threat and by the end of August began to press the government on a 
number of issues. With the partial withdrawal of United Party support, 
the Somare government faced a no-confidence motion in Parliament, but 
dramatically avoided it by closing the parliamentary session a week early. 
Opposition leader lambakey Okuk promised to renew the motion in 
November. 

6. On these incidents, see The Times of Papua New Guinea (Times),June 28, 1984, p. 3, 
and Post-Courier, July 4, 1984, p. 3. 

7. Government of Australia, Report by the Committee to Review the Australian Overseas Aid 
Programme (Canberra, March 1984), Chap. 10. 

8. Niugini Nius, August 24, 1984, p. 5. 
9. Post-Courier and Niugini Nius, February 22-25, 1984; Niugini Nius, October 24, 

1984, p. 1; and Times, October 25, 1984, pp. 1, 3. 
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The intervening period should have been a time for the government to 
rally its support. However, as the November session approached, Pangu 
itself was wracked by internal conflict. 10 Just days prior to the reconven- 
ing of Parliament, Deputy Prime Minister Paias Wingti demanded that 
Somare reshuffle his cabinet to rid it of "dangerous elements," a refer- 
ence to three of the Prime Minister's strongest supporters, Barry Hollo- 
way, John Nilkare, and Tony Siaguru. Wingti claimed that they were 
corrupt, conservative, and too business-oriented. His move posed a 
threat to the stability of the government, particularly since he had the 
support of a number of ministers and back-benchers. As the November 
session began, Somare received an emotional resignation from Siaguru, 
who in turn demanded Wingti's dismissal. Wingti resigned, and hurried 
back-room meetings followed. So furious was the dealing that sessions of 
Parliament were suspended for lack of a quorum. 

Even as the Opposition introduced its no-confidence motion on 
November 12 (to be voted on a week later), it was not clear if Somare 
would survive, but by mid-week it became apparent that he would hold 
on. Wingti accepted reinstatement, largely on his own terms, and Somare 
received the support of Sir Julius Chan's People's Progress Party (PPP), 
which broke with the other major opposition parties. Somewhat 
sheepishly, the no-confidence motion was withdrawn on the day it was to 
go to a vote. 

Wingti emerged as the winner in this struggle, which could easily have 
removed the government. He justified his actions in terms that spoke of 
Pangu and cabinet solidarity, claiming that the "dangerous" ministers 
were making the important decisions and turning Pangu away from its 
ideals, which Wingti saw as serving "... the workers, villagers and 
masses.""1 While there is this element of left versus right within Pangu, it 
is clear that business interests had much to do with the crisis. 

Many members of Parliament and the various political parties have 
substantial business interests, and Wingti's victory gives the Highlands 
and New Guinea Islands business groups a stronger position in the 
cabinet and within Pangu's business arm, Damai. No doubt Wingti and 
his supporters will see their business stocks rise with their political 
fortunes, but it would be wrong to assume that the struggle is over. 
Somare's control of the party has been weakened and the various factions 

10. The best coverage of these events is to be found in the Times, especially November 
11, 1984, pp. 1, 4-5. 

11. Paias Wingti, quoted in Joe Koroma, "Why Wingti Felt He Had to Quit," Times, 
November 11, 1984, p. 5. 
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will regroup for another clash since the stakes, political and economic, 
are high. 

Another winner would appear to be the PPP, for a cabinet reshuffle 
seems to have been a part of the bargain struck with Somare in return for 
PPP support. Sir Julius himself emerged from these machinations look- 
ing "clean," claiming to have remained "aloof" from the back-room 
dealing. 

A further, potentially serious, conflict for the government arose in the 
area of provincial-national relations. In February, the Enga provincial 
government was suspended by the national government for financial 
irregularities, and this was followed in September by suspension of the 
Manus provincial government for similar reasons. Between these two 
events a series of provincial elections were held, none of which produced 
encouraging results for the Pangu Party. 

In Morobe, incumbent Premier Utula Samana led his Morobe Inde- 
pendent Group to a comfortable victory over their free-spending Pangu 
opponents in June. His victory was significant because Samana is an 
articulate and outspoken critic of the national government, charging it 
with pandering to foreign interests and neglecting village-level issues. It 
was also significant because in the 1982 national elections Pangu had 
easily won seats in Morobe. Given the national government's latest tack 
on economic policy, Samana's popular victory, based on a radical 
nationalist ideology, does not augur well for Pangu's 1-987 election 
prospects. 

The victory of Alexis Sarei and his Melanesian Alliance Party in the 
North Solomons provincial elections in July was also a blow to Pangu. 
The province provides the bulk of PNG's export earnings (from the BCL 
mines), and Pangu had campaigned strongly for the return of Premier 
Leo Hannett. Hannett's Unity and Development group was, however, 
soundly defeated.12 

Even in the provincial elections where Pangu did win, such as Chimbu 
and Western Highlands, there were few victory celebrations as tribal- 
cum-political fighting broke out. 

Clearly, provincial governments were becoming a problem for Pangu 
and hence the national government, and it came as no surprise when 
Somare announced in September the beginning of a review of provincial 
government. The first step was a proposed referendum to determine the 
"people's wishes." The reaction against this proposal was strong, with 
Islands premiers raising the specter of secession. This was a symbolically 

12. Franzalbert Joku, "Hannett Falls from Power," Times, July 12, 1984, p. 5. 
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important move for it was only in the mid-1970s that a shaky consensus 
had been achieved with various secessionist groups to allow for the 
formation of a national state. So, here again, consensus seemed to be 
crumbling. 

International Relations 
In 1984 PNG's foreign relations were dominated by matters involving 
the joint border with Indonesia. Following the crisis in 1983 over the 
incursion of an Indonesian road into PNG territory, relations between 
the two countries seemed set to improve following Somare's visit to 
Indonesia in December 1983. But this was not to be. Following clashes 
between the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM) and Indonesian troops in 
and around Jayapura, the capital of Irian Jaya, in late February, a trickle 
of refugees to the PNG side of the border became a flood as Indonesian 
troops expanded their actions against OPM. 

OPM operations near the border have long been an irritant in the 
relationship between Indonesia and PNG, but previously the flow of 
refugees had been manageable and the government had generally been 
able to cope by resettling some, finding third countries for others, and 
repatriating the majority. In 1984, however, some 11,000 refugees 
crossed into PNG, making this resettlement-repatriation exercise a 
major undertaking. Initially the PNG government did attempt to apply 
its tried methods, but as the numbers crossing the border increased, 
these steps could not be realistically pursued, although PNG repeatedly 
announced that repatriation would proceed. By late November, actual 
repatriation seemed no further advanced than it had in April despite 
prolonged negotiations and even apparent agreement between the two 
governments, and no refugees had been sent back. 

The refugee issue was further complicated by a number of alleged 
border violations by the Indonesians. On March 27, two "foreign" mili- 
tary aircraft overflew a PNG government station at Green River, 20 
kilometers inside the border. Two days later the Indonesian ambassador 
was presented with a protest note. While the Indonesians denied any 
violation, the PNG government demanded the replacement of the In- 
donesian defense attache. In June, another violation was claimed when a 
party of Indonesian soldiers camped at an unoccupied village inside PNG 
and destroyed food gardens growing in the area. And in November, yet 
another incursion was reported as Indonesian troops pursued OPM 
rebels across the border. 

Events such as these tended to harden attitudes in PNG. When 
Foreign Affairs and Trade Minister Rabbie Namaliu went to Jakarta in 
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April, he was strong, even provocative, in his initial statements,13 and 
later he raised the issue of border incursions at the United Nation's Gen- 
eral Assembly session in October. This move stunned the Indonesians 
and further strained relations between the two countries. 

For the Indonesians, relations reached a new low when a team arrived 
in PNG in November to prepare for the long-delayed repatriation exer- 
cise. Despite warnings that the Indonesians would receive a hostile 
reception, PNG officials allowed them to visit the Blackwater camp near 
the border town of Vanimo, arguing that adequate security would be 
provided. However, when the widow of Irian Jayan anthropologist Ar- 
nold Ap became involved, accusing the Indonesians of murdering her 
husband, some refugees attacked and injured several members of the 
Indonesian delegation. The Indonesian government protested, and there 
was a demonstration outside the PNG embassy in Jakarta. 

Throughout, negotiations continued on a revision of the 1979 border 
agreement between PNG and Indonesia. Indonesian Foreign Minister 
Mochtar Kusumaatmadja visited Port Moresby for the ratification cere- 
mony on October 29. The visit was preceded by a meeting between 
PNG's deputy Opposition leader, Fr. John Momis, and OPM leader 
James Nyaro near Vanimo. Mochtar expressed his concern about this 
meeting, and he must have been equally concerned by the apparent snub 
he received when neither Namaliu nor his departmental secretary met 
him on his arrival. Nevertheless, the new agreement was signed, but 
almost immediately there arose differing interpretations of its joint bor- 
der security provisions. 

Relations with Indonesia and the question of the fate of the refugees 
has seriously split public and official opinion in PNG. PNG's relationship 
with Indonesia has tended to be based on the belief that Indonesia is a 
powerful and populous neighbor and therefore a potential threat. Thus, 
many in PNG have been prepared to make concessions in their dealings 
with Indonesia, believing that this is the way to avoid domination. This 
has certainly been true of the Somare governments from 1975 to 1980 
and since 1982. However, in 1984 there again emerged a feeling, even 
within the government, that PNG was giving too much and receiving 
little in return. The differing perceptions would seem to have seriously 
affected relations between, for example, Namaliu and his departmental 
secretary, Paulius Matane. The latter seemed more willing to grant 
concessions to the Indonesians, while Namaliu, in 1984, took a tougher 
line. 

13. Far Eastern Economic Reviewv, April 26, 1984, pp. 18-19. 
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The division was also reflected in the handling of the refugee issue. 
Clearly the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade could not cope 
with the crisis. Some disastrous decisions (and nondecisions) were made. 
Nowhere was the disaster greater than in the refugee camps, where it 
seems that a high-level decision was made to discourage further border 
crossers by making conditions in the exisiting camps "temporary" and 
difficult. The government, refusing almost all offers of aid, found that 
more than 100 refugees died in Western Province of starvation-related 
diseases. Hurriedly the government accepted UNHCR assistance of 
more than K750,000 to avoid even more deaths. This tragedy was 
blamed on "mismanagement," but it seems clear that a high-level deci- 
sion to discourage refugees was involved.14 Many in PNG feel that not 
only should the refugees be treated more humanely and in line with 
international law, but that the whole question of repatriation needs to be 
reconsidered. 15 

The year was one in which consensus on a number of major issues 
broke down-on economic policy, on provincial government, on foreign 
policy, and indeed, within the government's own ranks. This in itself is 
not surprising-perhaps what is more surprising is that consensus held 
for so long. In 1985, PNG celebrates its tenth year of independent 
statehood, and it promises to be a year of reflection and of political 
turbulence. 

14. See articles by Neville Togarewa in the Times, November 5, 1984, pp. 4-5. 
15. See comments by North Fly Member of Parliament, Warren Dutton, in Times, 

November 11, 1984, p. 3. 
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