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Foreword by Dr Michael Mel 
 

 

Tim Anderson’s Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea is a book that makes a 

distinctive contribution to discussions and debates on Papua New Guinea (PNG) and its 

communities. Writing about PNG communities is no strange business. The litany of material 

put out by missionaries, researchers, anthropologists, and government representatives, among 

countless others, lines up on private and public shelves the world over. What makes 

Anderson’s book an exception? In order to respond to this question a thumbnail sketch of 

PNG and its communities will be useful, to set a background. 

 

PNG is a relatively new nation-state. However, there is a much older cultural landscape 

comprising numerous indigenous cultures. Carving out lives isolated from one another, each 

cultural group had its own distinctive way of communicating across more than eight hundred 

unique languages, for eons. The natural environment provided an abundance of plant and 

animal life and was a rich source for community livelihoods. The relationships between 

members of the communities and the environment were knitted well. Situations and 

circumstances of dissimilarity at times tested the relationship. However these differences 

were debated, discussed and resolved and the outcomes usually stressed cooperation and 

coexistence. There was an intricate and interconnected cosmos of people and the 

environment. 

  

In the 1800s various colonial powers apportioned and proclaimed as theirs the islands, the 

mainland and the peoples. Forced away from living in pockets of small tribal communities, 

the indigenous people were made to learn and accept new languages, new ways of doing 

things and then to work and serve the interests of the colonizers. They served as plantation 

labourers, interpreters, policemen, preachers and servants. Gradually government outposts 

were set up to bring in systems of governance, law and order, education and churches in order 

institutionalize and normalize the colonial ways. Indigenous languages, law and order and 

customs and traditions that had been central to communities for many generations were cast 

aside. The indigenous peoples engaged in these processes of change were urged to see that 

their previous ways of life were of little or no value to the new ways of life. 

  

Education, health and government were central to the services that were provided to help 

mobilize people. Bringing people together as a nation was a difficult task because: (a) in PNG 

communities lived on their lands isolated from one another; (b) the physical geography in 

many parts of the country isolated communities and worked against plans for rapid 

mobilization; (c) unlike in many other countries, rule in the PNG communities was not based 

on any hierarchical or birthright structure; leadership was approached on the basis of 

community consensus and agreement, and therefore communities could not be brought 

together by any royal decree; (d) communities owned and shared large tracts of land. This 

helps provide a backdrop to the contentious issues of land as an entity and a commodity, land 

ownership and, through ownership, the right to access and share in the benefits of natural 

resources with others, including the nation as a state. 

  



In Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea Anderson provides a perspective that land is 

about livelihoods. The way in which communities lived with the land provided for 

communities that were healthy, wealthy and wise (Vision 2050 2010). The models of growth 

and prosperity of communities, based on economic systems introduced to PNG were based on 

owning and trading in land as a commodity and as the basis for development. These models 

were and are effectively a case of chasing the elusive pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. 

The definitions and realizations of economic development and community well-being, 

promulgated through the political and legislative processes in post-colonial locations like 

PNG, have been detrimental to the greater mass of people in those communities. Wealth 

created through those economic models has contributed to an economic and social 

unevenness that is anathema to ideals of democracy as well as to the detriment of the greater 

mass of the population. Their incomes, education, health and well being indicators have 

fallen below survival thresh-holds.  

 

Anderson, through data gathered among communities involved in various agricultural 

activities and roadside markets, based on the fact of access to their own livelihood-sustaining 

land, articulates the key point that local land ownership and control is the key to the overall 

growth and well being of those communities. However in most places, including PNG, the 

objective of government has been to migrate communities from a subsistence economy to a 

cash economy. The prevailing view has been that economic development and prosperity lies 

not in subsistence economies but in cash economies. However ‘hybrid livelihoods’, as 

Anderson puts it, are about community sustainability through a cash economy complimenting 

and supporting a subsistence economy, and not necessarily replacing one with the other. 

These ‘hybrid livelihoods’ can flourish when land ownership and control remains with the 

people. 

  

Notions like GDP, as a measure of a country’s progress on the economic ladder in the world, 

are very often based on data generated from specific sources, such as exports and imports. 

GDP, exports, imports and other related terms relate to a sense of economic growth that is 

limited to certain activities and does not in any great measure reflect the diversity and range 

of the productive lives of communities. This case is made clearer where, in countries like 

PNG, the bulk of the population lives and thrives on its own land. Yet GDP uses limited data 

to sustain its language and economic definitions. Even more significant is the point that GDP 

does not measure or provide complimentary data on the environmental effects of products 

supposed to add to national productivity and wealth creation. There is a need for a much 

broader and more inclusive picture, in which people at all levels in PNG are accounted for in 

terms of community livelihoods, land care, bio-cultural diversity and social and spiritual well 

being. In this way we could provide a fairer, stronger and more inclusive picture of where 

communities are located in terms of their own development. 

  

Oil Palm as a crop identified for economic development through agriculture gets treated in 

the book in the following way: (a) as land ‘sold off’ for oil palm development, discussed in 

terms of the return value on hectares given up exclusively for oil palm and controlled by a 

few foreign companies; (b) as major environmental health issues from the continued use of 

chemical fertilizers in oil palm production, affecting soil and water content in and around oil 

palm areas; (c) as a mono-crop (or monoculture) that competes with and excludes other 



companion crops; and (d) in the significance of returns on oil palm for women, families and 

communities. All this is discussed and compared with data obtained from the various hybrid 

livelihoods. 

  

In Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea Anderson asks us to re-think the way we see 

economic development, land boundaries, registration and ownership issues. We must re-

arrange our minds and make efforts to look at the overall sense of development based on 

ecologies of family and community sustainability, where resources, in particular land, are 

elemental to community survival.  

 

Three young Bougainvillieans, caught in the whirlwinds of change prior to the Bougainville 

crisis in the late 1980s, in an interview regarding their land and the giant copper deposits in 

their island, declared that: ‘land is our physical life – food and sustenance. Land is our social 

life; it is marriage; it is status; it is politics; in fact, it is our only world’ (Denoon 2000: 3). 

This fits well with the earlier political statements on PNG’s cultural heritage, which included: 

increased indigenous participation in the economy; equality amongst ethnic, gender and 

areas; greater attention to rural and village development; and self-reliance. The current 

Government is running with a ‘Vision 2050’, in order to build a healthy, wealthy and wise 

nation. Anderson’s book should provide added value in the discussions and deliberations for 

PNG’s future. 

  

His writing style has a way of providing data and information in a matter-of-fact and easy 

way. In some areas of livelihoods there is room for wider data so that the picture is more 

comprehensive, so we can see a fuller range of hybrid livelihoods across a number of 

locations, to give balance and substance. There is a need for more data from sectors like the 

mining sector, where there have been big challenges in terms of equity, land, the 

environment, people, social networks and livelihoods. These matters are not fully addressed 

in this book. That said, the area of mining, the benefits for communities in the overall and full 

sense of livelihoods is large and may best be covered on its own. 

 

This book is highly recommended, especially for Students in Higher Education in PNG. 

 

 

Associate Professor Michael A. Mel, PhD 

Pro Vice Chancellor (Academic and Innovation) 

University of Goroka, Papua New Guinea 
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Introduction 

L a n d  a n d  l i v e l i h o o d s  i n  
Pa p u a  N e w  G u i n e a

2

A slow motion drama is in play in Melanesia, above all in Papua New 
Guinea, where the ‘omissions’ of the colonial era are being addressed 
by neo-colonial forces. The economic interest of the big powers has its 
focus on land – always a key resource but increasingly valuable in times 
of multiple food, financial, energy and ecological crises. At stake are the 
livelihoods of most of the country’s seven million inhabitants, 85% of 
them rural livelihoods. This book argues that notions of the country’s 
‘economy’ and its ‘development’ have no real meaning without an 
inclusive focus on both these livelihoods and the role of customary land.

Papua New Guinea, almost alone in the world, did not have its 
indigenous land tenure system dismantled by the colonial powers. 

1
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yet there has been tremendous popular resistance to past demands 
(e.g. from the World Bank) for ‘land mobilisation’, to meet the needs of 
large corporate monocultures and mining operations (even though most 
mining is carried out without any real change to land tenure).

Due to the political defeat of several plans for land registration and 
commercialisation, in the 1990s and early 2000s, the context of this battle 
has changed. The financial and aid agencies have taken a back seat, preferring 
to fund ‘local initiatives’. in 2005 the PNG government launched a ‘land 
taskforce’, to help drive a ‘land reform’ agenda. However ‘land reform’ in 
the Melanesian context means something entirely different to ‘land reform’ 
in countries where ordinary people were dispossessed under the colonial 
regime – as in Latin America and the Philippines. in Melanesia, ‘land 
reform’ means a commodification process, where family and clan land is 
registered and legally redefined, so that it is able to be leased, sold and 
otherwise capitalised. This, of course, also means that it can be alienated 
from those same families and clans. There are legal initiatives (such as new 
types of lease) which attempt to force the pace of land modernisation; and 
behind this the accusations that land-owning families are an ‘obstacle’ to 
development, that they are ‘unreasonable’ and need to be educated on the 
benefits of this ‘land reform’.

But what if the land-owning families and their resistance were right? 
Perhaps they know more about the value of land, which underwrites 
many centuries of successful livelihoods. Where are the voices in support 
of their claims, and in defence of their traditional lands? That is where 
this book begins, as a non-Papua New Guinean’s defence of customary 
land–owners, and a vindication of the possibilities of extending decent 
livelihoods through maintaining control of family and clan lands. 

Using a critical, institutional approach and focussing on economic 
livelihoods based on customary land, this book makes use of the 
best available evidence and extends it with original quantitative and 
qualitative studies. it finds that the economic potential of many of 
PNG’s ‘hybrid’ livelihoods, based on customary land, is already superior 
to most of the alternatives offered in the ‘new’ formal economies. Many 
economic returns in the rural informal sector are well ahead of the 
low wage labour of supermarkets, fish canneries, chicken farms and 
mining operations, and well ahead of the incomes provided by the 
large plantation industries, in particular oil palm. And most traditional 

About 97% of the nation’s land mass is legally recognised as still in 
the hands of families and clans. Further, there is virtually no feudal 
legacy, and therefore no large landowning families. This means that, 
at times of uncertainty or crisis, almost all people have access to 
basic food and shelter, as well as to social identity and social support. 
That is the good news. Highly productive gardens and crops ensure 
that rural Papua New Guineans are insulated from the impact of a 
global food price volatility which has shaken many other countries. 
Further, domestic produce markets support a thriving (but often 
unrecognised) cash economy, at least where there are good roads. in 
sum, the country has probably the most equal distribution of land on 
earth, and to some extent this substitutes for the great lack of state 
services.

on the other hand, these same families and communities have very 
little access to health services and schools, and most have poor roads. 
in addition, many communities are isolated and even the existing 
main roads are not well maintained. income generating activities often 
centre on meeting the demands of secondary school fees yet, despite 
tremendous efforts by parents, costs are often prohibitive. Most children 
cannot complete school, nor can they access adequate health care. 
Health services are expensive in the cities and virtually absent in rural 
areas. in many cases, communities create their own elementary schools 
and health clinics.

With billions of dollars in gas and mineral revenues in recent years, 
the PNG Government does not lack resources. rather, it is an inherited 
elite culture – including inherited liberal notions of ‘user pays’ – that has 
left communities to their own devices. So most people are not hungry, 
and virtually none are homeless; yet education and health indicators are 
very poor.

As part of a long-term neoliberal strategy to commercialise customary 
land, PNG’s problems of underdevelopment are sometimes blamed on 
land–owning families. if families only ‘mobilised’ their land, gave it over 
to ‘development’, the nation would advance, it is said. This is one of the 
propositions of a type of ideological war, waged by international finance 
groups, corporate think-tanks, aid programs and local elites. These groups 
have used a number of modernist and economic arguments, which this 
book will address.
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common themes from land registration processes in East Africa in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and in World Bank programs in more recent 
years. yet neither the evidence of East Africa nor that of PNG 
supports such claims. 

Here is a brief overview of the chapters, following this introduction:
chapter Two, ‘customary Land and Land Modernisation’, explains 

customary land, how it works and is recognised in PNG law, and how 
it underwrites rural livelihoods. it then discusses land modernisation, 
particularly from the East African experience and the (unsuccessful) 
attempts to transmit that model to Papua New Guinea. This foundation 
is important, because misunderstandings and conflicts over land not only 
derive from clashes of interests but also from modernist mindsets, and 
the consequent poor recognition of indigenous cultural achievement.

chapter Three, ‘Land Economics: the old and the New’, compares 
and contrasts what i call the ‘old school’ approach to economics – with its 
focus on growth, exports and the formal sector – with a ‘new school’, which 
values livelihoods, human development and ecological sustainability. it is 
useful to consider the ‘old school’ and its arguments (internationally and 
in PNG), from liberal modernists such as Boserup, Deininger and De 
Soto, as well as the corporate think–tanks and a few PNG economists. 
However, i argue, we learn little of real economic or developmental 
significance in PNG unless we replace the old concepts with a focus on 
the ‘new school’ themes. ‘Economics’ in PNG is meaningless without 
these newer ideas. The chapter introduces comparative data on rural 
livelihood options, which helps inform the discussion of the following 
chapter

in chapter Four, ‘from Subsistence to Hybrid Livelihoods’, i challenge 
the popular myth that traditional communities like those in PNG are 
‘moving from subsistence to the cash economy’. i do this by pointing 
out the importance of the informal sector, and how it integrates with 
‘hybrid’ rural livelihoods. To fully understand these ‘hybrids’, subsistence 
production and consumption, along with cultural exchange and informal 
cash economies, must be valued and added to the formal sector options. 
only in the recent years have informal sector surveys provided data 
which allows us to more fully consider the breadth and productivity of 
these hybrids. The chapter characterises those hybrids.

uses of land are far more valuable to families than the pitiful rural 
rents, paid to those unfortunate few who have been induced to lease 
out their ‘unused’ lands. 

yet specific evidence on rural livelihoods is necessary to confront a 
number of ‘modernist’ myths at play. The myths include these ideas:

1.   People in PNG ‘must move from the subsistence to the cash 
economy’. Wrong. Most families have been engaged in both for 
some time. Very few live ‘pure’ subsistence livelihoods and most 
participate in cash economies. Families will continue to grow their 
own food, build their own houses and engage in cash economies. 
The more relevant question is: what particular composite or hybrid 
livelihoods offer the best prospects for rural PNG families?

2.   customary land owners must ‘mobilise their land’ to help the 
‘development’ of the country. Wrong. PNG’s rural livelihoods, based 
on customary land, are extremely vulnerable to land alienation. 
The government has plenty of income from royalties and equity in 
mining and gas; it already has more than enough to abolish school 
fees, establish a public health system and maintain a network of 
roads. However the political will has been missing. From an practical 
economic point of view, families would be best advised to maintain 
control of their customary land to protect their existing food security, 
housing and social support systems.

3.   ‘Large scale monocultures (like oil palm) are more productive than 
small farming’. Wrong. These monocultures might provide more 
export income, and some tax revenue, but they represent neither a 
more productive use of land let alone a superior livelihood option 
for participating small farmers. PNG experiences shed new light 
on the international discussions over the ‘multifunctionality’ and 
productivity of small farming. chapter Six provides detail on PNG’s 
oil palm experiments.

4.   ‘Economic options are better in the formal economy’. Well, only 
for a few. Wages for most unskilled labour, and some skilled labour, 
are less than the median incomes in much of PNG’s rural informal 
sectors. chapters Three, Four and Five set out comparative incomes. 
PNG’s formal economy is less than impressive.

5.   customary land ‘must be registered’ to provide ‘greater security 
of tenure, and these centralised titles will assist in agricultural 
productivity, rural credit and women’s rights’. Baseless. These were 
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finance, as part of their own ‘poverty reduction’ program. This is a type 
of cooperative which builds on existing family business operations and 
extends itself into new schemes (including food processing, transport 
and college scholarships) by use of the traditional principles of mutual 
support and reciprocity.

chapter Eight, ‘customary Land: reconciliation or resistance’, 
returns to the theme of land management and counterposes two actual 
trends. The first is the attempt by international agencies, and some extent 
within the PNG Government, to chart a ‘middle way’ whereby customary 
owners are persuaded to lease out their land, without losing their status 
as landowners. in rural PNG this is dispossession under another name. 
The second trend can be seen in the activities of rural communities, 
backed by some PNG groups, to reject the commercialisation and 
commodification of their lands. This chapter discusses some of the 
elements of this resistance: legal challenges, community organisation 
and farm management training.

chapter Nine, ‘Food Security in PNG and the World’, is a cautionary 
tale, which charts the problems of other developing countries which 
have given up their subsistence capacity in favour of an export oriented 
agriculture, following the neoliberal model. The 2008 global food crisis 
helped highlight the high risks of agricultural liberalisation, and the 
value in conserving many of the elements of PNG’s land tenure and 
small farming systems.

The concluding chapter brings together the main themes of the book, 
along with some final reflections on land and livelihoods in Papua New 
Guinea. i hope it provides some food for thought.

chapter Five, ‘roadside Sellers’ draws on original surveys of mostly 
women roadside sellers in four PNG provinces, between 2004 and 
2011. While there had been earlier rural informal sector surveys, none 
had studied the most visible, woman–dominated markets in rural 
PNG, allowing comparison with the other formal and informal sector 
livelihood options open to rural women. Such markets have not been 
afforded much importance elsewhere, but in PNG they assume greater 
importance because of the particular circumstances: a relatively even 
distribution of family land and at least some access to main roads. The 
survey results, in all four provinces, show that the income potential 
of these particular informal markets matches other informal sector 
activities (such as transport and small business) and surpasses most 
of the formal sector options available. How families combine a focus 
on these fresh produce markets while engaging in other activity, and 
the relative importance of each activity, helps us better understand the 
hybrid livelihoods they are constructing.

chapter Six, ‘oil Palm’, considers in some depth what role this 
dominant monoculture might have in helping build decent livelihoods 
in rural PNG. What emerges from the best available data and some 
focus group studies is that a highly profitable industry, dominated by a 
small group of foreign companies, offers only limited returns to farming 
families. The promises of the industry have been exaggerated, as average 
returns in the informal sector are higher. Not only are ‘smallholder’ 
oil palm incomes relatively low (due to the monopoly power of the 
‘nucleus estates’), the monoculture introduces serious environmental 
costs, in particular silted and polluted rivers and water tables. Further, 
oil palm plantations introduce an inflexible use of land, which prevents 
companion planting and competes both with subsistence gardens and 
other cash crops. The ‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme for women, developed 
by the oil palm industry, does not improve matters much. These several 
drawbacks mean that oil palm does not present as a useful addition to 
superior rural livelihoods.

chapter Seven, ‘Village cooperation’, looks at some initiatives taken 
by communities that have rejected the idea of leasing their customary 
lands and of participating in oil palm programs, and have worked together 
to build their own programs. in particular, the chapter tells the story of 
the Sausi community, which has developed some unique forms of village 
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Giddens 1998). The ‘one size fits all’ approach of economic liberalism is 
a key part of such modernism.

Many outside observers simply assume that modernisation of land 
(mapping and centralised registration, individualisation and exchange) 
is desirable. They often tend to trivialise or are scornful of customary 
systems, even when some important contributions, e.g. to food security, 
are acknowledged (e.g. Hughes 2004: 4). Such approaches typically 
focus on the supposed limitations of customary systems and ignore the 
dangers of modernisation processes. 

others consider customary land systems more sympathetically, yet 
share the ‘evolutionary’ assumptions of both liberal modernism and 
historical materialism. The idea here is that land systems ‘evolve’ to 
address new problems, such as scarcity and agricultural productivity, 
ideas traditionally the province of ‘market economics’. Fitzpatrick for 
example, citing an important World Bank report (Deininger 2003), 
concludes that ‘in certain circumstances, communal forms of customary 
tenure are optimal arrangements because they provide tenure security 
to group members at relatively low cost’. However, he asserts that ‘in 
the long run individual western–style ownership may provide the 
ideal environment for economic investment’. He proceeds to focus on 
a ‘transitional’ recognition of customary tenure, and sensitising state 
interventions that affect customary tenure (Fitzpatrick 2005: 450, 452).

Similarly, while Weiner and Glaskin (2007) stand aloof from the 
economic liberal assertion that customary land is ‘a brake on wealth 
creation’, they say their aim is simply ‘to understand the mechanics 
of the translation process in which non–western cultural and social 
forms are incorporated and regulated by western legal and statutory 
bodies’ (Weiner and Glaskin 2007: 1–2). Again we see the evolutionary 
assumption. Nevertheless, others have pointed out that customary land 
tenure arrangements are complex, and often co–exist with other systems 
(Brown, Brookfield and Grau 1990: 22). 

This book sees greater contemporary relevance for the genius of 
custom. A land tenure system that has sustained communities for 
thousands of years seems to deserve more careful attention. The book 
mainly considers the economic opportunities available to Papua New 
Guinea families, without pursuing the complexity of customary practice 
in an extremely diverse country. Nevertheless, it takes customary tenure 

2
C u s t o m a r y  L a n d  a n d  
L a n d  M o d e r n i s a t i o n

2

it is not possible to understand land and livelihoods in Papua New 
Guinea without some background in the principles and practice of 
customary land, and the ways in which notions of land custodianship 
are embedded in social relationships. only then can we start to form a 
reasonable perspective on the relationship between customary land and 
processes of land modernisation.

i use the term ‘modernisation’ here in its sociological sense. it does 
not indicate an approach ‘more relevant to contemporary circumstances’, 
but rather a centralising logic of the modern era where distinct histories 
and circumstances were considered of little importance. Human society 
is seen to have a convergent and common form. (e.g. Berman 1983; 
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African saying that ‘land belongs to the few who are living, many whom 
are dead and the countless yet unborn’, has been said to be ‘relevant and 
deep–rooted’ in PNG (Lakau 1994: 80). customary land systems ensure 
survival of the community as well as reproduction of each communities’ 
particular social system.

in most of PNG those with principal authority over land are the male 
leaders, while in many of the islands and some of the coastal regions 
(e.g. Bougainville, Milne Bay, East New Britain) the principal land 
authorities are women. Despite the fact that these gendered systems 
create primary and secondary rights, in both patrilineal and matrilineal 
systems all men and women have rights to land. The customary land 
systems of the Solomon islands and Vanuatu are similar in also having 
both patrilineal and matrilineal systems. in Vanuatu it has been observed 
that ‘customary law ... recognises the land rights of both men and women 
.. [and] the central function of customary land tenure has been to ensure 
social security and cohesion’ (Naupa and Simo 2008: 77).

Fingleton (2004), contesting Gosarevski, Hughes and Windybank 
(2004), says customary land is often misunderstood as a simple 
communism where there are no defined responsibilities. He suggests 
PNG’s customary land systems might better be seen as ‘a balance between 
group and individual rights and obligations … a traditional balance, but 
one which can when necessary be shifted in the direction of strengthening 
the rights of individual group members and relaxing group controls, to 
allow for the new demands of modern living’ (Fingleton 2004: 97). These 
new demands notably include the pressures for children’s school fees and 
for health services. He stresses the dynamism of these systems, adding 
that a major misunderstanding is ‘the belief that customary tenures are 
static, non–adaptive, uncertain [and] backward–looking’ (Fingleton 
2004: 98).

While practice within customary land systems varies considerably, i 
suggest some common principles are: (i) that customary land systems 
retain a central focus on sustainable family livelihoods; in doing this 
(ii) they maintain strong currents of social inclusion; and (iii) in their 
survival through the centuries they have practised high degrees of local 
flexibility and adaptation.

The chimbu land system of PNG’s highlands, for example, has been 
characterised as one of flexibility, adaptation and change. individuals 

seriously: as more than a relic of the past, or a cultural ornamentation of 
local social relations. customary tenure systems, i suggest, might better 
be seen as adaptive and functional social structures with important roles 
to play in the future. At a time when modern agricultural systems are 
facing severe problems – with food crises in more than seventy countries 
and ecological collapse (e.g. Shiva 1993) in many more – why should we 
not consider more fully the lessons of time–proven systems? 

i begin by identifying some basic principles of customary tenure 
in PNG, then introduce the history of modernist interventions from 
Australia and East Africa to Papua New Guinea and Melanesia, noting 
the modernist principles, the stated objectives and some of the outcomes. 

cUSToMAry LAND 

customary land systems in Papua New Guinea, in part due the country’s 
remarkable diversity, were not distorted by feudalism. No large land 
owners developed, either through indigenous processes or (as elsewhere) 
by collaboration with and emulation of the colonial powers. The main 
pressures on land tenure came from the need to co–exist with neighbours. 
recognised in the constitution and law of the independent state of Papua 
New Guinea, customary land survived the colonial era more than 97% 
intact (Lakau 1991; Larmour 1991; NLDT–SccLD 2006). Apart from 
the other Melanesian countries, this ongoing dominance of customary 
land tenure makes Papua New Guinea fairly unique in the world. 

This particular history meant that the dominant mode of land 
management remained that of a locally controlled, oral tradition, 
with authority resting in clan leaders. Land rights and land use are 
administered by the communities. Land itself is inalienable; that is, it 
cannot be sold or otherwise taken away from the communities. Land is 
held in trust for future generations, to ensure their livelihoods; a principle 
also well known in many African cultures. in PNG it is common place to 
hear PNG intellectuals speak of the cultural, ecological and subsistence 
values of land, as additional to and underlying the potential commercial 
value of land. PNG writers also point to the sustainability and inter–
generational equity values built into the customary ownership system. 
For example, Narakobi (1988: 8) writes: ‘land is the link between the 
earth and the sky, the sea and the clouds, the past and the future; because 
land is eternal, it is held in trust for succeeding generations’. Similarly, the 
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exclusionary use of land, cut off from the needs of local communities, has 
been seen an alien and conflictive process (e.g. Garu 2010). Hence the 
conflict with foreign–owned, large plantations. outsider families and 
individuals have been readily included in communities, in a customary 
way. However attempts by outsiders to appropriate land and land use, 
excluding the community, are resisted.

Those with secondary rights to land, such as women in patrilineal 
systems, may be subordinated but not excluded. indeed, new forms of 
land use which demand more clearly defined ownership threaten greater 
damage to the secondary title holders. rodman saw customary land as 
‘not necessarily [providing] a hedge against the emergence of new forms 
of social inequality’, such as gender inequality (rodman 1984: 62, 77). 
yet as Naupa and Simo (2008: 77) note in Vanuatu, rapid transformation 
of customary law, in particular to incorporate commodification of land, 
often more definitively excludes women from decision making processes. 

The valuable features of customary land systems are often poorly 
understood by those proposing modernist interventions. While it is 
difficult to generalise customary practice internationally, some useful 
elements were identified by the FAo in a 2002 report on sustainable 
agriculture and resource management. in the face of modernist 
arguments that registration and individual titling would contribute to 
greater security of title and improved agricultural productivity, the FAo 
report made these points:

•	 	The	social	value	of	land	is	often	better	preserved	by	‘rules	of	the	
community’ rather than ‘uniform systems of property law set by the 
state’;

•	 	‘Community–based	rules	may	be	better	at	providing	security	
of tenure to individual cultivators than are state systems. often 
what individual cultivators fear is dispossession at the hands of 
government or outsiders’;

•	 	‘Community	based	systems	can	often	be	better	at	reflecting	the	
complex rights that individuals, families ands groups have over land, 
including secondary rights of access and use – rights that might be 
distorted or lost by titling according to a standardized format that is 
not adapted to local realities’; ‘a community’s relationship with land is 
more than just an aggregate of individually occupied and used plots; it 
is a system that includes land–base resources used in common, such as 

and groups ‘claim rights at several levels, from tribal to clan territory, 
through the right to access or share arable land ... to the individual and 
inheritable right to use specific plots’ (Brown, Brookfield and Grau 
1990: 23). These are familiar elements elsewhere in PNG. The study 
described the chimbu system as adaptive, with historical processes of 
change, e.g. from the seventeenth century introduction of the sweet 
potato, to more recent overcrowding, to new commercial opportunities. 
The authors ‘think it likely that there was no such thing as a pre–colonial 
equilibrium condition [but rather] that change has been continuous’ for 
at least several centuries (Brown, Brookfield and Grau 1990: 46).

As opposed to modernist systems, which impose a defined and 
compartmentalised ‘cadastral landscape’ (Burton 1991), some PNG 
systems have developed a functionality in ‘loose’ borders. A study speaks 
of PNG highlanders seeming to be driven to ‘obfuscate and dissemble 
boundaries’. Sillitoe said this was ‘an integral aspect … of containment 
in an acephalous context of power plays that might try to extend control 
over access to productive land resources’. The ‘mobile’ nature of land use 
and land rights related to ‘conceptions of identity and boundary’ (Sillitoe 
1999: 331–332). That is, an egalitarian, inclusive system does not have 
the same need to impose exclusive and exclusionary boundaries. The 
centre will dominate the periphery of any bounded entity, in a structure 
of domination (Lamont and Fournier 1992); yet the urge of the highland 
system was ‘to diffuse rather than concentrate economic and political 
power’ (Sillitoe 1999: 355). The attempt to impose defined boundaries 
on a flexible and adaptive system was ‘subverting the existence of social 
groups and communities as currently constituted’ (Sillitoe 1999: 357). 
The general point here is that the technical elements of land tenure 
are subordinate to the social values of the community, in this type of 
customary system

As in African customary systems, those of Papua New Guinea have 
accommodated ‘vernacular markets’, where land is rented or transferred 
under customary rules (see chimhowu and Woodhouse 2006: 346), as 
well as other forms of land use (e.g. for churches and schools). Land for 
churches and schools has been readily made available under customary 
‘leases’, when those activities were seen to be part of the community, or of 
benefit to the community. More contemporary commercial activities, such 
as cooperatives, have also been provided for, on the same basis. However 
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Africans from owning land in certain areas (Dickerman et al 1989: 
ix–x). only later on did modernist ‘general benefit’ arguments attach 
themselves to land registration. registration was also used for political 
settlements. in the conflict ridden kingdom of Uganda, for example, 
registration was introduced in 1900 to allocate lands to ‘members of 
the royal family, nobles and 1,000 chiefs and leading private citizens’ 
(Dickerman et al 1989: x).

registration processes owed something to the British colonial 
experience in Australia. There, in the 1830s, parliamentarian robert 
Torrens engaged in a debate with the British colonial office over the 
possible land rights of indigenous Australians. robert Torrens believed 
‘they have none’ (in reynolds 1987: 114). The subsequent ‘Torrens 
Title’ system, introduced in South Australia in 1857–58 (see Esposito 
2003), combined a system of registration with ‘indefeasibility’, a legal 
protection from almost all other claims except fraud. This was designed 
to prevent any resurgence of Australian Aboriginal land claims, under 
customary law. British and European systems, from old societies with 
their own customary law, were not as highly commodified or centralised 
as this. Australia’s Aboriginal people were not able to reclaim any 
recognised land rights until Aboriginal–led campaigns forced some 
legislative changes in the 1970s and 1980s (see Foley and Anderson 
2006). Until 1992, Australian common law maintained a legal doctrine 
(‘terra nullius’) which asserted that all indigenous customary land tenure 
had been wiped out by the act of colonisation (Brennan 1992). However, 
while Australia was the last colonial power of Papua New Guinea, the 
land outcomes for indigenous Australians and indigenous Papua New 
Guineans were quite different.

Kenya’s Swynnerton Plan of the mid–1950s began colonial processes 
of customary land registration (Swynnerton 1955), but these carried 
on after independence in 1963. This colonial plan had the stated goal 
of ‘developing African agriculture’, by providing ‘greater security to 
landholders, enhanc[ing] the freedom to transact land and serv[ing] as a 
basis for agricultural credit’ and, in response to indigenous rebellions, ‘to 
create a class of African freeholders, yeoman farmers’ who would have 
a stake in the regime (Dickerman et al 1989: x–xi). The Swynnerton 
arguments are essentially those used today by the World Bank (e.g. 
Deininger 2003): the creation of modernised ‘secure title’ and an increased 

pastures, water and forests’; these rights may not be well recognised in 
state–registered cartelization of land (FAo 2002: 230).

Fingleton (2004: 98) similarly points out, in the PNG context, that 
state controlled titling ‘might itself contribute to insecurity of tenure, 
by raising the spectre of land being lost to outsiders and creditors’. The 
question of productivity, linked to livelihoods, is the subject of much of 
the rest of this book.

MoDErNiST iNTErVENTioNS

State-based interventions in customary systems form just one part 
of what has been called ‘land reform’, relevant to the particular 
Melanesian context where customary systems remained mostly intact. 
‘Land reform’ in Latin America and parts of Asia (the Philippines, 
india) meant returning or redistributing land to poor communities, 
after a history of dispossession and concentration of ownership. on the 
other hand, in Melanesia and Papua New Guinea ‘land reform’, pushed 
by the large aid agencies, has come to mean processes of surveying, 
registration, titling and creating enhanced ‘markets’ in land. The state 
assumes control of these processes because, as Larmour (1991: 4) 
points out, ‘registration is intrinsically centralising’. The main recent 
experiment with such modernist interventions was the large scale 
land registration and land titling processes in eastern Africa (Uganda, 
Zimbabwe, Kenya, the Sudan), beginning in the late colonial era (see 
Platteau 1996: 38). This late colonial experiment by the British was 
based on the notion that the privatisation or ‘enclosure’ of land was 
essential to successful agriculture, and that ‘African traditional forms 
of land tenure were often incompatible with ‘good farming’, essentially 
because of their small scale (MAAHWr 1956: 1, 5). This African 
experience deserves some review here. 

Early land registration in Africa was simply about colonists 
accessing indigenous land: ‘Almost all land registration systems 
introduced in colonial Africa before 1950 .. were primarily intended to 
secure European rights to land’ (Dickerman et al 1989: viii). in Algeria 
in the 1840s, the French passed laws to dispossess indigenous people 
on ‘public interest’ grounds, handing over their land to colonists. in 
Belgian occupied congo and rwanda–Burundi colonial laws banned 
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to the promotion of private investment, and removing barriers (such as 
customary land) to such investment. However due to the unpopularity 
of formalisation, in countries where customary law remained strong, a 
revised approach was needed. The Bank produced a report in 2003 which 
sought to embed land policies in its broader joint aims of economic 
growth and ‘poverty reduction’. This report (Deininger 2003) revised 
the bank’s approach but kept major modernist elements intact. Through 
‘governance’ ideas the bank also extended the political ambit of its land 
campaigns. Maintaining the evolutionary approach to land, the report 
recognised that ‘poorly designed’ (i.e. cruder) ‘market interventions’ on 
land had failed due to lack of popular and institutional support. it said 
less attention should be paid to pushing for land sales and more to the 
creation of auxiliary markets (rents, leases, taxation) and to the building 
of local institutional capacity. While ‘indefinite property rights’ (i.e. 
transfers by sale) were ‘the best option’, ‘giving longer–term rights that 
can be renewed automatically’ were the next best; a gradual movement 
towards individual rights was also desirable (Deininger 2003: xxii–
xxiv). Limits on land sales markets were undesirable in the longer term 
(Deininger 2003: xxxv–xxxvi). 

Echoes of Swynnerton can be seen in the World Bank’s key emphases: 
‘greater tenure security’ through registration, greater agricultural 
productivity, enhanced rural credit and benefits for secondary title 
holders, in particular women (Deininger 2003: xix–xxi, xxxi, 57–60, 116, 
187). A key focus of this revised approach was on how formalisation 
could help poor and disadvantaged sectors. informal markets were said 
to lead to conflict, while formalisation and rapid economic growth would 
benefit the poor (Deininger 2003: 107–108), the report claimed. The 
process of modernising and formalising land title, through enhanced 
local capacity, was seen as a long term project. As it had met such 
resistance in rural areas, an initial focus on urban and peri–urban areas 
would assist, ‘because the same regulatory and institutional framework 
will apply to rural and urban land’ (Deininger 2003: 186). The revised 
approach thus maintained the key modernist themes of colonial East 
Africa in the 1950s.

This was in the face of considerable evidence. okoth-ogendo’s 
conclusions on the general failure of land modernisation in Kenya were 
confirmed by a number of others. one report quantified the earlier 

exchange of land which is said to help build agricultural productivity, 
enhance access to credit (allow ‘capitalising’ of the land) and will also (in 
some way) benefit marginalised groups, particularly women.

Kenya became the African country with the greatest extent of 
registered land, and therefore also the most promising field of study for 
the lessons from this sort of registration. reliance on the development of 
freehold land continued after independence, in Kenya and several other 
African countries. in the Sudan, during a large World Bank agricultural 
expansion program (1969–71) all lands not registered were deemed (by 
the Unregistered Lands Act 1970) to belong to the government (Elhadary 
2010: 214). This compulsory registration dispossessed a huge number 
of traditional users, who then had to work leased land. Apart from the 
predictable problems of incomplete registers, analysts have concluded 
that these changes ‘brought an end to sustainable patterns of land use by 
local people, replacing them with mechanised shifting cultivation which 
has degraded the land and helped initiate desertification’ (Dickerman 
et al 1989: xvi). The militarisation and extreme conflict in the Darfur 
region has been linked to land alienation, concentration of ownership 
and mechanised agriculture (Ahmed 2002: 77–95).

Lawrence, the chief British colonial expert on and administrator of 
land registration, came to the view that registration should be used only 
when the economic advantages justified it. That is, when there was a 
‘general demand’ for registration, when the costs were not high and where 
there were likely gains in agricultural productivity (Lawrence 1970). 
More scathing were criticisms by Kenneth okoth–ogendo, former 
Dean of Law at Nairobi University. He concluded that the benefits of 
this land registration plan were outweighed by specific disadvantages: 
the redistribution of political power, creation of economic disparities, 
generation of a ‘disequilibrium’ in social institutions, failure to develop 
extension and rural credit, and a general failure to improve agricultural 
productivity. He noted that, of the new registered land owners, less than 
5% were women; further, the new land regime was ‘creating new forms 
of stratification and status differentials’ amongst the small farming sector 
(okoth–ogendo 1982). 

The focus of the World Bank in the 1970s had been mostly on formal 
title, land sales and large scale agricultural production (World Bank 
1975). This is logical, as the World Bank is constitutionally dedicated 
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governance in successful …institutional monocultures are not robust 
.. [and there persists] a dangerous tendency to impose uniform rules’ 
on common properties. These dangers are implicit in a rejection of the 
customary principles of sustainable livelihoods, social inclusion and 
social adaptation. The principles of the customary system, counterposed 
to modernist principles, as well as the latter’s claimed benefits are set out 
in the table below.  

The above literature shows that, from the East African experience, few 
of the claimed modernist benefits materialised. on the contrary, new 
problems of dispossession and inequality emerged.

AT TEMP TS To ‘ TrANSMiT ’ MoDErNiST  
LAND SySTEMS

There were colonial era attempts to ‘transmit’ the East African experiment 
to Melanesia, including Papua New Guinea. These failed, but were 
followed by an aid agency driven ‘liberal wave’, after independence, in the 
1980s and 1990s. When this also failed, a PNG government initiative in 
2005 put the modernist land drive back on track.

Larmour describes the ‘first wave’ of modernising influence on PNG 
from colonial Africa, in the 1950s and 1960s. it was to involve ‘systematic 
adjudication’ of the ownership and boundaries of customary land. This 
approach to land, from colonial Sudan and Kenya, was brought to the 
Solomon islands, Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu by a group from 
the British colonial office: rowton Simpson, Jerry Lawrance and 
Jim Fleming (see Simpson 1976). As early as 1957 they spoke of the 

Table 2.1 Principles and claims of customary and modernist land systems
Customary principles Modernist principles Claimed modernist 

benefits
Focus on sustainable 
family livelihoods

Focus on individual 
appropriation 

Greater security of title

Social inclusion Exclusive and exclusionary 
boundaries

improved agricultural 
activity

community–controlled central regulation by the 
state

Enhanced rural credit

Flexibility and adaptation Definitive rules based 
system

improved status of 
secondary title holders 
(esp. women)

reported failures in tenure security, access to formal credit and crop yields. 
Land disputes continued, land title was ‘not strongly related to the use of 
credit’, nor was land title ‘significantly related’ to crop yields; titles were 
acquired to enhance rights, not to increase agricultural production (Place 
and Migot-Adholla 1998: 360, 368, 371). The registration program was 
found to have had ‘relatively little impact on agricultural development 
compared with infrastructure development and easing of restrictions of 
cash crop growing by Africans’. The authors suggest ‘other countries ... 
should be wary of undertaking nationwide registration programs’ and 
urge greater attention to spending on ‘rural infrastructure, health and 
education’ (Place and Migot-Adholla 1998: 371–372). The FAo, in turn, 
had noted that ‘the main sense of [land tenure] insecurity experienced 
within strong customary systems is caused by the behaviour of the state 
and external market forces’ (FAo 2002: 222). Meinzen–Dick (2009) 
explains these failures ‘to understand the complexity of property rights’, 
as contributing to a reduction in poor peoples’ security of tenure.

researchers from London’s international institute for Environment 
and Development similarly concluded that, in eastern Africa, ‘the hoped 
for benefits of registration do not accrue automatically and, in some 
circumstances, the effects of registration may be the converse of those 
anticipated’ (cotula et al 2004: 3). registration could exacerbate land 
disputes, elite groups may claim land beyond their entitlements under 
the customary system, those without education or influence may find 
their land registered to someone else, secondary owners of land such as 
women ‘often do not appear in the land register and are thus expropriated’. 
in Kenya, there was ‘no significant correlation’ between registered land 
title and rural credit, there were ‘negative repercussions’ on vulnerable 
groups and ‘more generally, land registration reinforced class and wealth 
differentiation’ (cotula et al 2004: 4–5). A later report noted that the 
World Bank report (Deininger 2003) had made use of gender rhetoric 
but had made no practical suggestions for strengthening women’s rights 
(ikdahl et al 2005). regardless of this extensive experience, modernist 
reports continued to assert Swynnerton–type benefits, while occasionally 
noting the problems of documenting them. 

Attempts to obliterate customary systems and replace them with a 
single modernised system face some well recognised dangers. Nobel Prize 
winner Elinor ostrom (2010) observes ‘no single idealised structure of 
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amended in 1987, while the Provincial Land Act (regulating dealings in 
unincorporated customary land) was introduced (Larmour 1991: 51). 
yet most prominent were the funded programs of the large agencies, 
which spelt out their aims quite clearly. 

in the Asia-Pacific region, between 1985 and 2000, Australia’s 
overseas aid agency AusAiD (formerly ADAB) backed more than 
twenty projects at a cost of about $130 million. Most of this went into 
major projects in Thailand, Laos and indonesia, co-financed with the 
World Bank (AusAiD 2000: xiii). The thinking behind this spending 
was both modernist and neoliberal. AusAiD said: 

‘When sound economic policies accompany functioning land 
markets, a prerequisite to development has been satisfied. Titling 
of land provides owners with security of tenure. Land becomes 
an asset, a tradable good in the market place, and capital can be 
raised from it. Titles provide owners with a secure ownership and 
a financial incentive to make capital investment, and improve 
environmental management’ (AusAiD 2001: 2).

in PNG, AusAiD contributed to the World Bank’s ‘Land 
Mobilisation Project’ of 1996–2001 (AusAiD 2000: 4), which was in 
turn linked to the Bank’s 1999 Structural Adjustment Program loan. 
The Australian projects were claimed to be ‘effective in targeting rural 
poverty and increasing the security of landholders who might otherwise 
be at risk of being removed from their land’. in the South Pacific these 
AusAiD projects were said to ‘have an impact on poverty reduction if 
they encourage economic development … [land administration] should 
be considered in the context of public sector reform’ (AusAiD 2000: 
xiii–xiv). This drive for a ‘land reform’ aimed at modernising customary 
tenure was backed by academics such as Tim curtin, who consistently 
argued the need for tenure reform in PNG to enhance exports and back 
formal economy growth (curtin 2003: 6–17).

The land projects were supposed to be of general benefit, not least 
for Australian companies with an interest in land. This potential conflict 
of interest was, at times, prominent. At first, the large Australian-based 
mining company BHP was involved in land projects. BHP had become 
directly involved in 1984, in land titling and administration projects in 
Thailand. Subsequently the company project managed land titling in 

Kenyan system with Paul Hasluck, then the Australian minister with 
responsibility for PNG (Bredmeyer 1975; Downs 1980). 

The result was that a somewhat less systematic form of the Kenyan 
model of formalising customary title was proposed, under the colonial 
regimes, for PNG, the Solomon islands and Vanuatu (then called the 
‘New Hebrides’). A Land (Tenure Conversion) Act was introduced in 
1963, to allow conversion of customary into commercial title; but the 
law proved unpopular and was rarely used. However a pre-independence 
legislative package for PNG, including the Land Groups Incorporation Act 
of 1974 (which provides for clans to form an incorporated land group, 
an iLG, for the purpose of land dealings) and the ‘lease-lease-back’ 
scheme (where the state acts as a facilitator for the leasing of customary 
land, usually by iLGs) suggested a framework for commerce in PNG’s 
customary land (Larmour 1991; Larmour 2002: 155; NLDT–SccLD 
2006). Larmour describes a ‘nationalist reaction’ to these legal proposals, 
which influenced academics like Alan Ward, Jim Fingleton and ron 
crocombe to develop more heterodox advice, which drew on Maori and 
other pacific island land experience. The systematic registration model 
was said to have been eventually ‘stopped in its tracks’ (Larmour 2002: 
155–157).

At independence in 1975, the PNG Constitution recognised 
customary law in its preamble, a principle to be respected in 
all subsequent legislation, including land law. Article 56 of this 
Constitution also specified that ‘only citizens may … acquire 
freehold land’ (NLDT–SccLD 2006: 5). This reflected the broad–
based, nationalist support for PNG law and values, at that time. 
Nevertheless, the post-colonial ‘liberal wave’ saw business interests 
(mining companies such as BHP), western analysts (the institute for 
National Affairs, Michael Trebilcock and robert cooter) and aid 
agencies (notably the World Bank and AusAiD) again pushing for 
land modernisation (Larmour 2002: 157–158). 

Although this ‘liberal wave’ was also largely unsuccessful, the process 
and the thought behind it warrants some attention. Some land law was 
amended in the late 1980s, but the impact on actual land tenure was 
minimal. The Land (Tenure Conversion) Act (1963) was amended in 1987 
to allow for business and incorporated land group title. The lease–lease 
back scheme and the Land Groups Incorporations Act (1974) were also 
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areas), the former adjusting its language and the latter stepping up into a 
more prominent role. canberra’s ‘White Paper’ on aid (in 2006) showed 
a less confrontative approach, but also a commitment to the ‘long haul’ 
over land modernisation. The commitment to economic liberal principles 
had not changed. AusAiD said:

‘The issue of land tenure in the pacific, although controversial, 
cannot be avoided if sustained growth is to be achieved. However, 
any changes to land will have to come from within the Pacific, and 
such changes will take considerable time.’ (AusAiD 2006: 37).

The notion of a ‘middle way’ essentially meant support for the 
leasing of customary land. canberra would also pursue this approach 
through two general programs: ‘a Pacific leadership program and by 
building demand for better governance’ (AusAiD 2006: xii). This meant 
cultivating individual pacific intellectuals to assist with their plans.

An AusAiD document produced across a change of governments 
in canberra spelt out some ‘pacific land principles’, which seemed 
relevant to a set of aid projects under a ‘pacific land program’ (AusAiD 
2008). Although there was a more conciliatory tone towards customary 
tenure, the principles began with a familiar theme: ‘make tenure security 
a priority’; then ‘intervene only if it is necessary’, make land policies 
‘relevant to local circumstances’, be prepared for ‘long timeframes’, 
involve stakeholders, ‘adopt simple and sustainable reforms’, ‘balance 
the interests’ of landowners and land users and ‘provide safeguards for 
vulnerable groups (AusAiD 2008: 105–108). A $54 million ‘Pacific 
Land Program’ backed up these ideas (AusAiD 2009). 

The ‘Pacific Principles’ were not said to represent government policy, 
but the general approach does seem to have become one of fomenting 
institutional change and grooming (or contracting) a sympathetic local 
elite. Such a long term plan might have been clever, but it would not 
easily show the short–term results which had come to be expected of 
aid projects. in early 2011, Foreign Minister Kevin rudd suddenly 
suspended the Pacific Land Program (ABc 2011). it was not clear if 
this was a temporary move, or the sign of a review of strategy. Bachriadi 
says that, without its own land policy, AusAiD ‘follows the broad land 
policies of the World Bank’. AusAiD’s projects are conditioned by its 
‘national interest’ aim, aimed at supporting corporate interests. The claim 

Laos, indonesia and Papua New Guinea, amongst other countries. BHP 
saw land registration as:

‘simply the means employed to achieve a land administration 
climate where land resources are more effectively managed, peoples’ 
rights are secure, transactions are economically and fairly recorded 
and social conflict over land is minimised. in short an environment 
for effective and equitable national development.’ (Burns et al 
1996: 1.1, 4.2 ; Grant 1999)

Shortly after this BHP was effectively driven out of PNG, 
following complaints over the environmental destruction and 
contamination caused along the Fly river by the oK Tedi mine, in 
PNG’s Western province (Hyndman 2001). 

registration of land proved unpopular in PNG because it: 

‘was popularly associated with alienation … almost all registered 
land had, in fact, been bought from small amounts of money, 
or taken by the colonial government as so called ‘wasteland’. 
registration had already made it hard to get it back’ (Larmour 
2002: 154).

Strong resistance to ‘land mobilisation’ (Fingleton 2004: 98; yala 
2005: 1), had produced few results, and this forced a more pragmatic 
stance by the ‘aid’ agencies. in a 1999 report on PNG the World Bank 
admitted:

‘comprehensive land reform is unlikely to succeed. Still, the 
government could implement some reforms – improving the 
leasing system, developing mortgage insurance, rejuvenating the 
industrial estates program, allocating more resources to credit 
collection efforts – particularly where there is large demand for 
certain land for market–based use’ (World Bank 1999: 114). 

After a series of protests at the World Bank conditional loan program 
(linked to its ‘land mobilisation’) in the late 1990s and early 2000s 
(Healy 2001), the agency retreated to a ‘behind the scenes’ role, where 
it encouraged local organisations to take part in ‘land reform’ agendas. 

over 2005–06 both the Australian and the PNG governments 
developed a more complementary strategy (despite tensions in other 
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linked to either patrilineal or matrilineal systems, both of which were 
‘discriminatory because either practice makes one gender landless’ (yala 
2006: 132, 135). This was an oversimplification for, as we have seen, both 
men and women have land rights in PNG’s customary systems. yala 
even questioned the ‘social safety net’ benefit in customary land tenure. 
He called this a ‘dangerous assumption’, asserting that ‘subsistence 
farming’ could not support an increasing population. Adopting the 
liberal evolutionary approach he asserted that customary title could not 
deal with overpopulation and other pressures, that it would contribute to 
‘large scale ethnic conflicts’ (yala 2006: 133–135). The land modernizers 
had found at least one ‘kindred spirit’ in PNG.

coNcLUDiNG oBSErVATioNS

customary land systems in PNG have been resilient over many centuries, 
but face new challenges. Their basic principles (support for sustainable 
livelihoods, social inclusion, community control and flexibility and 
adaptation) allow for new developments such as migration, schools and 
commerce; but they also conflict with many of the principles of modernist 
land systems (individual appropriation, exclusive and exclusionary 
boundaries, centralised state regulation and definite and universal rules). 
Fingleton and Larmour have contrasted the ‘inflexibility and unfairness 
of tenure conversion with the dynamism and flexibility of customary 
land tenure’ (Larmour 2002: 154).

There was a colonial era attempt to transmit the earlier Kenyan 
land registration process to system to Melanesia, including Papua New 
Guinea. This attempt mostly failed, in the face of nationalist resistance. 
Subsequently, the Kenyan modernisation and registration process was 
shown to have not delivered any of the major claimed benefits (security 
of tenure, agricultural productivity, rural credit and enhanced land rights 
for women). This did not deter a second ‘liberal wave’ push to reform 
PNG’s customary land, in the 1980s and 1990s; yet this wave also failed, 
in face of renewed popular resistance. 

A change of strategy saw a Papua New Guinea government pick up 
the land modernisation ‘banner’ in 2005, and the debate remains alive. 
Some local advocates have replaced the international agencies on the 
‘front line’ of this debate, but the modernist themes remain much the 
same. Powerful interests clearly favour widescale abolition of customary 

that ‘land reform’ assists poor pacific peoples depends on the ‘trickle 
down’ theory, and the evidence is against it. (Bachriadi 2009: 30–31).

Nevertheless, AusAiD’s wish for a locally developed modernist 
land plan was taking shape in PNG, for the first time. in face of the 
obvious unpopularity of such ‘reform’, the government set up a ‘Land 
and Development’ symposium in August 2005 and, following that, a 
‘National Land Development Task Force’ in 2006. At the symposium 
Deputy Prime Minister Moi Avei called for a ‘middle way’ while 
Professor Lawrence Kalinoe and Lands commissioner Josepha 
Kanawi claimed land registration would ‘protect customary land’. Some 
National research institute academics argued that customary land was 
‘dead capital’, and would aggravate poverty in the country (in rusanen 
2005). on the other hand, Patrick Harricknen, the lawyer for a group 
of NGos, argued that economic interests lay behind the registration 
push, and that existing land laws needed to be protected, strengthened 
and enforced (in rusanen 2005). The task force committees included 
a mix of people, but was stacked with pro–registration voices. A sub-
committee on customary land nevertheless recommended: (i) voluntary 
land registration under the Land Groups Incorporation Act 1974; (ii) 
tightening of this law, to address past iLG frauds; (iii) a more rigorous 
process of actual registration; and (iv) abolition of the unpopular Land 
(Tenure Conversion) Act 1963 (NLDT–SccLD 2006).

The rationale for these developments was spelt out by PNG 
academic charles yala. He noted that past initiatives to register and 
otherwise transform customary title had failed and led to serious 
conflict. Nevertheless, the government of PNG had decided to invest 
at least 100 million Kina (about A$40 million) ‘in a process in which 
Papua New Guinean institutions and experts maintained complete 
control of the land reform process, from conception to formulation 
and implementation’ (yala 2005: 1). Despite the PNG Government 
assuming leadership on the issue, the agenda was an old one, and backed 
by powerful outside interests. yala argued the need to overcome ‘foreign 
domination of land reform discussions’. He claimed that ‘foreign non-
governmental organisations also played a role in stirring up protests 
against land reform’ (yala 2006: 130). Even more strident that many of 
the outside modernisers, yala argued that ‘traditional land tenure systems 
were unsuitable for a modern society’ as the transmission of rights was 
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in the broadest sense of the word, ‘economics’ can be important to 
help inform us about production, exchange, distribution and resource 
management. The problem is that the old and narrow (yet ‘modernist’) 
form of economics actively hides many relevant issues. Pushing an 
agenda of ‘aggregate growth’ in the national economy, and consequently 
privileging large corporations and export industries, this line of logic 
obscures many critical considerations of everyday life, not to speak of 
sustainable futures. 

While Papua New Guinea’s distinct economy mostly involves family 
livelihoods based on diverse agricultural production – with government 

3tenure, to open up private investment opportunities; yet their arguments 
remain modernist and liberal, claiming benefits for all. PNG families 
feel more secure with the system they know and trust, but are regularly 
confronted with promises of great benefit if they ‘give over’ their land to 
‘development’.

High stakes are involved in the misleading promises and poor track 
record of land modernisation, in strong customary land regions. The 
reasons are not a secret, and are a common theme in Melanesia. The 
canadian born Bishop of Malaita, rev Terry Brown, after a political crisis 
in the Solomon islands, observed ‘The only reason the Solomons is not 
starving is because of its customary land tenure system’ (in richardson 
2006: 47). on the customary side we see the same message: a man from 
Malaita (Solomon islands) is quoted as saying: ‘your regista lands ye 
selfis ye no gut iu komu mekim rabis long custom land iu sahi’. (‘your 
land registration plan is selfish, you’re no good; you’ll make rubbish of 
customary land, you’ll be sorry’) (Tiffany 1983: x). Just how sorry they 
might be is a story that economic analysis is said to be able to tell; but 
which type of economics? That is the subject of the next chapter.
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well, production and livelihoods depend directly on the health of local 
ecologies, including soils and rivers. 

it is no coincidence that banks, at the centre of the financialised 
world, ignore PNG’s large scale subsistence production and do not 
properly count the productivity of the thriving microbusiness and fresh 
produce sectors. These sectors have little access to, and in most cases no 
need for credit; thus they pay no ‘rent’ in the form of interest or other 
charges to the banks. What matters most to the banks is the formal 
economy and financialised agriculture – that is, big companies making 
a surplus from the land. Following a similar logic, economists of the 
‘old school’ sometimes claim that until land and rural production can 
be financialised (mortgaged, capitalised) it is unproductive or ‘dead 
capital’ (see some Nri views in rusanen 2005; also Fairhead, Kauzi and 
yala 2010). Never mind that such ‘dead capital’ is productive enough to 
sustain most PNG families. it is a very limited ‘economic’ understanding 
that fails to take account of the livelihood underpinnings of the vast 
majority of a country’s citizens.

We need wider economic perspectives to see what matters to most 
people: the subsistence sector, the informal economy, the competition 
for resources and the maintenance of healthy local ecologies. The simple 
fact of families feeding and housing themselves, raising funds for school 
fees and health services – and then complaining about the absence of 
government services and roads, despite substantial state revenues from 
mining – mostly passes by the proponents of this ‘old school’ economics. 
Their focus is firmly on national income (GDP), aid programs, foreign 
investment and exports.

Nevertheless, while building wider perspectives, we need to understand 
some of the logic of this ‘old school’ economics, because it is influential and 
causes a great deal of confusion. We need to review this ‘old school’ before 
moving to a broader economic logic, which recognises the limitations of 
aggregate measures like GDP, re-focuses on livelihoods and ecological 
sustainability and makes use of the human development indicators (for 
example in education, health and the environment). i call such broader 
perspectives the ‘new school’ economics. it has special relevance to countries 
like PNG, with large rural populations and large informal sectors.

This chapter explains and contrasts the ‘old school’ with the ‘new 
school’. it then considers the old school arguments in PNG over ‘land 

revenues underwritten by mining and some other industries – the ‘old 
school’ economics barely notices the country’s economic base. 

For example, a recent booklet by the Bank of the South Pacific 
(BSP) wrongly asserts: ‘agriculture (coffee, cocoa and copra) provides a 
subsistence livelihood for the bulk of the population (about 75% of PNG’s 
population)’ (BSP c.2010: 21). in fact, most agricultural production in 
PNG is focused on vegetables, fruit and other fresh produce. The three 
export crops mentioned have almost nothing to do with ‘subsistence’: 
people eat very little coffee, cocoa and copra. The BSP goes on: ‘The 
driving force behind commercial agriculture in Papua New Guinea has 
always been the export crops’ (BSP c.2010: 21). Wrong again. Even in 
commercial agriculture, for most PNG families export crops come a 
distant second to domestic crop sales. in surveys of sellers in domestic 
produce markets across four of PNG’s provinces i have only found a 
handful (less than 5%) who say their income from export crops is greater 
than that from the local markets. Hardly any grow produce only for 
export. The best cash crops in domestic markets are usually peanut, betel 
nut, melons, taro and other fruits and vegetables. Families frequently 
supplement their incomes with export cash crops, but rarely do these 
crops earn more than produce sold in domestic markets. 

There are some immediate and obvious problems with ‘old school’ 
economics. With its focus on finance and the formal sector: 

•	 It	does	not	take	proper	account	of	‘subsistence’	production,	or	‘social	
exchange’; 

•	 It	fails	to	adequately	measure	domestic,	informal	market	activity;	and
•	 It	does	not	take	into	account	the	broader	costs	of	formal	market	

activity, such as the chemically intensive monocultures, like oil palm.

yet the subsistence sector combined with domestic cash markets 
(supplemented, in third place, by the export crops) remains the core of 
rural livelihoods. if people have anything to do with economics, diverse 
rural production for sustenance, social support and domestic markets is 
the mainstream PNG economy. Furthermore, damage to local ecologies 
– from formal sector activities such as logging and monocultures – 
directly affects local production and livelihoods. ‘old school’ economics 
sometimes stupidly characterise this debate as ‘the economy’ versus 
‘environmentalists’. in fact, as customary land managers know very 
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by returning to the themes of extending ‘market forces’ and a keen focus 
on aggregate economic growth. The implications for customary land are 
seen in expanding ‘land markets’ and building up the idea that land must 
be ‘capitalised’.

During the ‘Green revolution’ of the 1960s, where capitalist 
agriculture was given a technological boost, these ‘old school’ economic 
ideas began to be applied to traditionally managed lands. They linked 
up very well to the British ‘modernist’ ideas over land in East Africa, of 
the late colonial period. The logic was serving similar economic interests. 
indeed, through these links we can see the strong symbiosis between 
neocolonial and economic liberal ideas: both aim at an institutional 
environment which favours international investors.

Economic theorist Ester Boserup saw the extension of formal 
agriculture as a means of escaping population pressures. This was an 
economic liberal version of the ‘evolutionist’ model, asserting that ‘high 
population density and advanced agro-technology are correlated with 
individual land tenure, while communal or tribal tenurial systems are 
typical of extensive or long-fallow cultivation systems’ (Boserup 1965). 
She argued for land tenure systems which supported the growth of the 
new large scale monocultures. Land ‘modernisation’ would thus be an 
induced response to the higher ‘shadow prices’ of land and was said to 
encourage longer term investments (Boserup 1965). Drawing informal 
sectors into the formal economy was said to be able to lift productivity 
and, of course, contribute to economic growth. 

By the seventies, however, a series of criticisms of this type of 
approach – and in particular the reliance on GDP as a measure of socio–
economic well–being – had sprung up. it was clear, even to economists 
of the ‘neoclassical synthesis’, that GDP did not include important 
aspects of the productive economy (such as domestic and subsistence 
work), yet included production which was not unambiguously about 
socio-economic welfare (e.g. the production of weapons). Growth 
measures were also blind to economic mal-distribution and did not take 
account of environmental degradation. Economic texts (e.g. Samuelson 
and Nordhaus 1948–2009) noted some of these limitations, but their 
macroeconomism retained a focus on GDP measures. Such criticisms 
were even more acute for the developing countries, with their large 
subsistence, domestic and informal sectors. it was no coincidence, then, 

reform’, based on ‘growth’ oriented models. it brings the contradictions 
to a head by comparing rural livelihood options in both the formal and 
informal sectors, while looking at ‘the economy’ in a broader and more 
inclusive way.

FroM THE ‘oLD ScHooL’ To THE ‘NEW ScHooL’

The ‘old school’ relies on aggregate growth measures (such as GDP), 
privileges large formal sector activities and promotes ‘market formation’, 
including in land. The ‘new school’ – while recognising the role of the 
formal sector and public finance – has its main focus on human well–
being and family livelihoods, takes seriously sustainable ecologies and 
considers the ‘human development’ indicators as of greater relevance 
than GDP. Let’s look first at the origins, features and problems of the 
‘old school’.

The foundations of narrow economics can be found in the European 
neoclassical writers of the 1870s ( Jevons 1871, Menger 1971, Walras 
1875/1877). They tried to escape the worrying focus of earlier classical 
political economists (Adam Smith, David ricardo and Karl Marx) on 
questions of value from production, social class and distribution (see 
Stilwell 2006). These theories tended to raise the profile of social power 
relations. Neoclassical ‘pure economics’, on the other hand, portrayed 
the world as comprising millions of ‘economically rational’ individuals 
acting in harmonious yet impersonal markets. This modeling attempted 
to eliminate questions of cultural difference – as also of domination 
and justice – in favour of a more mathematical consideration of ‘purely’ 
economic matters. These ideas suited the rising corporations, because 
they deflected criticism and recrimination over the corporations’ social 
role and backed the rising formal sector economies. Unfavourable 
economic outcomes could be blamed on impersonal ‘markets’.

This neoclassical project was amended in the mid twentieth century 
by the macroeconomic ideas best presented by the English economist 
John Maynard Keynes (1936). Using neoclassical language, Keynes 
drew attention to problems of capitalist stagnation and presented some 
new ideas on state economic management and public finance. The post–
war ‘neoclassical synthesis’ (e.g. Samuelson 1947) adopted elements of 
Keynes’ ideas, linking up ‘market economics’ with new concepts such as 
gross domestic product (GDP). The ‘old school’ draws on this tradition 
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nonetheless extend the ‘evolutionary’ logic, which suggests no real future 
for customary management. 

in a similar way, yet claiming a developing country voice, Peruvian-
born Hernando de Soto urged greater formalisation of property rights 
(De Soto 2000). He argued that failures in such formalisation held back 
capitalism in developing countries. clearly documented property rights 
were an essential foundation for systems of credit, share ownership, 
contracted services and so on. ‘capitalism requires the bedrock of the 
rule of law, beginning with that of property’, he argued (De Soto 2002: 
349). These ideas were not new. De Soto followed the British in East 
Africa, Boserup, Deininger and others in claming that the ‘greater 
security’ of (registered, individual and transferable) land tenure would 
stabilise investment and help increase agricultural productivity and the 
growth of formal economies.

As with the East African case, there has been substantial empirical 
refutation of De Soto’s ideas. it has been pointed out, a number of times, 
that imported models of formal rights are ‘too often … not grounded in 
local realities’ and can make things worse for ordinary people (Meinzen–
Dick 2009: 5; see also Lavigne Delville 2006: 18–19; Hunt 2004: 174). 
A South African study observed that greater formal property rights 
had not increased tenure security, nor promoted greater lending to the 
poor, and had instead been expensive, exposing many poor people to 
homelessness (cousins et al 2005: 4).

Similarly, land modernisation in the Pacific persists, based on similar 
arguments and backed by powerful interest groups. For example, the 
World Growth institute (WGi) and international Trade Strategies 
Global (iTS Global), contracted by logging, wood pulp and oil palm 
industries, present arguments on the value of giving over Melanesian 
land to those ‘high productivity’ industries (see iTS Global 2011). These 
studies have not thought it necessary to demonstrate how, for example 
an oil palm plantation is ‘more productive’ than the diverse production 
of small farmers. They just assume this. Their own formal economy 
frameworks are too limited to allow such a comparison. 

Similarly an Australian corporate ‘think tank’, the centre for 
independent Studies – backed by banks and mining companies – 
regularly produces reports asserting the need to convert customary land 
systems into individual property rights regimes. For example, Helen 

that it was a group of broader minded economists from developing 
countries (notably Mahbub Ul Haq and Amartya Sen) who suggested 
more attention be paid to human development indicators. These 
alternative measures began to be promoted in the UNDP’s Human 
Development reports and the Human Development index (HDi), from 
1990 onwards, and then again in the UN’s Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) of 2000 (UN 2006). 

The limitations of GDP, as an economic indicator, could be spoken of 
in three main areas: problems of economic formalisation, distributional 
issues and environmental concerns. ‘Growth’ oriented strategies typically 
favour the rise of new, formal economies, private businesses with formal 
employees and, with the neoliberal emphases of the 1980s, export 
industries in particular. However this emphasis ignores, undervalues and 
often actively displaces promising ‘hybrid’ livelihoods, which build new 
and diverse strategies on a base of informal and subsistence economies. 
Growth strategies are also blind to key distributional issues, including 
the marginalisation of large populations and the development (or not) of 
critical shared services, such as in education and health. 

Finally, it is notorious that environmental benefits and costs are 
perversely included or excluded by economic growth measures (Meier 
and Seers 1984). The loss of a natural resource, such as a forest, is not 
‘deducted’ from GDP, precisely because it had never before entered the 
formal economy. Nevertheless, not only is a forest a ‘stock’ of timber which 
can be depleted, it is also a system of living processes with utilitarian 
value for humans: the capacity to filter water, to generate oxygen 
and to preserve a range of other biodiverse resources. The perversity 
of GDP measures does not end there. Economic growth is aided by 
environmental disasters and wars, as well as failing to incorporate the 
costs of degradation and unsustainable behaviour.

All this has important implications for ‘land economics’. Boserup’s 
idea of capitalising land was picked up by other economic liberal 
‘modernisers’. For example Deininger and Feder (1998: 35), following 
Boserup, back the liberal evolutionist ‘transition from traditional to 
[individual] private property rights’ to help ‘productivity enhancing land–
related investments’. They concede that ‘traditional systems are associated 
with a wide range of equity benefits not all of which can normally be 
preserved in a system characterized by private land ownership’; but they 
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the demands of a broader and more diverse ‘economy’ means that the 
focus is on addressing domestic needs first, including the requirements 
of social systems, domestic markets and local ecologies (e.g. Shiva 1993). 
Finally, this new more inclusive and human–focused view of an economy 
needs other measures, a need which is to some extent met by the human 
development indicators of the UNDP, popularised since the early 1990s 
(UNDP 1990) and now to some degree incorporated in the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs).

The newer economic approaches, looking beyond modernist 
assumptions, are more able to recognise the contributions of customary 
land systems. At least they might be able to see that these systems 
remain vehicles for food security, housing, widespread employment, 
social security, biodiversity protection, ecological stability and a store of 
natural medicines, as well as a source of social cohesion and inclusion 
and cultural reproduction (see Lee and Anderson 2010). These are social 
systems which address a number of the ‘capabilities’ referred to by the 
human development indicators, and which embody elements of what 
elsewhere has been called the ‘multifunctionality’ of small farming: where 
small and diverse rural social and productive relations make multiple 
economic and social contributions, many of which lie beyond the scope 
of formal economies (rosset 2000; Moxnes Jervell and Jolley 2003). in 
fact, fuller studies of customary systems can illustrate and test out the 
new productivity arguments over small farming.

Nevertheless, modernist ‘land reform’ programs persist, driven by 
commercial interests and modernist mindsets. These programs insist 
on the economic benefits of registration, individual property rights and 
commercial land markets. The enthusiasm for such ‘reform’ seems barely 
dampened by the serious environmental and social problems catalysed 
– in PNG and elsewhere – by land rationalisation and chemically–
intensive monocultures (see e.g. Shiva 1993; Kimbrell 2002; Altieri 
2004). Let’s turn now to some of the applications to PNG of this 
narrow economic logic.

‘LAND EcoNoMicS’ iN PAPUA NEW GUiNEA

contemporary arguments for formal land markets in Melanesia come 
from the international aid agencies, companies with direct interests in 
resource extraction, foreign academics and some Melanesian government 

Hughes (2004:4), backed by the ciS, simply asserts that customary land 
is ‘the primary reason for deprivation in rural Pacific communities’. She 
does not attempt to prove such a claim. referring to the Solomon islands, 
Gaurav Sodhi, also backed by the ciS, likewise argues ‘Agriculture is 
the key … without land surveys, registration and long term leases there 
can be no progress’ (Sodhi 2008). The assumption here is that the only 
‘agriculture’ that matters in the Solomon islands is corporate plantations. 
yet these export oriented monocultures (mostly oil palm) neither feed 
nor provide the majority of income for the most Solomon islanders.

AusAiD in recent decades has supported this ‘modernism’ and ‘old 
school’ line. The agency has run land titling and administration projects 
for many years, and has long claimed that its projects enhance the security 
of land rights and target rural poverty (AusAiD 2000). The agency urges 
updating land registers but – in face of the many failed land modernising 
projects – has looked for what it sees as a ‘middle way’, mostly through 
leases (AusAiD 2006), which are said to be able to ‘assist’ customary 
land owners get better value from their land (AusAiD 2008). Some 
Papua New Guinean academics and officials (e.g. yala 2010) have joined 
in this chorus.

From colonial East Africa to the ‘Green revolution’ to Melanesia we 
have seen repeated modernist claims, backed by the logic of ‘old school’ 
economics. These themes are characterised in the table below, alongside 
some similarly characterised themes of what might be called the ‘new 
school’. 

The ‘new school’ themes both address deficiencies in the ‘old school’ 
and reconceptualise the economic problem. in the first place there is 
the idea of a more inclusive economy, where people, their livelihoods 
and their ‘capabilities’ (Sen 1983; Sen 1999) are at the centre. Second, 

Table 3.1: Measuring productivity and achievements: which economics?
‘Old school’ economics ‘New school’ economics
Growth of a national economy inclusive human well–being, livelihoods
Large corporations, formal markets Diverse economy, includes small farming

Export sector privileged, future and 
ecological costs ‘discounted’

consolidate domestic economies, protect 
social systems and local ecologies

Financialised measures (GDP, profits, 
foreign investment, aid, taxation)

Human development measures (education, 
health, participation, clean environment)
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taxes is falling rapidly as mining and gas revenues rise. Many agencies 
now accept the need to support more sustainable timber alternatives, 
such as eco-forestry.

yet logging survives in league with large plantation developments, 
which in South East Asia and Melanesia has meant oil palm. Logging 
permits have been made conditional on ‘back end’ oil palm development, 
and all the major international financial agencies in the region (AusAiD, 
the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank) have subsidised oil palm 
development, often in the guise of supporting ‘community participation’ 
and enhancing the ‘productivity’ of smallholder agricultural development 
(e.g. World Bank 2007). Here we see some departure from the more 
general, modernist arguments about growth and government revenue 
into a limited engagement with livelihoods and family incomes.

The World Bank, for example, claims that incomes for landowners 
who give over part of their land to oil palm are equivalent to 2,793 
Kina per hectare per year, a figure greater than an estimated K1,136 for 
cocoa cultivation. on this basis the Bank (wrongly) claims that ‘oil palm 
currently provides small holders with higher returns on their land and 
labour than most other agricultural commodities’ (World Bank 2011: 2). 
Notice the ‘old school’ assumption – it is only export crops that matter; 
no other crops are considered. The industry consultant iTS Global seizes 
on this claim, calling for a removal of the ‘restraints’ on land availability 
for logging and oil palm (iTS Global 2010; iTS Global 2011). As the 
World Bank itself is effectively a private investors’ lobby group, there is 
no independent voice in this chorus.

There are several problems with the World Bank’s calculations. First, 
the returns on oil palm are gross income, and oil palm is a more expensive 
crop to maintain, using a great deal of fertiliser and other chemicals. 
Second, oil palm is a very productive but greedy plant, which cannot be 
companion planted. it competes with and reduces the diversity of other 
local crops, unlike cocoa, coconut and coffee and the many other more 
lucrative crops grown for the domestic market. Third, the comparison 
made is mainly with export crops, without real reference to incomes in 
domestic markets. yet returns on crops like peanut and betel nut can be 
much higher, and without chemical inputs (Anderson 2008). Fourth, the 
environmental damage from oil palm is stark: rivers are silted up and 
algae clogged from fertiliser run-off. Like other large chemical-intensive 

officials. The arguments address economic growth, government revenue 
and development finance; only occasionally and in a very limited way do 
they touch on family livelihoods. 

For example iTS Global, an Australian company contracted by the 
peak logging group in Papua New Guinea (which is dominated by 
Malaysian companies), has prepared a series of reports that argue the 
case for logging and oil palm plantations. These arguments focus on the 
contribution of those land-intensive industries to PNG’s gross economy, 
their contributions to public finance (in the case of logging, through 
export taxes) and consequent revenue for development spending. in 
the case of oil palm there is a limited discussion of livelihoods, through 
‘smallholder’ incomes: those few small farmers who have joined a scheme 
to sell oil palm fruit from their own land to the corporate mills.

iTS Global calls for an expansion of PNG’s wholesale log exports, on 
the basis that logging generates a substantial amount of income (about 
300 to 400 million Kina per year). Even though most of this accrues 
to the logging companies, it is said that the PNG government reaps 
almost one third (about K100 million) in export taxes per year, while 
local landholders receive ‘substantial’ royalties (iTS Global 2006: 12). 
on top of this, there are said to be ‘significant benefits’ to local people 
from infrastructure spending (airstrips, roads, health centres) although 
it is acknowledged that such works ‘are constructed primarily for the 
purposes of the project’ (iTS Global 2006: 39, 41). This report denies 
the claims of environmental damage, unsustainability and limited 
benefit to landowners, made by many other reports (e.g. iFrT 2004), 
and boldly asserts that ‘there is no economic case against fostering a 
vibrant and productive forestry industry in PNG’ (iTS Global 2006: 27). 
This is, however, a partisan argument, compromised by its direct links to 
interested parties.

in addition to the constant environmental criticisms of wholesale 
logging (e.g. Laurance et al 2011), the economic returns to customary 
landowners are very poor. For example, local communities are paid $11 
per cubic metre of Kwila wood, less than 1/20th of the typical returns 
of $240 per cubic metre in china (EiA-Telapak 2005; Bun, King and 
Sherman 2004). Meanwhile, the roads and bridges built by the loggers 
are not maintained and do not survive much beyond the logging 
operation (cELcor and AcF 2006), while the importance of logging 
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land tenure system is entirely different to that of PNG. cash crops are 
important inputs to the model, but the first problem is that model shows 
no estimate of non-market production (i.e. subsistence, cultural exchange 
and ceremonies). yet the authors should have been aware of at least one 
AusAiD funded study, which had estimated that Melanesian staple 
food production (of sweet potato, cassava, taro, banana and coconut) was 
about 0.92 tonne per person, with a money equivalent of between A$693 
(wholesale) and A$876 (retail) per person (Bourke et al 2006: 24). That 
is before we talk about other agricultural produce. Second, there is little 
indication that Fairhead and the others considered productive exchange 
in informal markets, including domestic produce markets. They rely 
instead on an old rural Development Handbook which claimed that 
‘93% [of rural residents] … earned less than 200K per year from the 
cash economy’ (Hansen et al 2000: 25). in fact, that estimate was 
based on 1990s data, a highly valued Kina and only on incomes from 
‘21 agricultural cash crops’, mostly export crops (Hansen et al 2001: 2, 
296). it was an extremely poor ‘baseline’. There was no reference to more 
contemporary rural incomes, yet there had been published work on this 
(Sowei et al 2003; Anderson 2006; Anderson 2008).

This failure to include an economic value of subsistence production 
and ‘social exchange’, and the apparent failure to properly incorporate 
exchange in domestic markets should, by itself, render the model’s results 
worthless. yet there is a third serious flaw, this time to do with land 
valuation. The authors explain:

‘Given the significance of land for this analysis, the PNG cGE 
database has been expanded to include land as a separate primary 
factor for each industry … [by using] the weighted sum of the land 
price in each industry’ (Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010: 12). 

But how do they calculate a price for land in a country which has 
virtually no rural land market? if it were on the western basis of previous 
land sales, the value could be zero. Alternatively, also based on practice, 
it might be the tiny 20 Kina per hectare per year (plus 10% royalties) 
that is charged as rent for oil palm ‘mini-estate’ leases in oro Province 
(Gou and Higaturu 1999). on the other hand, if it were on the basis of 
the ‘opportunity cost’ of productive land lost, it could be 17,000 Kina per 
hectare per year (Anderson 2006: 146). 

monocultures (see Kimbrell 2002), oil palm has a range of costs that 
reach well beyond the price calculations of the plantation industry.

Limited and selective engagement with livelihood issues does not 
seem to dent the enthusiasm for generalised growth arguments. Three 
academics (two Papua New Guineans and an Australian) present 
a modeling exercise which purports to show a several billion dollar 
addition to PNG’s GDP by extending formal tenure over just another 
2.5% of land, over a decade (Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010: 29). While 
they abandon the old idea that land registration will enhance rural credit 
for small land owners – because of the consistently negative evidence 
(Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010: 26) – they maintain the modernist and 
‘old school’ notions that private, individual title will allow capitalisation, 
investment and thus a generally more productive agriculture. 

This is a cultural argument, too, and one that is not too sympathetic 
to Melanesian culture. They suggest that only those who individually 
invest in land, engage in projects separate from the needs of the clan 
or family, are to be considered ‘productive’. individual investment and 
benefit – contrary to the customary ethos of land as a shared community 
asset – is implied as these ‘productive’ people (whether clan members or 
outsiders) are said to be denied (by customary law) ‘exclusive access’ to 
‘optimal amounts’ of the clan’s best land, as well as ‘exclusive access’ to 
the income that might be generated from that land. Thus individuals 
who make exclusive business for themselves through clan or family 
land are said to be ‘superior’ economic agents. yet the pre-condition for 
such ‘success’ is that the clan is specifically excluded from sharing the 
benefits of land development. This would amount to an anti-social act, 
indeed probably a criminal act under customary law. The reference to 
‘productive’ and ‘non-productive’ people is backed by reference to ‘the 
bankability of land’ (Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010: 3). This is the idea 
that land is productive only when it becomes a financial asset. This is 
a familiar ‘old school’ argument: customary land is not ‘valuable’ until 
it can be financialised, and thus separable from its community. These 
concepts make it certain that the model which follows both undervalues 
the current productive functions of customary land, and constructs a 
‘productivist’ argument for land commercialisation.

The computer generated model used was a modification of the 
Australian orANi and Austem techniques, even though Australia’s 
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There is great deception in these land ‘modernisation’ arguments, 
backed by narrow and exclusionary ‘old school’ economics. The 
arguments privilege the claims of foreign investors, holds out flimsy 
promises to customary landowning families and brands small farmers 
as ‘unproductive’, while ignoring the substance of their production. The 
economic analysis is weak and carries barely disguised contempt for 
Melanesian cultural achievements. The best way to shed some economic 
light on these confused and confusing claims is to look at some actual 
livelihood experience.

coMPArATiVE rUrAL LiVELiHooD oP TioNS

Let’s compare the returns on various rural livelihood options in PNG. 
We should do this bearing in mind that families with customary land 
can engage in several forms of income earning activities, and that some 
activities have greater ‘opportunity costs’ (i.e. excluding more valuable 
alternative options) than others. Table one below shows a range of 
income (or income equivalent, in the case of subsistence consumption) 
options, based on fairly recent PNG experience. A fuller explanation of 
this data will be provided in the following chapters. For now, notice that 
we are comparing economic options associated with the formal sector, 
as stressed by ‘old school’ economics (corporate plantations, smallholder 
oil palm, the ‘mama lus frut’ program, and wages in factories and mines), 
and informal sector options, more often associated with the ‘new school’ 
(subsistence production, sales in local fresh produce markets, and 
associated small businesses). in practice, PNG families often combine 
several options, to form ‘hybrid’ livelihoods. 

Table 3.2: Formal and informal sector incomes in PNG
AWE (Kina)

Formal sector incomes – 

ramu Sugar basic wage, 2006 (Madang Pr, 2007) A8 42 
rD Tuna factory wage, 2006 (Madang Pr., 2007) A8 34
ramu Nickel construction wage, 2006 (Madang Pr, 2007) A8 50
VoP/LSS (oil palm) growers (oro Pr., 2002 / 2009) WAB, WB 60 / 107
Mama Lus Frut (oil palm) income (WNB, 2000 / 2006) WAB, KB 29 / 49
chicken factory workers (Morobe Pr.,2011) A11 102

Cont.

Which method do they use? None. Without any attempt to develop 
or apply a PNG–based method of land valuation, they borrow some 
land prices from Fiji, another Melanesian country, but one with a 
quite distinct land tenure history. They say: ‘Given that forestry and 
subsistence agricultural practices across the Pacific are not dissimilar, 
this [Fijian] data is used in the PNG database’ (Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 
2010: 13). The whole model, therefore, is made dependent on whether 
land valuation in Fiji had any reasonable and comparable basis or, better 
said, whether such prices reflected values that might enhance rather than 
undermine rural livelihoods. 

The model goes on to set a baseline estimate for GDP growth in 
PNG, without land reform, then a model giving three possible growth 
outcomes (low, medium and high impact) with land reform. The overall 
conclusion – predictable, given the assumptions and input valuations – is 
that the economy will grow strongly with land reform. They assert there 
would be additions of between six and sixteen billion Kina to national 
income, if only a few percent more customary land would enter the 
formal system (Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010: 29). For the reasons given 
above, i suggest these calculations are worthless.

The ‘sting is in the tail’ of this paper because, while it is not made 
clear who might benefit from the suggested economic growth, it is the 
customary landowners whom, it is said, must surrender their land rights. 
The authors say that investor demand for land must be met ‘by customary 
landowners bringing their land into the cash economy’ (Fairhead, Kauzi 
and yala 2010: 27). Well, there is no doubt this is what foreign investors 
want, However the authors make the modernist claim that customary 
owners might also benefit, as it would:

‘open up alternative income earning opportunities for rural 
residents, leading to a strong shift away from subsistence to market 
based agriculture, employment and income generation’ (Fairhead, 
Kauzi and yala 2010: 25).

However, they do not refer to any particular ‘alternative income earning 
opportunities’ for those PNG landowners who might lease or otherwise 
alienate their land. The major benefits are said to be an expansion of the 
formal economy, large agricultural projects and other land based investments, 
and an associated, but unspecified, increase in formal sector jobs. 
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unplanned marketing of surplus production, while the higher incomes 
are seen amongst those who focus on specific crops for market, and in 
particular for domestic markets (Anderson 2008). The top domestic cash 
crop earners (200 Kina or more per week) in the four provinces surveyed 
were as follows: Madang (peanut, betel nut, melons and mangoes), 
Morobe (taro, peanut, cooking banana, oranges, tobacco, cucumber), 
Eastern Highlands (sweet potato, various vegetables, fried food and 
peanut) and East New Britain (peanuts, tobacco, oranges, cooked food 
and vegetables). Many of those surveyed also grew export crops (coffee, 
cocoa, copra and vanilla) but hardly any earned more from these than 
from the locally sold crops (Anderson 2011).

The third feature of note is that the formal economy options listed 
(Village oil Palm, Mama Lus Frut, various basic employment options) 
typically have lower incomes than the other informal and small business 
options and, in particular, they were less than the incomes of those 
who market fresh produce. in my survey of women roadside sellers in 
Madang, the weighted average income (for three days a week at market) 
was significantly higher than the highest reported incomes for Village 
oil Palm (Anderson 2008a; World Bank 2010). Furthermore, there 
seem to be ‘ceilings’ on these formal sector schemes, as wages are set by 
employers and oil palm fruit prices for growers are set by a single local 
company. That is, the potential of formal sector options for families is 
limited by other powerful players who dominate those markets.

Finally, the opportunity costs are greater, and there is less flexibility, 
in the formal sector options that involve leasing of land or turning one’s 
own land over to oil palm cultivation. oil palm allows no companion 
planting and ties up good quality land for many years (e.g. Wilcove and 
Koh 2010; Danielson et al 2009). on the other hand, land use for high 
return domestic crop options such as peanut, taro, betel nut and melons 
can be adjusted from year to year. Export crops such as cocoa and vanilla 
can be companion planted, and do not consume the fertiliser that oil 
palm demands. 

Table 3.2 shows another interesting feature of the roadside seller surveys 
(2007 and 2011). Most local fresh produce sellers also participate in 
growing and selling export crops; however in very few cases do the incomes 
from export produce equal or exceed the cash income from local markets. 
This tells us that domestic markets are usually much more important to 

The main division in the table is between formal and informal 
sector incomes. in rural PNG the latter (and sometimes the former) 
form elements which often supplement subsistence production for 
consumption. The income equivalent figure for subsistence production, 
explained in the next chapter, is based on estimates of what it would 
cost a family to purchase the food and housing they currently gain from 
their own land in local/regional markets. The Kina value represents the 
‘opportunity cost’ of existing without productive subsistence land.

The first thing to note is that rural rents in PNG bear little relationship 
to the productive capacity of land. rents return only 1% or less of the 
value of subsistence production for family consumption; between 1% 
and 50% the value of marketing garden produce; and 1% to 5% the value 
of a range of other formal and informal sector activities. These fractions 
grow even smaller for the more economically active families engaged in 
livelihood ‘hybrids’. Why anyone would agree to lease out their land in 
these circumstances deserves consideration.

The second matter that merits attention is the great variability 
in informal sector incomes, in particular in the marketing of garden 
produce, which can draw in just a few hundred Kina per year, or many 
thousands. Typically, we see those lower incomes coming from an 

Private store workers, Kokopo (ENB, 2011) A11 45
Papindo store workers, Kokopo (ENB, 2011) A11 100
National minimum wage, (2006 / 2011) – iB 37.20 / 91.60
Leasing family land to oP company (per ha, K20–100/year) A6 2
Informal sector incomes – 
Family subsistence production (7 people, Kina equivalent) A6 [258]
informal sector business (central Pr.) S3 158
informal sector business 2003 (ENB Pr.) S3 124
informal sector business 2003 (Morobe Pr.) S3 130
informal sector business 2003 (Western Highlands Pr.) S3 138
roadside sellers (mainly women), 2006 (Madang Pr) A8 [weighted] 286 [138]
roadside sellers (mainly women), 2011 (Morobe Pr) A11 [wtd] 285 [144]
roadside sellers (mainly women), 2011 (Eastern Highlands) A11 [wtd] 230 [230]
roadside sellers (mainly women), 2011 (East New Britain) A11 [wtd] 198 [144]
Sources: A6=Anderson 2006; A8=Anderson 2008; A11=Anderson 2011; S3=Sowei et 
al 2003; WAB Warner and Bauer 2002; KB=Koczberski 2007; WB=World Bank 2010; 
iB=Matbob 2011; Notes: AWE = average weekly earnings in Kina 
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for the commerce of large informal sectors. Having thus privileged 
formal sector operations it further fails to account for their social and 
environmental costs (‘externalities’, those elements that are not included 
in a industry’s pricing structure). All this means that the ‘old school’ 
ignores an often highly productive small farming sector. This is, however, 
consistent with land ‘modernisation’, developed in the late colonial 
era. An associated evolutionary theory claimed, without evidence, that 
traditional sectors were effectively doomed to extinction. in both cases 
a ‘universal benefit’ was claimed for modernisation and formalisation 
processes, while the claims of special interests were advanced.

Nevertheless, a ‘new school’ economics has both responded to the 
failures of the old school and re-conceptualised the economic sphere. 
This school has re-focussed on family livelihoods, using human 
development indicators while elevating the concept of ‘ecologically 
sustainable development’. 

in PNG the implications of this new approach should be a better 
informed and more inclusive view of the economic sphere, including 
better understandings that small farming (which sustains the great 
majority of the population) is in fact the mainstream economy of the 
nation. it is supplemented principally by the mining sector, which has 
become the main source of government revenues and (potentially) 
services and infrastructure. Protecting and helping develop the potential 
of this mainstream small farming sector must then be at the centre of 
any serious discussion of ‘land economics’ in PNG.

Nevertheless, the ‘old school’ ideas have the backing of powerful 
interests, and persist in their attacks on customary land. in the name of 
aggregate economic growth they privilege corporate plantations, like oil 
palm, which come in the wake of logging. There is little regard here for 
mass livelihoods. Nor is there recognition of the many promising ‘hybrid’ 
livelihoods, based on clan and family control of customary land. 

comparing data on current formal and informal sector livelihood 
options can provide some clearer perspectives. The fact that the most 
formal sector wages and rural lease values do not even come close to 
existing and common informal rural incomes should be decisive. Why 
would any well informed customary land owner listen to the ‘old school’ 
arguments? Well perhaps only if they were not so well informed, or if 
they were misled, or if they were quite desperate for some money. So 

these small farming families. Further, a very high (but variable) proportion 
of roadside sellers have family participation in other businesses (like small 
stores and poultry businesses) as well as in formal sector employment. 
This data suggests the need to rethink the emphasis given to export crops, 
and to pay more attention to the multi–faceted livelihood options being 
adopted by small farming families.

The ‘land modernisers’ (e.g. Fairhead, Kauzi and yala 2010; Hughes 
2004) have put the case for the ‘growth and state revenue’ contributions 
of land–using formal sector activities, like logging and oil palm, often 
ignoring family and community livelihoods. Where it has been suggested 
that landowning families would benefit from these activities (iTS Global 
2006; iTS Global 2010; World Bank 2010), the evidence neither matches 
the assertions nor considers the full range of options. overall, the evidence 
makes it plain that neither rural rents nor engagement with formal 
economies in rural PNG provide either the range of options or the income 
earning potential of the better hybrid livelihoods. in these hybrids, families 
retain their customary land and subsistence production, while engaging in 
various supplementary informal and formal sector activities, some of them 
quite successful, yet incompatible with land alienation.

coNcLUDiNG oBSErVATioNS

The ‘old school’ economics is notable for its narrow focus on crude 
economic growth, on formal economies and the export sector. it is an 
exclusionary view, particularly in developing countries, as it ignores large 
subsistence sectors and social exchange and then fails to properly account 

Table 3.3: Roadside sellers: additional livelihood activities
Also participate in? Highest income from?
exports other 

business
Family 
member 
employed

Local 
markets

unknown exports other 
business

Morobe 24 (48%) 18 (36%) 9 (18%) 37 (74%) 7 (14%) 4 (8%) 2 (4%)
EHP 34 (62%) 9 (16%) 8 (15%) 40 (73%) 9 (16%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%)
ENB 41 (73%) 7 (13%) 27 (48%) 41 (73%) 6 (11%) 7 (13%) 0 (0%)
[Madang] 36 (82%) 27 (61%) 5 (11%) 33 (75%) 10 (23%) 0 (0%) 1 (2%)
Sources: rural surveys by this writer in June 2011 (Anderson 2011); further to the Madang rural surveys 
of 2007 (Anderson 2008a)
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2

one of the most persistent myths in development is that people linked 
to traditional lifestyles must be in a process of ‘moving from subsistence 
to the cash economy’. This expression comes not only from finance 
agencies (e.g. World Bank 1962) and aid administrators (e.g. Downer 
2006) but also from analysts with greater sensitivity to livelihoods (e.g. 
Falconer and Arnold 1988: 3). Whatever the source, the idea is a piece 
of didactic nonsense which neither describes current livelihood realities 
nor the better future possibilities. Most Papua New Guinean families 
have engaged in cash economies for many decades, so as to purchase 
fuel, supplementary foods, clothing, and school and college fees. yet 
this has not reduced the general reliance on family land for basic food, 

4where are their best options? We need to look at the combinations of 
subsistence production and social exchange with other flexible informal 
and formal sector livelihood options. That is the subject of the following 
chapters.
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New Guinea, advanced agricultural systems were introduced in the 
Highlands nine thousand years ago (UNESco 2011), with irrigation 
only abandoned some hundreds of years ago (Brown, Brookfield and 
Grau 1990), with the introduction of the more easily-grown sweet 
potato. indigenous societies survived by their adaptive and flexible nature 
(FAo 2002; Sillitoe 1999), and by making new technologies and new 
ideas serve their own socio–cultural systems. Viable livelihoods were not 
preserved by simply exchanging one entire mode of living for another.

in Papua New Guinea the ongoing control and management (not 
just ‘ownership’) of customary land remains the basis of current hybrid 
livelihoods and the substance of powerful adaptive responses to changing 
needs and conditions. For example when the prices of globally traded 
food rose sharply in 2008, many farming families had their attention 
drawn to the new marketing possibilities this might open up, in a country 
which produces a large food surplus.

The productive value of the subsistence component of hybrid 
livelihoods deserves attention, as does the character of those hybrids, 
including emerging hybrids. This chapter will consider value produced 
in PNG’s subsistence sector, by way of some provisional calculations at 
the family level using an ‘opportunity cost’ method. This value must be 
added to the other productive activities practised on customary land by 
small farming communities. The chapter will then characterise current 
hybrid livelihoods, built on the family management of customary land. 
The strengths and vulnerabilities of these hybrids will be suggested.

THE VALUE oF SUBSiSTENcE 

‘Subsistence’ in the Melanesian context, i suggest, is better understood as 
the foundational element of a range of hybrid livelihoods. it is built on 
an essential base of customary land management and control, including 
the management of a stock of ‘unused’ land to help deal with population 
pressures, commercial ventures and contingencies. The dismantling of 
customary land relations through commercially oriented ‘land reform’ 
would cause tremendous social disruption as well as undermining the 
basis of these practical livelihoods.

in any inclusive economic assessment in PNG, we must take account 
of the productive output of customary land, including the subsistence 
component. it is foolish to pretend that such value does not exist, or 

housing, natural medicines and many other needs. in fact, subsistence 
production and cash economies are both elements of more complex 
hybrid livelihoods, which are resilient precisely because of their various, 
adaptive combinations. 

‘Hybrid’ livelihoods are widespread. Amongst small farmers in 
Thailand, for example, researchers have shown that ‘subsistence’ in its 
limited sense barely exists, because rural households have diversified 
into ‘hybrid’ livelihood activities which include various farm and 
non–farm activities (rigg and Nattapoolwat 2001: 955). Looking at 
indigenous Latin American experience, Bebbington (1999) suggests 
that shifting and more complex rural livelihoods make use of a range 
of assets, resources and markets. Similarly, Warren (2002: 11) says that 
‘enterprise-based diversification’ (as opposed to wage labour) may better 
help build sustainable rural livelihoods, particularly when there is a basis 
in assets, supportive structures, access to markets and resilience against 
market failure. Warren was writing for the UN’s Food and Agriculture 
organization (FAo), which supports rural livelihood diversification. 
Similar lessons could be drawn from Melanesian livelihoods, which 
most often combine a range of economic activities, with their base on 
customary land. 

The modernist or common idea of ‘subsistence’ as ‘bare survival’ barely 
exists in PNG. it is commonplace to find Papua New Guinea families 
engaged in: subsistence production and consumption, social exchange, 
local cash crop markets, small businesses, employment and export 
crop production. if they are not engaged in all six of these, they will be 
involved in several. This is what is meant here by ‘hybrid’ livelihoods.

Nor are traditional, indigenous modes of living frozen in time or 
in technology, as is often imagined in western cultures. The western 
idea of the native trapped in ‘bow and arrow’ technology, or in simple 
‘hunter-gatherer’ mode, is a myth; but not an accidental myth. There 
were particular reasons in colonial history why the technological 
adaptation and agricultural achievements of indigenous peoples were 
denied. Developed custodial relationships with the land had to be 
ignored when indigenous land was being stolen, as in North America 
and Australia. For that reason, for example, indigenous corn cropping 
in North America (e.g. Smith 1989) and indigenous fish farming in 
Australia (Gunditjmara 2010: 18–22) were ignored or denied. in Papua 
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subsistence food production is poorly recognised in economic policy 
debates.

if we are to assess the value of non-traded productive activities on 
customary land, we must start with food and housing. However in 
addition to this we have to recognise that customary land also provides 
access to natural resources used as medicines, fuels, fences, weapons, 
tools, canoes, textiles, string bags, cords, musical instruments, artworks, 
articles of personal adornment and articles of ritual and magic (Powell 
1976). To this list of commodities we should add value provided by 
customary land relations in terms of social security, employment, cultural 
reproduction and environmental management. However, compared to 
food and housing, the equivalent value of these other elements is more 
difficult to calculate. 

Nevertheless, at the family level, we can at least estimate the value of 
food produced for consumption, and housing equivalents, through an 
‘opportunity cost’ method. That is, we calculate the closest equivalent 
cost of replacing the food and housing if it were not delivered from 
subsistence production methods based on customary land. This is, after 
all, what would happen if families were to be dispossessed of their good 
productive land, the basis of their capacity to effectively feed and house 
themselves. For the moment we can leave to one side the value from 
such other goods and services as medicines, tools, resources for crafts, 
social exchange and environmental management from customary land. 
To make the basic calculations we need to know the food consumed by 
the family, each day, and its cost in local markets; and the cost of housing 
rentals in the region.

i carried out two lots of pilot surveys, in 2004 and 2011, across several 
provinces, on family food consumption. The handful of interviews in 
2004 (see Table 4.1) centred on the basic foods typically consumed daily 
by families, at the village level. Some additional marginal items were 
occasionally hunted, grown, baked and bought (Paol 2004); but for the 
purpose of this analysis, the diet has been simplified to items produced 
for consumption. People from villages in three different regions gave a 
preliminary idea of the range of diets and detailed descriptions of typical 
daily meals (Paol 2004, Sindana 2004; Sinemila 2004). FPDc (2002) 
data was relied on for most fruit and vegetable prices, supplemented 
by 2004 market prices for chicken, pork and fish prices, as estimated 

to simply ignore it in economic assessments. What is the best way to 
value subsistence production? There have been some estimates of the 
variety in such production, and of aggregate food production, and i will 
start by noting these. However to put an equivalent value on this non–
monetised activity i will use an opportunity cost method, based on some 
‘pilot’ interviews and simulations. The final aim is to sum these estimates 
of subsistence production with the value produced from other elements 
of hybrid livelihoods.

it has been said that about 30% of PNG land is arable (UNDP 1999: 
12), and about half of that is under cultivation (rere 2004). This farming 
produces a large range of indigenous and imported crops. Van Helden 
(1998: 163) noted the main north coast crops as sweet potato, taro, 
cassava, yams, cucumber, corn, pumpkin, pitpit, rungia, various beans 
and greens, ginger, tobacco, chillies, spring onions, peanuts, oranges, 
bananas, passionfruit, pawpaws, pineapples and melons, amongst a total 
of 46 cultivated food crops, plus 34 wild foods, 23 mammals and 44 
birds hunted in this area (Van Helden 1999: 163–186). Birds were also 
hunted for their feathers and for live sale, chickens were an occasional 
food source and pigs were killed as food for special occasions. Fish form 
part of the diet in coastal areas. Another study has listed 180 traded 
crops across the whole of PNG (Bourke et al 2004). 

Much of this production simply does not register in the ‘formal’ 
economy. in 1995 the Fresh Produce Development corporation 
estimated total PNG fruit production at 58.35 million kilograms 
(valued at 88.08 million Kina) and total PNG vegetable production 
at 47.32 million kilograms (valued at 53.53 million Kina). However, 
using 1996 national survey data Gibson estimated that the total value 
of household food consumption was 2.253bn Kina, while total domestic 
production was estimated at only 1.3bn Kina. Locally produced food 
was also estimated as providing ‘80% of available calories’ (Gibson 
2000: 41–42). That is, subsistence production accounted for the bulk of 
food consumption but less than 60% in money terms. Bourke similarly 
estimated that 4.5 million tones of staple foods (roots and grains) were 
grown in PNG every year, ‘a little more than one tonne a year for every 
rural villager’. He valued this at K2, 850 per capita in 2004, based on the 
cost of substituting that food with the cheapest equivalent imported food 
(Bourke 2005: 7). Being underrepresented in the National Accounts, 
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This was not a representative study and the sample was small. However 
as an indicative study it illustrates actual experiences (as opposed to 
simple neglect or abstract modelling) and suggests the possibility of 
similar experience elsewhere. The actual differences in food prices 
between regional town markets (Madang and Goroka) and the capital 
(Port Moresby) (see table 4.2) suggest an inflation that would grow 
with urbanisation, widespread land alienation and reduction in scale of 
the subsistence sector. on an unweighted price average for the twelve 
highest traded volume sales of fruit and vegetables, Port Moresby prices 
(Gordon’s Market) were about double those of Goroka and Madang (see 
Anderson 2006). 

Monthly 
foods

Bandicoot or Tree 
Kangaroo (K10–20)
a. 0.5; b. 0.8

fish (4x year), chicken, 
goat and pig (2x year)
a.0.80+0.40+0.20;
b.1.20+0.60+0.30

cuscus – three times 
a year
? est. 0.3/0.3

Total 
daily, in 
Kina 

a. 13.26; b. 31.20 a. 16.9; b.27.71 a.9.38; b.19.89

Sources: Diet estimates and meat prices: Madang coastal (Paol 2004); Madang inland (Sindana 
2004); Highlands (Sinemila 2004); Prices: october 2002 prices in Gordon’s (Port Moresby), 
Goroka and Madang markets (FPDc 2002); *one coconut per person every second day; ** fried 
banana perhaps every third day; # Some pig might be shared once every two weeks, ## quantities 
estimated as for Madang coastal; Notes: based on 2004 interviews and 2002 regional and capital 
market prices

Table 4.2: Fruit and vegetable prices, Port Moresby, Goroka and Madang mar-
kets, Kina/kg, 2002

Gordon’s 
(Port 
Moresby)

Goroka Madang Prices: 
POM/ Gor–
Mad av.

Sweet potato (Kaukau) 1.24 0.67 0.8 168%
cabbage 2.87 0.98 0.65 350%
Tomato 2.64 1.2 2.06 162%
carrot 7.01 2.02 2.21 331%
Broccoli 5.9 3.17 2.69 201%
capsicum 6.41 4.77 4.63 136%
Aibika (greens) 1.02 1.68 1.38 67%

Banana (ripe) 2.21 0.77 0.82 276%
Pawpaw 1.79 0.47 0.65 320%

Cont.

by the interviewees (Paol 2004; Sindana 2004). The notional ‘ordinary’ 
household comprised two adults and 4–5 children, roughly the national 
average. 

The results suggested a range of 9.4 to 16.9 Kina per day in equivalent 
local currency for food consumed by the family, according to regional 
town markets prices; and from 19.9 to 31.2 Kina per day, according to 
capital city (Port Moresby) market prices. Daily consumption figures can 
be aggregated to annual figures. in this way, the annual cost of otherwise 
purchasing the food, normally produced and consumed by such families, 
was estimated to range from 3,431 to 6,169 Kina (in regional markets) 
and 7,260 to 11,388 (in Port Moresby). This could be rounded to a range 
of 3,400 to 11,400 Kina per year.  

Table 4.1: Estimates of the value of a typical daily family village diet from subsistence 
production (two adults and 4–5 children), 2004

Madang coastal Madang inland Highlands (Simbu)
(a=mad; b=pom) (a=mad; b=pom) (a=goroka; b=pom)

Morning 
meal

cooking bananas, 3kg; 
Greens, ½kg 
a. 2.16+1.44;
b. 4.29+0.52

cooking banana 
+ taro (boiled or 
roasted); fruits 
(several), sago
a. 2.16+1.60;
b. 4.29+3.80

Kaukau 1.5kg; local 
tea+sugar; **fried 
banana ½kg 
a.1+0.50+0.60; 
b.1.86+0.50+0.90

Daytime 
snacks

Either pawpaw, ripe bananas 
or pineapple, 2kg; coconut 
3½*
a. 1.60+1.32;
b. 3.80+1.54

Bananas, various 
fruits, nuts (galip, 
okari, peanuts), 
coconuts, & beetles
a. 1.60+ 1.44+1.32+?; 
b. 3.80+2.10+1.54+?

Kaukau ½kg, one of 
bananas/pineapple/
sugar cane/sugar fruit 
1.5kg
a.0.33+1.20; 
b.0.62+3.00

Evening 
meal

Taro ½kg; kaukau 1kg; 
cooking bananas 1½kg; 
tomato ¼kg; onion ¼kg; 
carrots ¼kg ; plus some 
ginger/chillie/tumeric
a. 0.36+0.80+1.08+
0.52+0.83+0.55+1/; b. 
1.10+1.24+2.15+0.66+0.75+1.75+1

Soup (greens, 
coconut, banana, 
taro), mix of banana/ 
cassava/ yam/ 
kaukau/ tapioca, also 
tomato, onion, greens, 
various spices
a.1.44+0.80+1.08+0.36+0.
80+0.52+0.83+0.55+1; b.0.
52+0.92+1.24+2.14+1.10+
0.66+0.75+1.75+1

Kaukau & banana 2kg; 
Greens 1kg; tomatoes 
¼kg; onions ¼k; beans 
½kg
a.1.50+0.98+0.30+0.32+0.65;
b.2.60+1.05+0.66+2.50+3.40

Weekly 
foods

Either medium fish 1kg, 
½ chicken or ½kg pork 
(K5–10) 
a. 1.1; b.1.6

nil chicken ½, # Pig ¼ kg
a.1.3+0.4; 
b.2.5

Cont.
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reflecting the generally higher prices of food in recent years. Equivalent 
value of one family’s subsistence production for consumption ranged 
from 29.50 to 52 Kina per day, or 10,767 to 18,980 Kina per year. This 
value, by itself, was in all cases well above a national minimum wage.

once again, this was an indicative and not a representative survey. To 
my knowledge there has not yet been any representative surveys in 
PNG along these lines. A fair question is then: what is the value of such 
small, non-representative surveys? i suggest there are several purposes. 
First, the data indicates a real production value which is mostly ignored. 

Table 4.3: Women shopping for a typical family’s daily food, 2011
Breakfast Lunch Dinner K/day

Elizabeth 
(Kokopo)

cBanana – 3
Tomatoes – 1
onion – 1.20
choko – 3
Singapore – 2

Greens – 3
Tapioca – 1
cBanana – 3
Pawpaw – 4
Tomatoes/
ginger–
capsicum– 1

cBanana – 3
Kaukau – 2
Singapore – 2
PumpkinTips 
– 3
Pitpit – 2

34.20
[12,483]

Annie 
(Madang)

cBanana – 2.5
Kaukau –2
Greens –1
Broccoli –1.50
carrots–1
onions–1

SEBanana – 4
Pawpaw –2.50
Lettuce – 1.50
Tapioca – 1

Taro bunch 
– 5
Fish (m) – 
15/3*
Grn/Aibika 
–1
coconut – 
0.5

29.50
[10,767]

rosa 
(Madang)

cBanana(K) 
– 1
Pawpaw – 3

rice – 7.5
Kumul/gr – 1
Fish – 5
Kulau (4) – 
2.40
 Snacks: 
Peanut – 5
Galip nut or 
orange – 3
SEBanana – 5

Kaukau – 1
Taro – 5
cBanana – 5
Veges – 2
chicken – 
15/3*
coconut(2) 
– 1

52
[18,980]

Source: This author’s pilot surveys in Kokopo and Madang; Notes: (i) *= not every day, 
so e.g 15/3*= 15 Kina about every three days; (ii) cbanana=cooking banana; K=kalapua; 
SE=sweet eating banana (iii) snacks=food between meals

rental equivalent values are difficult to apply, as town housing is limited 
and expensive, while village housing is constructed cooperatively, mostly 
from local materials, and is rent free. School teacher rentals in villages in 
Madang and the Highlands seems to range from zero (where housing 
is simply provided for the teacher) to 20 Kina per fortnight (Sinemila 
2004; Paol 2004). But teachers’ accommodation is a special case. A 
more likely alternative housing option for landless families would be 
settlement housing, on the fringes of the towns. However as squatting 
in this way neither offers neither the security of tenure nor the relative 
comfort of village housing, i chose ‘basic’ town rental housing as the 
most reasonable equivalent. The annual cost of housing in Madang town 
in 2004 (rentals have risen considerably since then) was 1,500 to 2,000 
Kina per month for a ‘decent’ house; however a ‘basic’ house in town 
would rent for 500 Kina per month, or 6,000 Kina per year (chitoa 
2004). This seemed the closest substitute for secure, village housing. on 
this basis, the equivalent value of food produced and consumed and basic 
housing for a family in the Madang region could range from 9,400 to 
12,200. This is a regional calculation, ignoring the much higher costs of 
food and housing in the capital.

in a second pilot study in 2011, i maintained this ‘opportunity cost 
method’ but with a ‘simulation’ approach. i asked some women with 
families to do the shopping for the daily food of a family of two adults 
and five children in the town market. The idea was for them to choose 
and price items and quantities they would normally eat from their own 
‘gardens’ in the village. The question was this: ‘if you have no land and 
no gardens, and you go to buy garden food in the market, for a man, a 
woman and five children, what would you buy and how much would 
you spend?’

Two women from Madang and one from Kokopo (East New Britain) 
responded with their priced shopping lists, as shown in Table 4.3 below. 
The figures were considerably up on 2004, probably to some extent 

coconut (green) 0.44 0.53 0.33 102%
Lemon/lime 4.54 0.74 2.06 324%
Mango 1.21 2.99 0.77 64%
Unweighted average price ratio for 12 common vegetables/fruits 208%
Source: FPDc 2002, pp.15–18, * october 2002 mean prices, largest volume traded items
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engaged with the plantation oil palm industries. Koczberski et al note 
that about 80% of the diet of Kavui and Popondetta LSS farmers was 
from garden food, and that most women (100% on LSS blocks and 52% 
on VoP blocks) regularly sold market food, many relying on the market 
as their main source of cash income (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 
50 & 57–58). LSS and VoP farmers are smallholders who grow oil palm 
either on a leased block (LSS) or on their own land (VoP).

More exceptional cases tend to capture attention, but hybrids are 
more common that this. in my own research it quickly became apparent 
that many people in formal sector work were also productively engaged 
in subsistence, informal and export activities. one Madang man i 
interviewed (L) in 2006 worked part–time in a community group, while 
his wife baked and sold bread; their farm produce income was no less 
than others in their area. Similarly one Highlands woman (S) held part-
time employment while her husband worked full–time in the public 
service; their farm income was similar to others in their area. Another 
Madang man (H), also holding part-time work, said he earned as 
much as 11,000 Kina per year on a variety of cash crops (cocoa, peanut, 
coconut, vanilla, betel nut). All continued to produce fruit and vegetables 
for family consumption, from their own gardens.

roadside seller surveys carried out in four provinces (Madang, 
Morobe, Eastern Highlands and East New Britain; these surveys are 
described in more detail in the following chapter) give a representative 
idea of hybridity, at least in relation to those rural populations with good 
land and reasonable access to main roads. in the first place it became 
clear that these mostly women sellers were earning on average well above 
ordinary wage rates paid in the local formal sector industries, such as 
fish canneries, mines, plantations and shops (Anderson 2008; Anderson 
2011). Equally importantly, a large majority reported family engagement 
in other income earning activities. A majority (48–82%) across the four 
provinces were engaged in growing and selling some export crops, though 
a strong majority of these said exports provided less income than sales 
from domestic markets. A substantial minority (11–48%) had one or 
more family members employed; and an even larger minority group (13–
61%) were engaged in other business, such as poultry sales, transport and 
store trading (Anderson 2011). All this suggests that multiple livelihood 

Second, the pilot surveys put us in a ‘zone’ of likely real loss, in the case 
of loss of farm land and gardens. Third, elements of this data can stand 
as reference points until better, representative surveys are carried out and 
published.

cHArAcTEriSiNG HyBriD LiVELiHooDS 

Subsistence value must be summed with that from other productive 
activities to get some perspective on the value of hybrid livelihoods. 
However, as these livelihoods are so diverse, we cannot speak in simple 
quantitative terms. it seems more useful to look at the character of hybrid 
livelihoods, illustrated by some examples which show their possibilities, 
and limitations. 

We have to note that, in terms of land use and economic activity, many 
of the customary land-based hybrids can be threatened by modernist 
projects. Looking at Tonga, Storey and Murray (2001) warned against 
‘growth oriented strategies which undermine or marginalise traditional 
social institutions’ and diverse livelihoods. in Papua New Guinea 
Grossman (1981: 220) warned that cash focussed activities in PNG 
can undermine subsistence systems, ‘even when surplus land and labor 
exist’, as dependence on export focussed commercial systems like cattle 
and coffee ‘reduces the resilience of village systems’. in a similar vein, 
Benediktsson (1998) pointed to the need to focus on actually existing 
markets in PNG, rather than stylised and general ‘market’ development.

Examples of hybrid livelihoods – where cash economies supplement 
rather than replace ‘subsistence’ production – have been noted in PNG, 
as in Melanesia more generally. Allen (2000: 100–111) discusses the 
improved food security prospects of the community of Malo island in 
Vanuatu, who have developed some cash cropping options. Some of this 
income was used to supplement their home–grown diet with imported 
foods. However only 20% of their food was gained from imports. Similarly, 
Mosco showed a central Province community taking advantage of the 
Port Moresby markets, with average households making 5,000 to 24,000 
cash income per year, mainly by marketing betel nut products (areca nut 
and pepperfruit). This had a marked impact on living standards in their 
villages, in terms of consumer durables purchased and the ability to fund 
secondary education for their children (Mosco 2005: 16–21). But staple 
foods still come from their gardens. Much the same applies to families 
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cucumber, melons); in other words, items grown specifically for sale. 
The latter seems to generates most income, as the following chapter 
will explain. cash income from fruit and vegetable marketing can 
be as low as a few hundred Kina per year (for those who market 
a simple surplus, often at a time when others also have a surplus) 
to many thousands of Kina per year. My surveys of roadside sellers 
in four provinces showed average incomes of between 140 and 280 
Kina per week, or 7,000 to 14,000 per year (Anderson 2011). While 
the great majority of fresh produce sellers get more cash income 
from domestic sales rather than exports, the latter remain popular 
and an important source of supplementary income (see the following 
chapter). Nevertheless, cash crop production is also vulnerable to 
land loss and competition with encroaching monocultures, which 
also affect the diversity of local production and, consequently, of sales 
in local markets. Alternatively, fresh produce sales could be enhanced 
by the improvement of rural roads.

Third, there is family engagement in various informal and formal 
sector activities, often not related to family gardens. This can include 
small stores, transport services and other full or part time work in 
the formal sector. informal sector surveys across four provinces found 
incomes at between 120–150 Kina per week (Sowei et al 2003), or 6,000 
to 7,500 Kina per year – three times the nation’s minimum wage, at that 
time. incomes in the formal sector vary considerably, but much basic 
unskilled work in regional areas is paid at, or only slightly higher than, 
the minimum wage; at 2011 this was 92 Kina per week, or 4,600 per 
year (Anderson 2011). While professional and skilled employment pays 
higher wages, some of these people also remain engaged in subsistence 
and cash crop work. After work hours, some of the office workers in 
Kokopo (East New Britain) go to the town market to sell produce. 
Despite some better options in the highly skilled work, customary land 
owners face generally poor options in the formal sector. 

Beyond the basic elements, arising from my surveys we can see what 
i will call an ‘education effect’ within along with ‘adaptive responses’ 
from these hybrid livelihoods. Both seem capable of contributing to 
the development of superior hybrids. An ‘education effect’ here refers 
to a more sophisticated approach to livelihoods and family farm 
management, through a more focussed plan, sometimes supported by 

activities have become common, in much of rural PNG, perhaps apart 
from the very isolated areas.

We might thus conceptualise hybrid livelihoods as including three 
elements: production for non–monetised family consumption and 
cultural exchange; production for cash crop marketing, in both domestic 
and export markets; and other (often non-farm) informal and formal 
sector activity. Each element makes a valuable contribution and each also 
has its own vulnerabilities. These elements are set out in Table 4.4, below. 
Each element is vulnerable to displacement or erosion by shifts in land 
tenure and patterns of agriculture. if traditional lands are eroded, leased 
or otherwise taken away, garden production will be restricted. Similarly, 
expansion of monocultures (like oil palm) is likely to reduce the diversity 
of local production. 

Production for family consumption, for example – which my 2011 pilot 
surveys show can amount to a value equivalent of between 10,000 and 
19,000 Kina per family per year in regional PNG – forms the foundation 
of rural hybrid livelihoods, across all manner of family engagement in 
other activities, such as informal sector, export crop, oil palm and formal 
employment. if the pilot surveys are backed up by wider, representative 
studies on subsistence production, the value equivalent from the 
subsistence sector would also outstrip almost all other productive 
activities. That is before we count the additional value contributed by 
cultural exchange; which can range from food for visitors through to 
substantial contributions of animals, vegetables and fruit on special 
occasions. yet the richness of PNG’s subsistence sector would certainly 
be undermined by any erosion of traditional land tenure.

Second, there is the marketing of produce from family gardens, 
which can range from a simple surplus in production (e.g. staple 
foods such as sweet potato) to market specific produce (e.g. peanut, 

Table 4.4: Basic elements of Hybrid Livelihoods
Production for: Vulnerable to:
Family consumption and cultural exchange Erosion of traditional lands
cash crop marketing Monocultures reducing diversity of 

local production
other informal and formal sector activity Variable
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to demonstrate to the government and an oil palm company that they 
could manage and ‘develop’ their own land. The cocoa supplemented 
their already strong local crops such as peanut and melons, and helped 
spur diversification into rice cultivation and fish ponds, initially just 
for local consumption. After several years of this diversification the 
Sausi community now enjoys higher than average incomes. Following 
this commercial success, they have developed their own village finance 
scheme and a small scholarship program for local college students 
(Aipapu Marai 2009). While cocoa is taking over a deal of land, unlike 
oil palm it can be companion planted (for example with banana, 
vanilla and legumes). Most of their income, however, still comes from 
domestic crops.

Table 4.5 below shows a typology of hybrids, from basic to focussed 
to ‘diverse and efficient’. The latter group, i suggest, would most likely 
have the benefit of some ‘education effect’ and perhaps the impetus of 
an ‘adaptive response’.

one outstanding question over hybrids is: ‘what place might there 
be in a valuable hybrid livelihood for engagement with the corporatised 
monocultures’? in PNG this means ‘small holder’ engagement with oil 
palm estates. i deal with oil palm in more detail in a chapter Six. For 
now, it is worth noting some particular problems. oil palm continues 
to be promoted and subsidised (by government and aid agencies), as 
a strong source of corporate and export income. yet, as Table 3.1 in 
the previous chapter showed, its contribution to family incomes is low 
to middling, and not nearly as high as most of the informal sector 
average incomes. That still leaves open the question of whether it 
might supplement other activities. The problem here is that oil palm 
has additional costs. First, there is the need to buy chemical inputs, 

Table 4.5: Varieties of Hybrid Livelihoods
variant features
Basic Subsistence production, sale of surplus garden produce, perhaps 

additional employment
Focussed Subsistence production, sale of market specific domestic and export 

produce, perhaps other business or employment
Diverse and 
efficient

Subsistence production, sale of market specific domestic and export 
produce, other employment or business, effective management of hybrid

a higher level of formal education. The ‘adaptive response’ describes a 
defensive movement in face of threats, usually threats to from large 
corporations to assume control of customary lands.

An ‘education effect’ might be seen simply in the taking advantage of 
a strategic circumstance, such as the central Province betel nut sellers, 
fairly close to the capital (Mosco 2005); or the peanut sellers at Watta 
rais, who can earn several thousands of Kina per week by producing and 
selling at the junction of two major highways (Anderson 2008). More 
generally, it is the focussed market sellers who concentrate on superior 
value crops, such as taro and melons, rather than common place crops 
in massive surplus, such as retail bananas and sweet potatoes. There 
seems to also be, perhaps amongst those with greater formal education, 
a more efficient and focussed pursuit of farming and marketing, which 
compensates for the time ‘lost’ in other employment or other small 
business activities. This allows multiple activities within the ‘hybrid’. 
in other words higher income earners, with livelihoods based on 
family land, seem to have developed a good sense of their market 
opportunities. others appeared to have well developed livelihood 
strategies, dividing their time between local markets, export crops and 
other small business, in context of their traditional and cultural lives.

confirmation of this ‘education effect’ comes from a small agricultural 
college on the outskirts of Goroka, where a experienced educator took 
on young people who had dropped out of school. A two year course was 
provided in farm management, technology and marketing, at the end 
of which the students had to prepare detailed accounts of returns from 
their family farm land. The first group of graduates reported an annual 
income of between 2,000 and 11,000 Kina (rere 2004). The highest 
income earner in this group was a young woman who secured vegetable 
contracts with a town supermarket. others did well with more diverse 
production. More recently, the college has been taking larger groups, 
including professional people and others who have returned to working 
their family land. The emphasis in this college is on steady, year-round 
production and supply to wholesale markets (rere 2011). This college 
and the community below are discussed a little more in chapter Eight.

‘Adaptive responses’, which i suggest can also contribute to superior 
hybrid formation, can be seen in a rural community in Madang 
Province. The Sausi community began large scale planting of cocoa, 
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enhanced by an ‘education effect’ and sometimes by an ‘adaptive response’ 
to threat. Here there is also the base of subsistence production, focussed 
domestic and export crops, other employment or business and effective 
management of the family ‘hybrid’. Higher income earners are those 
who exploit specific commercial opportunities or combine employment 
with intelligent marketing. 

yet PNG’s rural families, who are required to pay for health and 
education services, are asset rich, cash poor and often poorly educated. 
This makes them vulnerable to formal sector schemes and nice sounding 
corporate proposals. in face of this, families deserve some better quality 
information and management training, some means of helping them 
maintain control of their own lands and the option of creating superior 
‘hybrid livelihoods’ by gradually supplementing their more traditional 
activities with new and intelligent cash economy options.

mainly fertiliser. Second, fertiliser and land clearing contributes to the 
pollution and siltation of local rivers and streams. Third, oil palm is a 
voracious plant that cannot be companion planted, so crop diversity is 
reduced. Finally, there are the economic disadvantages for small–holders 
selling to a price–fixing, ‘monopsonist’ company, which purchases all 
local fruit, takes the bulk of the surplus and so limits ‘village oil palm’ 
incomes (Koja 2003). Small farmers have no real bargaining power in 
this relationship. i will return to these issues in a chapter Six.

coNcLUDiNG oBSErVATioNS

Beyond the misleading ‘subsistence to cash economy’ clichés, and from 
the family and community point of view, it is the integrity of evolving 
hybrid livelihoods based on customary land that matters. Most rural 
families in PNG engage in subsistence production and also rely on cash 
income from marketing a mixture of crops for both domestic and export 
markets. Many families also engage in small business activities and take 
on some formal sector employment. These multiple income streams 
seem quite widespread

yet the base of these hybrid livelihoods remains customary land, 
which is subject to constant attack. it is important to recognise that, 
with rising food and housing prices, the equivalent value of subsistence 
production is substantial, and increasingly so. Families can produce 
10,000 to 19,000 Kina equivalent in non-monetised food and housing 
equivalents, not to speak of the other non-monetised value in such 
commodities as medicines, crafts and clothes, and services such as social 
security and environmental management. 

Then there is income from informal sector activities, particularly fresh 
produce marketing, and particularly domestic markets. Most families 
that sell into local markets also produce export crops; but very few 
of these families will say they get more income from the latter. Many 
families also engage in non–farm small business and employment. The 
starting point of such hybrids is a ‘basic’ model which supplements 
subsistence production with sale of surplus garden produce and perhaps 
additional employment. Next is a ‘focussed’ hybrid, which is also based 
on subsistence production but sells more specific domestic and export 
crops, perhaps combined with family participation in other business or 
employment. Finally there is a ‘diverse and efficient’ model, probably 
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the country’s main roads. These are overwhelmingly women, generally 
bringing their own fruit, vegetables and other produce directly to market 
for sale. The ‘value chain’ here is very short, there are virtually no middle-
men, and (at least for those who live close to a main road) the costs 
are minimal. Many thousands of women participate in these roadside 
markets, which form a key but neglected element of PNG’s mainstream 
economy. The contribution of these roadside sellers to family and hybrid 
livelihoods deserves attention, particularly as many of their incomes are 
higher than formal sector wages.

With this in mind i began to develop surveys of roadside sellers. 
The idea was to consider their performance, potential and possible 
competition with the larger, formal-sector activities such as logging, 
factory work and oil palm monocultures. My attention was drawn 
to some high income earners in the Upper ramu region of Madang 
Province, then to the problems of small farmers engaged with the oil palm 
industry in oro Province. i carried out pilot surveys of family incomes 
from small farming in these two provinces. After this, representative 
surveys were carried out of roadside sellers in Madang, then later on 
Morobe, the Eastern Highlands and East New Britain. The surveys were 
of rural roadside markets on the main roads, thus excluding both the 
town markets (as it is not always easy for rural populations to get to 
town) and markets in the remote areas (as these have special limitations). 
Many tens of thousands of people participate in these markets, and there 
is potential for greater participation, especially when roads improve. The 
particular conditions applying to participants in these markets were: (i) 
given PNG’s current land tenure system, they almost all have access to 
good quality land, and (ii) they have reasonable access to main roads.

This chapter will briefly set the context for women’s livelihood options 
in rural PNG, before explaining the results of the roadside market 
surveys and discussing the implications for rural livelihoods and related 
policy. The surveys provide support for a re-examination of priorities 
in PNG’s rural and agricultural policy, to recognise and support the 
livelihood options for women and rural families. Greater attention 
should be paid to domestic markets and rural infrastructure and less 
to the new monocultures, which have higher costs and generally less to 
offer rural families.

 

r o a d s i d e  
s e l l e r s

2

The ‘old school’ economics, with its emphasis on financial aggregates, 
neglects cash income from informal sector activities as much as it 
neglects production for subsistence and social exchange. yet informal 
markets play a key role in family livelihood strategies. in rural PNG, 
where families grow much of their own food, some family members also 
seek formal employment, whole families participate in export cropping 
(such as coffee, copra and cocoa), and others engage in informal sector 
‘micro-business’. This latter category includes such things as preparing 
and selling cooked food, poultry farming, transport services, running 
small stores and the sale of fresh garden produce. in that last sub-sector 
we have a substantial group which sells fresh produce by the side of 

5
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‘identified more closely with marketing than with oil palm ... [this 
is] a historical legacy of women’s marginal status in the oil palm 
industry … [but also] reflects the immense social significance 
women attach to marketing and the marketplace’ (Koczberski, 
curry & Gibson 2001: 63).

Food markets (sometimes combined with craft and clothing markets, 
particularly in the urban areas) are a place of women’s social interaction, 
outside the home, and it is clear that many women enjoy the company 
and the social environment. These markets are important for large rural 
populations, and deserve ‘special attention because [women’s] activities 
are crucial to the survival of the family, especially children’ (Adedokun 
et al 2000: 197). 

Domestic food markets in PNG have great potential. Some time 
ago it was recognised that the country’s food production was seriously 
underestimated. Barry Shaw argued that subsistence food production 
in PNG was ‘far in excess of national human requirements’ and that 
subsistence production had ‘considerable’ overlap with the cash economy. 
in the 1980s rural families were said to be able to ‘produce sufficient food 
within 20 hours or less labour per adult per week for humans, pigs and 
commercial purposes and still probably have a surplus for insurance or 
sale’ (Shaw 1985: 15, 18, 23). Later studies showed that national accounts 
underestimated the contribution of farming (Gibson 2000: 41–42), and 
that PNG’s staple food production could amount to ‘a little more than 
one tonne a year for every rural villager’ (Bourke 2005: 7). While many 
of the more lucrative cash crops are often more specialised than staple 
foods (e.g. cucumber, melons, peanut, betel nut), there is nevertheless a 
strong link between subsistence food production and fresh produce for 
local cash economies. They are most often grown side by side in small 
rural ‘gardens’.

Some years back, rural informal sector incomes were charted in 
National research institute (Nri) surveys across four of PNG’s provinces. 
Women were prominent across a range of activities, including the higher 
income activities. Men dominated by 80% or more in each of: passenger 
motor vehicle transport, coconut and cocoa production and sales, coffee 
cultivation, construction, fishing, small scale mining, forestry/logging. 
The women-dominant activities (80% or more) were noted as: betel 

WoMEN, LAND AND DoMESTic MArKETS

Several broad assumptions confront any discussion of women in informal, 
rural and agricultural sectors. The first is that the development of formal 
markets, while displacing informal activity, might create ongoing 
employment or sub-contracting opportunities (e.g. Jarret and Anderson 
1989). A second suggests that exports must be a priority, because these 
expand accessible markets and, therefore, employment and livelihood 
possibilities (e.g. ADB 2002). A third notes that informal economic 
activity is often marginal, using few skills, limited technology and 
capital. its opportunities are often constrained by lack of land, credit and 
limited markets (iLo 2000; Sandaratne 2002: 22). Women may also be 
marginalised and vulnerable in informal agriculture, through traditional 
subordination (e.g. Sachs 1997) as well as the displacement process of 
formal development. on top of this the iLo notes ‘a general bias against 
women in formal employment, together with their typical preference 
for working closer to home’, which results in their high numbers in 
the informal sector (iLo 2000: 1–2). Here is a conundrum: while the 
informal sector might appear to present limited economic opportunities 
for women, the options presented by new formal sector activities might 
be no better, or worse.

All such general notions, however, deserve re-examination in their 
particular institutional and cultural context. Not all informal activity is 
a dead end, and small domestic markets are often important for local 
communities. They can provide rapid access to market income, with 
few middlemen, allowing exchanges for important domestic needs 
and creating a home-grown and relatively autonomous and sustainable 
social environment. This is particularly the case where, as in Papua New 
Guinea, rural women and their families retain fairly equitable access 
to good quality, productive land. And in both the patrilineal and the 
matrilineal areas of PNG, women maintain access to land, either in a 
primary or a secondary sense. 

rural food markets are numerous in every province, though they are 
said to be ‘a relatively recent institution’ in PNG (Bourke et al 2004: 
p.2). They play a particularly important role for women, including those 
engaged in formal sector activities, such as in the oil palm areas. For 
example, PNG women are said to have:
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the very low incomes (29 Kina per week average in 2000, 49 Kina per 
week in 2006: see Table 3.2), this program has been hailed by some a 
‘resounding success’ (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 193). This 
program is discussed further in chapter Six. in Madang, a foreign 
owned fish cannery (r.D. Tuna) harvests local marine resources and 
offers low paid employment to hundreds of women. And a large oil 
palm development has been proposed for inland Madang Province 
(Korugland and Santana 2007: 4), on either side of the very large 
estate of what used to be known as ramu Sugar. None of this formal 
employment offers wages which even come close to the informal sector 
income averages (see Table 3.2 of chapter 3); yet diminishing land for 
traditional production and informal sector markets is likely to adversely 
affect the latter. indeed, from observation it does seem that the variety 
of produce in domestic markets in the oil palm areas (for example in 
the Popondetta plains in oro Province) is lower than that in those areas 
where there is no large, land consuming plantations (e.g. coastal Madang 
and the Eastern Highlands). With these concerns in mind, i began 
roadside seller surveys in 2004.

roADSiDE SELLEr SUrVEyS 

The first pilot survey in 2004 in Madang noted the land, production 
and income of 18 small farmers. The results are noted Table 1 of the 
Appendices. As the sample was small and no sampling error was 
calculated, the results cannot be said to represent a particular population. 
However a number of high incomes (between 10,000 and 36,000 Kina 
per year) were observed, and the incomes from crops sold in domestic 
markets were often above those for export crops. Particular high incomes 
were observed in the sale of peanut and buai (betel nut) and, amongst 
the export crops, cocoa. The pilot survey does demonstrate the livelihood 
possibilities in such activities. The second pilot survey in August 2005 
was of 21 small oil palm farmers in oro Province. i discuss this more in 
the following chapter.

The first representative survey of rural roadside sellers was conducted 
in December 2006 on the road north from Madang to Alexishafen, 
and south from Madang through Usino to Watta rais, at the junction 
of the okuk (Highlands) Highway. The northern road includes traffic 
from Madang to Bogia (south of the ramu river), while the southern 

nut cultivation; collection of shellfish; manufacture of baked products; 
and manufacture of handbags. Women were also dominant in sugar 
cane cultivation (67%); fruit and nut cultivation (63%) and were more 
regular informal sellers than men (69% compared with 58%) (Sowei et al 
2003: 104, 108). it is quite obvious that, in retail fresh produce markets, 
whether in the towns or the rural areas, women dominate. The major 
problems noted by informal sector women in the Nri survey were: high 
operating costs 13% (though this was less than for men); transport 13% 
(the same as for men); knowledge and skills 9%; law and order 9% (more 
than for men); and the demands of wantoks (relatives) for credit 5% (a 
little more than for men) (Sowei et al 2003: App Table 16). in many of 
these informal activities, according to the Nri surveys, incomes were 
two to three times higher than low wage formal sector work. Table 5.1 
below shows these activities and their average incomes. These average 
incomes can be compared to those listed in Table 3.2 of chapter 3. 

While this survey indicates some relatively superior livelihood activities 
in the informal sector, a question arises as to the possible competition 
between these activities and the newer formal sector activities that make 
use of substantial arable land. in many provinces there are pressures on 
families to give over some or all of their land to formal developments, in 
particular logging and leases for oil palm plantation. in some provinces 
(e.g. oro and West and East New Britain) oil palm companies have set 
up sub–contracting schemes for rural women who collect scattered oil 
palm fruit for the local mill (the ‘Mama Lus Frut’ program). Despite 

Table 5.1: Informal Sector incomes in four PNG provinces
Province Highest income activities (and 

range of income)
Most common activities 
(and range of income)

AWE 

central Fish buyer, PMV, trade store 
(K350–1,800)

Food crops, fish, betel, 
coconut (K50–250)

K158

East New 
Britain

PMV, trade store (K500–1,200) cocoa, copra, food crops 
(K100–300)

K124

Morobe PMV, cattle, trade store, fish 
buyer (K500–4,000)

coffee, food crops, fish 
(K30–160)

K130

Highlands Potatoes, kaukau, coffee, trade 
store, PMV (K400–1,500)

Potatoes, Kaukau, coffee 
(K20–1,500)

K138

Source: adapted from Sowei et al 2003: pp.11–39; Note: PMV = passenger motor vehicle 
(mini–bus); Note: AWE = average weekly earnings
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similar across and within the provinces, even while local and seasonal 
produce varies. The vendors are overwhelmingly women selling produce 
grown from gardens on their own family land, they mostly carry all 
this produce to market and there is no real state support in any of the 
markets. Greater differences may be noted within each market than 
between markets, even across the different provinces. For example, in 
most of the markets surveyed, there were vendors earning 4 to 5 times 
more than others. This reflects, in my view, more the different strategies 
applied by the vendors, than any great circumstantial difference. i will 
say a bit more on this, later on in the chapter. Some cross-provincial 
differences were observed. in Madang Province the women sellers spent 
an average of 3 days per week at market; while in the Eastern Highlands 
the average time at market was close to 5 days per week. However a solid 
three-quarters of vendors in all four provinces got their best returns from 
these local markets (Table 5.2). That is, neither formal employment nor 
other small business nor export crops returned as much cash income.

Women were not singled out, but formed 89–98% of those surveyed 
(see Table 5.2). The few men surveyed (two in Madang, five in Morobe, 
six in EHP and one in ENB) had average incomes. Most vendors were 
growers of the produce they sold – the exceptions to this rule were 
those selling cooked food and those engaged in buy and sell of store 
goods and fish. items that attracted the greatest returns differed across 
the provinces and are shown in Table 5.4. These high value crops are 
sometimes staples (like taro), sometimes intoxicants (buai), sometimes 
high energy food (peanuts) and sometimes snack foods (like melons, 
mangoes and cucumber). Most often, they are crops grown specifically 
for market. The markets also have their social functions. As others have 
observed (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 63), as well as providing 
economic opportunities, local markets form significant spaces for 
women’s social interaction.

Putting the markets in seasonal and geographical context we can 
observe that both buai (betel nut) and peanut are less seasonal in 
Madang than in Morobe or in Goroka. coastal buai (areca catechu) is 
also more highly valued than the highland betel nut (areca macrocalyx) 
(Bourke et al 2004: p.43–45). The Madang survey was conducted in 
December 2006, a time when betel nut prices typically reach their peak 
in Goroka. it was also the watermelon and mango season in many parts 

road links Madang to PNG’s second city Lae, as well as to the highly 
populated Highlands region. The markets sampled ranged in size from 
10 to 200 sellers. Sellers were selected randomly, from the front and back 
of the larger markets, and with 5 to 8 sellers chosen in the larger markets 
and 2 to 4 sellers chosen in the smaller markets. An identical method 
was used for surveys of three additional provinces (Morobe, Eastern 
Highlands and East New Britain) in June 2011. The markets chosen 
were generally at least 5 kilometres out of town, and then heading 
for some way towards the interior, along the main roads (the market 
locations are listed in Appendix Tables 4 and 6–8). By this approach, 
the surveys excluded both the markets in more remote areas (where road 
access and transport is a major constraint) and the thriving town markets 
of Madang, Goroka, Lae, Kokopo and rabaul. These large town markets 
do attract a lot of rural people, but the surveys set up as a conditioning 
factor access to a main road, and not to the large provincial towns.

Samples in each market ranged between 5% and 25% of all sellers. 
Markets with less than 10 sellers (micro-markets) were generally not 
surveyed, as these were thought perhaps to have had less than a ‘critical 
mass’ to attract buyers. Self-report style interviews were conducted in 
the Tok Pisin language by Papua New Guinean research assistants, men 
and women. The interviewers collected information on items sold, daily 
and weekly incomes, days per week at market, items providing best 
returns, and some other matters including costs and problems faced (the 
questions are listed in Appendix Table 3). in the four provinces, about 
half the markets of the chosen area were sampled, with the estimated 
vendor populations ranging from several hundred to over a thousand: 
Madang (about 1,000), Morobe (about 1,400), Eastern Highlands 
(about 260) and East New Britain (about 700). Samples of about 50 
were taken to give a sampling error of plus or minus 7.4% – that is, a 
relative standard error of about 15%. 

in an earlier published version of the Madang survey (Anderson 2008) 
it was suggested that the markets might be considered as segmented 
and so a weighting of each market (where the weight of a market = % 
total population / % total interviews) was called for. i did this in that 
paper and have included weighted averages for the data provided for the 
other provinces, in this chapter. However, on reflection, i do not think 
weighting adds anything to these surveys. The markets are remarkably 
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exported to Lae and then on to the capital Port Moresby. No road yet 
links the productive highlands to the capital, and the logistics of such 
exports present substantial costs and some risk. However while we heard 
anecdotes of big money here, this survey did not look in any detail at that 
wholesale trade.

Perhaps a central feature of these surveys was the consistently high 
incomes of the roadside sellers (one element of family livelihoods, and 
usually the dominant cash element), especially when compared to formal 
sector wages and the national minimum weekly wage (MWW). Table 
5.3 sets out the vendors’ self-reported average incomes, those incomes as a 
proportion of the 2011 minimum wage (91.60 Kina) and the proportion 
of vendors whose daily income surpassed the 2011 MWW in either 
one day or two days. Even though the Madang survey was carried out a 
few years earlier (when the MWW was much lower, see Table 3.2), and 
even though compliance with the 2011 MWW is by no means universal, 
the same benchmark is used. These comparative indicators help provide 
some perspective on the informal sector options. Weighted figures (based 
on the notion that there is some ‘segmentation’ in the character of these 
roadside markets) are given alongside the unweighted averages but, as 
i explained above, i do not think much is gained from this weighting 
process. it is included for the sake of completeness

The provincial average incomes of the roadside vendors are set out in 
Table 5.3. They show that the average weekly earnings of the vendors 
(many of whom work considerably less than 5 days a week, except in 
the Eastern Highlands) ranges between two to three times the 2011 
national minimum wage, or 1.5 to 2.5 times that minimum wage with 
‘weighted’ data. Further, significant numbers of these women are earning 
that minimum wage in one day, and more than half are currently earning 
that minimum wage in two days. This helps explain the anecdotal 
evidence we encountered (particularly in East New Britain) of some 
women leaving wage labour to return to the markets, and of others going 
to town markets (e.g. in Kokopo) to sell produce after work. 

Further discussion of the high income earners is desirable because, while 
these groups always lift the averages, they also indicate the possibilities 
for others. in this case, i suggest, there is substantial room for expanded 
market participation. That is, far more could learn from the high income 

of Madang and Morobe Provinces (Bourke et al 2004: p.182, 197, 201). 
in East New Britain in 2011 a cocoa borer plague had wiped out much 
of that crop, leading to increased dependence on local market produce. 
Generally, however, the diversity of crops is such that seasonal factors 
would seem to not play such a great role. No province was dependent on 
solely one or two high income earning, seasonal crops (see Table 5.4).

in the Madang survey, men seemed to maintain their dominance on 
wholesale trade. While the retail growers and sellers of betel nut were 
almost entirely Madang women, the wholesale buyers were mainly 
Highlands men – family groups from chimbu and the Eastern 
Highlands, and by observation about 90% men. This is a similar pattern 
to that observed in West Java, where rural women dominate local 
vegetables and fruit sales, but transshipment to the urban centres is 
controlled by groups of mostly male middlemen (Hayami et al 1991: 55). 
The Highlands men at two of these markets (Four Mile and Mambu) 
were engaged in continuous bargaining with the entirely female betel 
nut sellers. retail buyers were a mixture of men and women. in East 
New Britain, on the other hand, there was an ethnic aspect to the 
wholesale peanut trade. The Baining people – original landowners who 
have been pushed into the inland by waves of migration on the eastern 
part of the island on New Britain – seemed to have worked cooperatively 
to dominate the wholesale trade in and around Kokopo (ENB’s major 
town, after volcanic eruptions reduced the dominance of rabaul). Most 
retail peanut sellers in ENB seem to be women who buy large bags from 
the Baining communities. in the Eastern Highlands there is a strong 
wholesale trade in vegetables and sweet potato, a great deal of which is 

Table 5.2 Roadside seller populations, in four PNG provinces
Highest income from?

% female Av. days 
per week 
at market?

this 
market

export 
crops

2006 Madang 95% 3 75% 0%
2011 Morobe 90% 4 74% 8%
2011 Eastern Highlands 98% 4.9 73% 2%
2011 East New Britain 89% 3.4 73% 13%
Surveys 2007–2011 (see Appendix Tables 4, 6–9)
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vendors (earning between 1,000 and 2,000 Kina per week) had given 
over large tracts of land (between 0.5 and 1.0 hectares) to cultivating 
peanuts, which were then sold retail and wholesale. Their industry 
thus depended on the availability of good quality land, strategically 
located. Their major cost had become feeding the relatives who were 
enlisted to help them intensively work these peanut fields. They also 
sold coconut and watermelon. in season watermelon is so popular 
(being very refreshing in the tropical heat) that it was commanding 
eight Kina per melon (2007) and ten kina (2011). Ten kina was the 
equivalent of a day’s wages working in a tuna cannery. yet the success 
in peanut, betel nut and melons had not undermined diversification. 
The top three income earners at Watta rais were selling seven or eight 
fresh products each (melon, mango, betel nut, daka/mustard, banana, 
coconut/kulau, cucumber and peanut). 

Almost all the Madang higher income earners had their success 
through some combination of betel nut, peanut, melons and mangos. 20 
of the 21 sellers who earned more than 50 Kina per day were selling one 
or more of betel nut, peanut, melons and mangos. one of these was also 
selling coconut, and another brus (tobacco). The other higher income 
seller was earning over 140 Kina per day selling ice blocks and cordial. 
At 4 Mile and Mambu markets, groups of Highland men could be seen 
bargaining down prices with the women grower–sellers. Women sold 
the betel nuts for less than 10 toea retail, but the Highlanders got lower 
prices, buying whole branches, stripping them down and bagging them. 
From anecdotal evidence, they expected to make 300% to 400% on sales 
of these bags, in the Highland towns.

in Morobe Province, higher incomes seemed just as prevalent a 
long way from the capital as close to it, except for the Sunday market, 
which was crowded and obviously lucrative. Two of the higher income 
vendors (100 kina or more a day) were completely specialised, and in 
staple foods: one women sold just taro, every day of the week, while a 
man sold just cooking bananas, five days a week (see Appendix Table 6). 
However the other higher earners had diversified crops. They had their 
best income from peanut, cucumber, betel–nut, oranges and coconut, 
but usually along with other items (vegetables, ice, fruit, cooked items). 
Quite a number of the higher income earners came to market six or 
seven days a week.

earners amongst the roadside sellers, and thus improve their livelihoods. 
Unlike in developed industrial economies, these markets have hardly any 
‘barriers to entry’, nor has any corporation or cartel been able to ‘capture’ 
and control the market.

What are the factors that contribute to vendor success? Several 
elements suggest themselves: good location, specialising in high value 
foods (peanut, melons, mangoes, cucumber), or addictive crops (tobacco 
and betel nut), selling a diverse range of products and value adding 
through cooked and locally processed food (scones, fried food, flavoured 
ice). At first it seems that specialisation was the key, but on further 
analysis this was more often than not combined with offering a diverse 
range of products. Most of the high income earners (100 Kina or more 
a day) in all four provinces who made good money from crops grown 
specially for the market also had a fair degree of diversification in their 
offerings. This suggests an ‘education effect’, not necessarily in terms of 
schooling, but in being able to develop an effective composite strategy.

A group of very high income earners at Watta rais (at the junction 
of the Madang-Lae and Lae-Highlands highways) showed such a 
strategy through taking advantage of their unique location, selling 
high value products that stop traffic and also maintaining a diverse 
range of products. The Watta rais sellers (two of whom worked 
7 days per week) made their money mainly from peanut and buai 
(betel nut). Five of the six sellers were women. As this small market 
was so well located, from the point of view of travelers, most of the 

Table 5.3 Roadside seller average incomes in four PNG provinces
AWE 
(Kina)

AWE as % of 
2011 minimum 
weekly wage

% of sellers earning
More than MWW
in one 
day

in two 
days

2006 Madang [weighted] 286 [138] 312% [151%] 30% 48%
2011 Morobe [weighted] 285 [144] 311% [157%] 20% 48%
2011 Eastern Highlands 
[weighted]

230 [230] 251% [251%] 4% 51%

2011 East New Britain 
[weighted]

198 [144] 216% [157%] 7% 63%

Notes: (1) AWE = average weekly earnings in Kina; weighted figures in [square brackets]; 
(2) 2011 minimum weekly wage (MWW) of K91.60, per Matbob 2011
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earned them more cash income. in Madang the additional sources 
of income were from: trade stores or sale of other items (meat, eggs, 
cooked food, kava, prawns, cigarettes, dresses, second–hand clothes) 
(sixteen vendors); chicken rearing and sale (nine vendors); manufacture 
and sale of cooked food (bread, buns, donuts) (five vendors); pig rearing 
and sales (three vendors); employment (self or husband) (five vendors); 
timber royalties and/or sales (two vendors); transport business (husband) 
(two vendors). This level of detail of the other sources of income was 
not collected elsewhere, but other small business was noted as Morobe 
(36%), EHP (16%) and ENB (13%). 

Vendors were asked about the main problems or costs associated with 
their market operations (See Table 5.4). The main source of complaint 
in all provinces was theft, particularly of betel nut This theft was by 
relatives, neighbours, settlers and sometimes police. in the Eastern 
Highlands, after theft, marauding pigs which entered their gardens were 
cited as the next most significant problem. Transport costs were the third 
mostly highly cited problem. Several women mentioned high school fees 
as a ‘problem’. This was one of the main reasons cited for their need 
to sell at market. other problems cited were: waste of money by their 
husbands, and other domestic problems, strong bargaining pressure from 
buai traders (in Madang), input and fertiliser costs (Eastern Highlands), 
crop pests (East New Britain). Not one vendor cited lack of credit as a 
problem.

Transport fees (and sometimes market fees) were cited but were 
mostly quite small. of course, most of those with a serious transport 
problem simply did not come to market. The sellers at market mostly 
had the advantage of living near the Province’s major roads. only the 
very successful peanut vendors at Watta rais noted significant costs in 
feeding the relatives who helped plant their peanut fields. This minimal 
financial constraint on market sellers is consistent with the findings of 
Shand and Straatmans. in a 1960s–1970s study of communities in four 
PNG provinces, they noted that neither labour nor finance appeared 
particular problems for PNG families participating in cash cropping 
(Shand and Straatmans 1974: 185–186). This seems due to availability of 
good quality land and the communities’ capacity for work cooperation. 
Table 5.4 shows the higher income earning crops from each province 
surveyed, along with the principal problems reported by vendors. 

in the Eastern Highlands, along the highway on either side of Goroka, 
there were smaller markets with less vendors; this may be at least partly 
because the Goroka town market is huge, accessible and popular. The 
higher earners at the rural roadside market were selling various vegetables 
(carrots, cabbage, potato, greens, corn, etc), cooked food, oranges, betel 
nut and peanuts. Most of these had a range of products (Appendix Table 
7). As mentioned, these sellers worked an average of almost 5 days a 
week, higher than in the other provinces (see Table 5.2). While only 
two earned more than 100 kina per day, their weekly incomes remained 
respectable.

in East New Britain (ENB), the higher earners in roadside markets 
had their best returns from cooked food, peanut and vegetables, but 
many kept a range of other items. returns on selling fish appear high, 
but in most cases surveyed this was a buy-and-sell operation, where 
the women faced substantial expenses, amounting to as much as 75% 
of their income. By contrast, the transport and other expenses of those 
selling garden produce are very small, often just a few kina per day. 
raw tobacco (brus) sellers were common, and the betel-nut market 
was strong. The rural markets around Kokopo were quite small, again 
probably partly because the town market at Kokopo (not surveyed) is 
huge and very well maintained. indeed, from observation, the Kokopo 
town market probably has the best facilities (shelter and concrete 
floors, bathrooms, cafes, landscaped, sanitation, etc) in PNG. in the 
rural roadside markets a strong majority of sellers were also engaged in 
copra and cocoa cultivation, but most got better returns from the local 
markets (Appendix Table 7). However, lower returns on cocoa were 
also due to the cocoa borer plague, which had forced the destruction of 
many trees. roadside sellers in ENB were much more likely than those 
from other provinces to have family members in employment. Almost 
half (48%) reported family members (including at the times the vendor 
herself ) with jobs, compared to 11%–18% in the other three provinces 
(see Table 3.3).

As indicated in Table 3.3, across the provinces most roadside sellers 
and their families also cultivated one or more export crops (48–82%), ran 
other small businesses (13–61%) and/or had formal sector employment 
(11–48%); yet a consistent 73–75% across all four provinces said (or 
demonstrated by their calculations) that domestic fresh produce markets 
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the main roads. Barriers to participation are low and, as most families 
had access to good land, the main immediate constraint was location. 
Most of the vendors in this survey had the good fortune to live near a 
major road. 

Women in the informal sector are not always at the ‘bottom of 
the heap’. indeed it is plain from the results that roadside markets are 
amongst the better rural cash economy options, and better than most of 
the alternative formal sector options on offer. These surveys of women 
vendors show an average income two to three times that of the national 
minimum (formal sector) wage as at 2011, or 1.5 to 2.5 times that 
wage, if the data is weighted for each market. Most of this domestic 
market activity is carried out alongside and without prejudice to the 
more traditional subsistence and social exchange production, which 
remains the basis of PNG rural livelihoods. Further, not only does fresh 
produce selling not exclude other livelihood activities (such as small 
business, export cropping and formal sector employment), most of the 
sellers surveyed were already engaged in one or more of those activities. 
Nevertheless, three quarters of those surveyed in each province said and 
demonstrated that their income from domestic markets was higher than 
that from their other businesses or from export sales.

Women did not identify finance as a significant constraint on 
selling at market. There was thus no real demand for credit in respect 
of their farming and marketing activities. They identified their major 
problems as theft of goods, transport, gardens pests, high school fees, 
domestic problems and bargaining pressures. Despite the bargaining and 
competitive pressures, women vendors benefit from the short value chain 
of their local markets, by selling directly and avoiding middle-men. This 
may help explain their apparent preference for, and better income from, 
domestic markets. Nevertheless, a clear majority of families in all four 
provinces surveyed also participated in export cropping, as a secondary 
income activity.

The higher income earners (those earning 100 kina or more a day) had 
several elements, often combined, to their success. Specialising in high 
value foods (such as peanut, melons and cucumber), in popular addictive 
crops (tobacco and betel nut) and in prepared foods (such as scones and 
fried food) was central, but many of those that had success with such 
crops also maintained a diverse range of offerings. Another factor was 

Sellers were also asked if they received any assistance ‘for your farming’. 
Most had not. However a significant minority had received some 
assistance, almost entirely for export crops, and mostly from government 
agencies (the cci, NAri officers and the DPi). These agencies provide 
some extension services, including advice and sale of chemicals, for coffee 
growers (in the highlands) and cocoa and coconut growers in the coastal 
areas. The numbers of those who had received some assistance with their 
farming were as follows: Madang (15 or 34%), Morobe (11 or 22%), 
EHP (9 or 16%) and ENB (16 or 29%). (These figures are subject to the 
same sampling errors as the incomes, that is about ± 7.5%.) in Madang 
some of the assistance (9 of the 15 cases) had come from NGos, mainly 
World Vision. in only four cases (amongst the 205 surveyed) was there 
any mention of support for non–export crop farming. The family of one 
Morobe woman had received assistance from a local MP with their 
poultry farm; two sellers in the Eastern Highlands had received some 
government assistance with vegetable growing; and the husband of one 
woman in East New Britain had been to some classes on gardening. 
clearly farming for domestic markets has not been a government priority.

DiScUSSioN: WoMEN AND roADSiDE MArKETS

These surveys confirm that domestic, informal sector markets, and the 
women farmer-vendors that dominate them, play a key role in Papua 
New Guinea’s hybrid livelihoods. roadside selling, as a part time or full 
time activity, also has a social aspect that is clearly appreciated by many 
women. The relative economic success of these roadside vendors has a 
lot to do with access to good quality customary land and proximity to 

Table 5.4 Roadside sellers in four PNG provinces: best sellers and problems
Highest income from? problems?

2006 
Madang 

Peanut, betel nut/mustard, melons, 
green and mixed veges, taro

Theft, school fees, domestic

2011 
Morobe 

Taro, coking banana, green and 
mixed vegetables, cucumber, peanut

Theft, transport costs, 
domestic

2011 Eastern 
Highlands 

Various veges and potatoes, cooked 
food, oranges, peanut

Theft, pigs (damage gardens), 
transport

2011 East 
New Britain 

Veges, tobacco, fish, store food, 
peanut, oranges, betel nut

Theft, pests (cocoa borer), 
transport

Surveys 2007–2011 (see Appendix Tables 4, 6–9)
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Theft of goods might be lessened by improved support systems for 
women at the major markets. The excellent facilities of the Kokopo 
town market are a useful reference point. Finally and importantly, in 
rural PNG, where most families have land and food and the demand 
for credit is not pronounced, the pressing demand often seems to be for 
improved access to education and health services (i.e. relief from high 
education and health fees) as well as for basic infrastructure, in particular 
roads. With this support rural women would be able to make even better 
use of their own resources.

location, whether by luck or design. Achieving a good combination of 
such elements is suggested to be an ‘education effect’, in the sense of 
understanding superior market opportunities. There seems considerable 
room for higher and more successful participation in these roadside 
markets, as barriers to entry are virtually non-existent and demand is 
very strong. The major constraints are proximity to a major road and 
continued access to their family land.

However, access to good quality customary land could be threatened 
by land leases or diversion of land into oil palm operations. The rich 
diversity of local crops could be compromised (as in Popondetta and 
New Britain) by the introduction of large monocultures. Not only do 
these large plantations compete with the land for healthy domestic 
markets, the incomes from Village oil Palm and the Mama Lus Frut 
program do not even come close to many of the informal sector options. 
Many do not want to participate in such schemes. in their 1970s study, 
Shand and Straatmans (1974: 184) noted that many families did not 
participate in new cash crop initiatives. This seems to underline the wish 
to maintain control of customary land related activities.

The advantages women experience through direct control of their 
family land and their own enterprises would be compromised by diversion 
into lower paid formal employment or into subordinate schemes such as 
‘Mama Lus Frut’. This problem has been observed elsewhere. Economic 
success for women in the informal sector in rural Nigeria was similarly 
said to be linked to their access to ‘critical resources’ and ‘direct access to 
the benefits of their own enterprises’ (Adedokun et al 2000: 197).

on the other hand, problems of location could be alleviated by 
investment in better roads. Gibson and rozelle (2002) have pointed out 
that poverty in PNG is ‘primarily rural’ and ‘strongly associated with 
lack of access to services, markets and transportation’. Sowei et al (2003: 
xi–xiii) reinforce this point. This survey, by highlighting the superior 
opportunities of roadside markets along the main roads, is consistent 
with the observation that poverty may increase strongly with distance 
from roads, and with school levels (Gibson and rozelle 2002: 9). on 
this basis, it may be that economic opportunities for women would be 
better enhanced by investment in widespread rural roads, rather than 
new industry subsidies, or the promotion of monocultures. 
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oils in the wake of the 2008 global food crisis. influenced by the World 
Bank and other foreign investment lobbies, governments in Papua New 
Guinea have supported oil palm development since the 1970s. Promoted 
as a back-end to unsustainable industrial logging, oil palm plantations 
combine corporate industrial estates with ‘small holder’ peripheries, 
mostly villagers who have been induced to grow oil palm on their own 
land and then sell to this ‘nucleus estate’. Some additional customary 
land may also be leased to the company for its plantations. The estate 
is designed to be self-sufficient, profitable without the additional 
contributions from surrounding small-holders.

The PNG government view, across various administrations, seems 
to be that oil palm is highly profitable and can deliver returns to 
local communities as well supporting foreign exchange and adding to 
government revenues. However, despite the backing of the state and the 
eagerness of foreign companies, expansion of the crop has been slow. 
PNG contributes only about one percent to global oil palm production. 
Landowners have been reluctant to turn their land over to oil palm, and 
the small groups which have done so present many complaints. 

reasons for this landowner reluctance are not to hard to find. While 
oil palm is a strong industry for the corporations involved (mainly 
Malaysian, British and North American), PNG small-holding farmers 
get very low returns. They are at the competitive end of a long value 
chain which is dominated by a tiny group of large companies. Even 
though world oil palm prices have risen strongly in recent years, the 
small farmer share is limited by monopoly power. 

Some academics assert the supposed livelihood importance of oil 
palm. For example, James cook University researchers say: ‘Palm 
oil is the cash crop with the greatest economic importance to Papua 
New Guinea, directly supporting about 20,000 small-holder families’ 
( JcU 2011). However, as already indicated in chapters Three and Five 
(e.g. Table 3.1), average incomes for oil palm small-holders compare 
unfavourably to average incomes in a range of informal sector activities, 
including roadside selling. Further, the ‘Mama Lus Frut’ program, touted 
as a formal sector advance for women (where the companies create 
separate accounts for women for picking up spilt fruit), offers the lowest 
of all incomes. Land disputes characterize the industry, both in relation 
to estate and leased land. These disputes are fed by the knowledge that 

o i l  
p a l m

2

Few developments in Papua New Guinea better illustrate the contrad-
ictions between the ‘old economics’ (with its focus on growth, exports 
and the formal sector) and the ‘new economics’ (with a focus on 
livelihoods, human development and ecological sustainability) than the 
oil palm industry. From the former point of view, oil palm can be a great 
opportunity; from the latter, it can bring few benefits and terrible costs.

The fruit of this West African palm tree now produces 30% of all 
traded edible oils and fats globally, and prices have been strong in recent 
years (MPoc 2010: 16, 18). For the small group of large companies 
that dominate the industry, oil palm production is highly profitable, 
its prospects seeming even brighter with the strong demand for edible 

6
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volatility, strong demand for palm oil has held up prices, despite 
increasing supply. These strong prices are maintained by the same forces 
behind the 2008 global food crisis: high energy prices, commodity 
speculation, rising incomes in East Asia and global limits on land. 
Fourth, there are serious environmental problems associated with the 
expansion and entrenchment of palm oil monocultures. Fifth, the long 
value chain and monopoly mill and marketing structures place very 
severe constraints on the opportunities for small growers. This latter 
point is a most important economic consideration for communities in 
Papua New Guinea.

Palm oil (when combined with Palm Kernel oil) has moved ahead of 
Soybean oil, in the highly important vegetable oil market. it comprises 
around 30% of total vegetable oil production, by weight, reflecting the 
high productivity of this West African palm, when well cultivated and 
fertilised. other oils such as corn, peanut, coconut, olive, sesame are 
valuable but smaller in terms of productive output. Further, palm oil is a 
versatile product and is used in a very wide range of foodstuffs, as well as 
soaps, lubricants and cosmetics. Table 6.1 shows palm oil production in 
2010, alongside the other major edible oils. 

Although the tree is of West African origin, the main producers of palm 
oil these days are Malaysia and indonesia, with 46% and 45% of world 
exports, respectively (MPoc 2010: 18). Major importers of palm oil 
are india, china and Europe, each of which doubled (or, in the case of 
india, more than doubled) their imports over the decade of 1994–2003 
(MPoPc 2005: Tables 6.9 & 6.10). Malaysian companies dominate 
global production and processing.

Table 6.1: Worldwide production of edible oils and fats, 2010
m. tonnes Percentage

Po and PKo 51.18 30
Soy Bean oil 38.74 23
Animal fats 23.8 14
rape Seed oil 23.8 14
All other 32.3 19
ToTAL 170 100
Source: MPoc 2010: 18 

the large sums extracted by the companies are not being shared in any 
real way with local landowners. on the other hand, the environmental 
costs of this chemically dependent monoculture are passed on to local 
communities, particularly through contamination of river systems and 
water tables.

Those directly involved in the industry have played up the suggested 
benefits to small farmers. For example, a spokesman for the roundtable 
on Sustainable Palm oil (rSPo) asserted that, in 2005, oil palm farmers 
and their families were paid K110 million from revenue and that the 
industry was at ‘the forefront of positive environmental action’ (cSr 
2005). Similarly, a manager of Britain’s cDc group, formerly a major 
shareholder in PNG oil palm, said that his company in oro Province:

‘buys produce from over 5,000 smallholders [and] generates an estimated 
60% to 70% of the province’s GDP as well as providing substantial tax 
revenue to local and national government. it has provided 700km of 
roads, 9 schools and 11 medical centres’ (Twite 2005).

in fact, a great deal of this infrastructure has been funded by the 
World Bank and AusAiD, while the GDP figures tell us next to nothing 
about livelihoods. Further, most economic and environmental studies 
carried out have been commissioned by the industry; few have been 
independent. 

in view of the prevalent mis-information, this chapter applies the 
perspectives of ‘new economics’ to examine the livelihood possibilities 
associated with PNG’s oil palm industry. it draws on existing studies, the 
best available livelihood data and some original surveys in oro Province, to 
consider the economic possibilities offered to small farming families. The 
chapter begins by looking at the global oil palm industry and the role of the 
international finance agencies, before moving to the core considerations of 
economic returns to, and the wider concerns of, small farmers.

THE GLoBAL oiL PALM iNDUSTry

To understand the prospects for small farmers, several aspects of the 
oil palm industry must be recognised. First, its relative position in the 
global vegetable oil market has improved, under a largely Malaysian-
dominated management of supply. Second, prices are quite volatile, as 
with most simple, non-oil commodities. Third, and taking into account 
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subject to forces of substitution so that, if prices rise strongly, purchasers 
can switch to soybean oil, or other vegetable oils. Third, commodities 
suffer price decline as the demand for manufactured goods is more 
‘income elastic’: individuals and countries buy proportionally more 
manufactured goods (than basic commodities) as they increase their 
income. The longer term decline in relative prices of such commodities 
is well documented (Singer 1950; Prebisch 1962; radetzki 1990). in 
practical terms, over time, more and more oil palm might have to be 
produced and exported to buy the same amount of manufactured goods 
(cars, computers). Such forces have commonly run down the relative 
prices for undifferentiated commodities such as coffee, fruits, minerals 
and many other basic, unprocessed commodities. However, the strong 
rise in food prices over the past decade may have shifted some key foods 
into a special class of commodity, like oil and gas. High grade foods, like 
edible oils, may be escaping this longer term ‘commodity trap’, not least 
because of the links between energy and food prices. These are important 
considerations for the oil palm industry, but less so for the small holders, 
for reasons that will be discussed below.

Major environmental problems are associated with the spread and 
entrenchment of palm oil monocultures. The global picture is not a 
happy one. oil palm development has devastated communities and 
forests across indonesia, following the financial pressures from the 
1997 Asian crisis. Globally, oil palm cultivation areas increased by 
more than 40%, to 10.7 million hectares, between 1990 and 2002 
(casson 2003: 4). More than 3.5 million hectares in indonesia were 
cleared for oil palm (mainly logged and burnt out rain forest areas 
in Sumatra and Kalimantan), rapidly converting indonesia into the 
world’s second largest exporter. The World rainforest Movement 
brands the industry and its rapid expansion as yet another ‘destructive 
monoculture’ which has devastated land rights as well as tropical 
rainforests around the world (WrM 2001). Similarly, the WWF says 
that oil palm expansion ‘not only pose(s) a threat to high conservation 
value forests, but also to freshwater ecosystems, the livelihoods of 
forest dependent peoples, biodiversity and the habitats of endangered 
species’ (casson 2003: 6). Some of these impacts certainly affect the 
daily lives of families in PNG’s oil palm areas, as shown in the section 
below on ‘small farmers’ voices’.

The strong demand helps explain why prices for palm oil have held 
up in the face of increasing supply, mostly from new crops in indonesia 
but also from increased productivity in the Malaysian plantations. The 
volatility of prices (Table 6.2) is a typical feature of major commodities, 
and who bears the risk of this volatility is an important issue. concern 
over volatility has led, in other countries, to floor prices and government 
marketing bodies. Australia, for example, has had public wheat and wool 
marketing bodies for many decades. Nevertheless, the price trend is 
clearly upwards, especially after the 2008 food crisis.

The counter trend in commodity prices has been a longer term decline 
in relative prices (that is, the ‘terms of trade’ of palm oil) against other 
goods, especially manufactured imports. The reasons for this are common 
to many primary commodities (except oil and gas). First, a homogenous 
commodity able to be developed in many countries faces strong forces 
of competition. No grower can dominate the market. Second, palm oil is 

Table 6.2: Average annual prices of crude palm oil (local Malaysian prices), 
1980–2010

RM/tonne RM/tonne

1980 919 1996 1191

1981 964 1997 1358
1982 829 1998 2377
1983 991 1999 1449
1984 1407 2000 996
1985 1045 2001 894
1986 578 2002 1363
1987 773 2003 1578
1988 1029 2004 1610
1989 822 2005 1394 
1990 700 2006 1511
1991 836 2007 2531
1992 916 2008 2778
1993 890 2009 2245
1994 1283 2010 2704
1995 1472
Sources: MPoB 2005 and MPoc 2010: 16; – prices are in rM (Malaysian ringgit) per tonne
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The World Bank and the ADB share a neoliberal approach to agro-
industry which sees greater commodification and deeper penetration by 
foreign investors. This is presented as an opportunity for investors to 
access the resource base of PNG, under the general argument that such 
operations are more productive. yet, apart from the important question 
of ‘who gains?’, international experience does not always support the 
argument that large, chemical-intensive cash cropping produces more 
from the same land. Some small farmers can be very efficient, and small 
farming in developing countries always has a wider range social purposes, 
including food security, social security, the maintenance of culture and 
environmental custodianship. Those benefits are not captured in simple 
export figures. The idea that rural productivity must be considered 
more widely is the ‘multifunctionality’ concept of small farming (rosset 
1999; Mazoyer 2001). initially, the World Bank supported oil palm, 
committing almost US$100 million in loans into agricultural, cash 
cropping projects, between 1983 and 1992. in the 1990s the ADB took 
over this role, committing over US$35 million in loans; and in the mid-
2000s the World Bank resumed responsibility (Table 6.3). AusAiD has 
also contributed to some infrastructure support for the oil palm areas.

in PNG in the mid 1990s, following in the footsteps of the World 
Bank, the ADB put over US$22 million into an Agricultural research 
and Extension Project, which focussed on the commercial development 
of oil palm, coffee and cocoa. The ADB had greater regard for the 
productive potential of oil palm than for coffee, noting oil palm’s increased 
use of fertiliser (ADB 1998). The ADB’s next scheme, announced in late 
2001, the Agro–Enterprises Technical Assistance Loan, did not express 
very clear objectives. it was to provide loans with interest rates of only 
1% (for the first 8 years) and 1.5% for the next 24 years, but 60% of 
this (US$4.5 million) would be used as foreign exchange for the ADB’s 
international consultants. Another US$1.5 million was to be raised by 
the Government of PNG, including from its ‘private sector proponents’ 
(ADB 2001b). The ADB said this Project was about developing:

‘feasibility studies for nucleus enterprise–based development 
projects in agriculture and agro–processing ... [and] pilot activities 
in and around potential nucleus enterprises’ (ADB 2001b) 

European activists have looked at the business links and consumer 
boycott possibilities (eg. Van Gelder 2004), to obstruct the industry or 
draw attention to these damaging ecological developments. on the other 
hand, some international NGos such as the Worldwide Fund for Nature 
(WWF) have begun a process of ‘positive collaboration’ with the oil palm 
industry, attempting to introduce some environmental safeguards and 
raise the notion of a ‘sustainable palm oil industry’ (WWF 2003). Such 
moves could well help legitimise existing operations. Whether they will 
have any substantial impact is another question. This chapter will refer 
to, but not examine in any depth, the environmental impact of oil palm.

oiL PALM AND THE iNTErNATioNAL FiNANcE 
iNSTiTU TioNS

The World Bank and the Asian Development Bank have pushed the PNG 
Government into taking out large loans to support oil palm development 
in PNG, through ‘nucleus estates’ and linked communities of villagers 
using both their own and leased land to grow oil palm. combinations 
of foreign investors and small local groups maintain strong self-interest 
in backing the industry and in presenting it as bringing wider benefits.

There is a longer history to these plantations in PNG. The Germans 
planted oil palm on the rai coast in the 1890s, and there were more 
plantings near Popondetta in the 1920s. However the first substantial 
plantings were in 1966, in a World Bank–backed scheme at Hoskins in 
West New Britain. The Bialla scheme followed in 1972, then Popondetta 
in 1976 (after independence), Milne Bay in 1985 and New ireland in 
1998 (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 1–10). West New Britain set 
the pattern for all these developments, that is: a central (‘nucleus’) private 
(or joint venture) estate with land ‘purchased’ from the state, surrounded 
by small farmers on 99 year lease land (Land Settlement Scheme: LSS) 
and customary owners growing oil palm of their own land (Village oil 
Palm: VoP). The LSS blocks were generally 6 hectare lots of land that 
were originally prepared for returned soldiers, in the colonial period. The 
VoP blocks were encouraged in 2 or 4 hectare lots. Later on, ‘mini-estate’ 
land was leased from groups of customary owners and added to the core 
estate land. All categories of leased or ‘purchased’ land (i.e. estate, mini-
estate, and LSS) have been subject to disputes, due to the unsatisfactory 
nature of transactions in the colonial and post-colonial periods. 



Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea

90 91

Oil palm

of harmful environmental impacts, and small holders have been at the 
economic mercy of price–fixing companies, getting limited returns for 
their fruit. There are other problems. in many places oil palm projects 
have been a front for illegal logging operations. oil palm requires clear-
fell logging (PNGSPS 2003). The large mills are most often the main 
beneficiaries of World Bank, ADB and AusAiD subsidies. For example 
the road works in oro Province, funded by the World Bank, help 
Higaturu trucks collect fruit from small farmers. 

Nevertheless, PNG governments have maintained their support for 
oil palm development. in 2002 the PNG Government allocated five 
million Kina (linked to the ADB loans) for ‘nucleus agro-enterprises’ 
which ‘seek to expand the model that has operated successfully here, 
particularly in relation to our oil palm industry’ (Philemon 2002). rural 
Development Minister Andrew Umbakor said that oil palm was a success 
with ‘the potential for further expansion’ (PTQ 2001: 2), while Prime 
Minister Michael Somare said his Government had ‘identified the oil 
palm industry as a vehicle and growth strategy to enhance the economic 
and socio–indicators of Papua New Guinea’ (Somare 2003). A shifting 
group of regions were targeted for palm oil development (see table 6.4). 
However, following community resistance, including one major court 
case which stopped the collingwood Bay proposal (see Tararia and 
ogle 2010), the emphasis seems to have shifted to consolidating and 
expanding the existing palm oil areas. 

Table 6.4: Proposed new Oil Palm development areas in PNG, 2003
Existing oil Palm 
Areas

Areas PM Somare said ADB 
studies have identified as 
‘suitable’ ( June 2003)

Areas from ‘government 
sources’, based on studies (The 
independent, July 2002)

West New Britain Amazon Bay (central) Amazon Bay (central)
New ireland Arowe (West New Britain) Arowe (WNB)
Milne Bay Turubu/Sepik Plains (E. Sepik) Sepik Plains (E. Sepik)
oro–Popondetta Bewani (West Sepik) Vailala (Gulf )

ramu Plains (Madang)
open Bay (ENB)
Morobe–Gulf Border
collingwood Bay (Milne/oro)

Sources: Somare 2003b; Peni 2002; NB. in 2002 the collingwood Bay proposal was legally 
blocked by Maisin landowners (Ben ifoki and others v The State and others 1999)

The ADB has often stressed the breadth of its projects, and the inclusion 
of small farmers in its projects, for example ‘to increase small holder 
incomes and national output’ (ADB 1998). However it is fairly clear 
that this type of ‘commercially oriented agriculture’ (ADB 2001) is not 
principally aimed at small farmers. The idea of a ‘nucleus enterprise’ 
agro-industry is centred on private corporate development: ‘that 
provides small holders and outgrowers with market outlets, technical 
and financial support, planting materials and social services that cannot 
be provided by either the public sector or the small holders themselves’ 
(ADB 1998). This is a privatisation scheme. Using indirect language the 
ADB is effectively saying ‘we will use public money (most of the finance 
is a low interest loan to the Government) to create facilities that will be 
privately owned, and which will then condition the surrounding farming 
activities of small players’. The outcome of such projects, unsurprisingly, 
is to link small holders into a large monopsony facility, such as the mills 
in Popondetta and Hoskins.

How has oil palm helped livelihoods? it has helped provide extra 
income to some small farmers. However, there have also been a range 

Table 6.3: Multilateral bank cash cropping finance, PNG 1985–2002
Financier Started Project US$m
WB 1983 Agricultural Support Services 14.1
WB 1984 West Sepik Provincial Development Project 9.7
WB 1985 Nucleus Estates and Smallholders Project 

(mostly oil palm, but also cocoa)
27.6

WB 1985 Agricultural credit project 18.8
WB 1992 oro oil Palm Development Project [later 

extended by AusAiD grants]
27

ADB 1995 Agricultural research and Extension Project 
[oil palm, coffee and cocoa]

22.11

ADB 1999–04 Smallholder Support Services Pilot Project 7.6
ADB 2000 Agro–industry Development 0.5
ADB 2002 Preparing the Agriculture and rural 

Development Project
1

ADB 2002–04 Nucleus Agro–Enterprises Technical 
Assistance Loan [oil palm]

5.8

WB 2007–12 Smallholder Agriculture Development [part 
only on oil palm]

27.5

Sources: World Bank 2003d; World Bank 2007; Asian Development Bank 2003c, ADB 2002
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investment of capital … to promote private foreign investment … 
to supplement private investment … to promote ... international 
trade ... to arrange … international loans.’ 

Article one concludes: ‘The Bank shall be guided in all its decisions 
by the purposes set forth above’ (World Bank 1989: Article one). 
Although the contemporary literature of the Bank includes a lot of nicer 
sounding phrases, we can best understand the Bank as a lobby group for 
private foreign investors. The interests of its directors and its neoliberal 
ideology reinforce the constitutional aims. That is why the World Bank 
neglects livelihoods and privileges private foreign investment. 

Were oil palm simply an ‘option’ for small farmers (like cocoa, coffee, or 
vanilla), and not one linked to a socially and environmentally damaging 
monoculture, subject to domination by a single, large, price-setting 
company, its appeal to small farmers might be stronger. However, unlike 
many other cash crops (coffee, cocoa, vanilla, most fruit trees), oil palm is 
a nutrient-hungry plant which cannot be companion planted. it competes 
for space with other crops. construction of monoculture industries, each 
focussed on a private ‘nucleus’ (i.e. a large private company) seems likely 
to tie small farmers into an unequal system, and one from which it may 
be difficult to escape. The disadvantage is not so much a function of world 
prices, as the weak market position given to small farmers.

The focus on resource-based, export-oriented agriculture has been 
driven by the iFis, AusAiD, some foreign corporations and successive 
PNG governments concerned with foreign exchange and government 
revenue. These concerns are not the same as those of customary 
landowners and small farmers, who typically want to maintain the quality 
of their land and enhance their income possibilities. Neoliberal ideology 
regularly seeks to conflate these differing interests. Those interested in 
livelihoods must note the differences.

SMALL FArMErS AND THE oiL PALM EcoNoMy

Small farmers in PNG are at the highly competitive end of a long 
international value chain, and their economics prospects are limited. i 
will explain why and to what extent, in this section. The domination of 
the PNG oil palm industry by large companies, which purchase all the 
oil palm fruit in their area, is central to this problem. 

in late 2003 the World Bank returned to the game, announcing a 
US$25 million package for expansion of oil palm in the four main 
existing plantation and mill areas (oro, West New Britain, New ireland 
and Milne Bay). US$20 million of this would be a World Bank iDA 
loan (low interest, but strict conditions) with the other $5m from the 
European Union, PNG and ‘project beneficiaries’ (World Bank 2003: 
3). A series of general assertions about the PNG economy back up the 
Bank’s argument in support of this new plan, with the central aim being:

‘To promote rapid growth in the rural areas in four oil palm 
growing provinces, by strengthening the small holder oil palm 
sector through capitalising on existing infrastructure, and by 
establishing replicable mechanisms for community driven 
development’ (World Bank 2003: 3). 

This eventually turned into the 2007–2012 project, with additional 
funding from the PNG government (7.4m), the provincial governments 
of oro and West New Britain (10.7m), the PNG Sustainable 
Development Program (10.2m), Smallholders (7.3m) and the oil palm 
milling companies (5.7m). Total funding was US$68.8 million, and 
the aim was to: ‘increase smallholder oil palm productivity while also 
improving local governance through greater community oversight and 
increase overall economic activity in the project areas’ (World Bank 
c.2007).

No evidence is provided by the World Bank to suggest these plans are 
‘community driven’. in fact, communities in New Britain and oro (eg. 
Mamoko 2003) have been complaining for years about land disputes and 
environmental damage from existing oil palm operations. communities 
in Madang have also opposed oil palm development on their land (eg. 
yambai 2003; Paol 2003). Whatever might be the national economic 
benefits from oil palm, it is customary landowners and local communities 
which bear most of the costs.

Why does the World Bank appear so partisan? We must recognise 
that it is not an independent development advisory body. The very first 
constitutional aim of the Bank is: 

‘To assist in the reconstruction and development of territories of 
members by facilitating the
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of food for meals for families on LSS blocks came from gardens, 
compared to 50% for those on VoP. That is, LSS families were more 
dependent on garden food, despite their more intense focus on oil 
palm. The incentive to participate in oil palm for those on VoP blocks 
was said to be not so much for consumption or investment income 
as for ‘redistributing wealth through kin exchange’ (Koczberski, curry 
& Gibson 2001: xvii–xix). Secondly, population growth was creating 
pressures and conflict for those on the leased LSS blocks. Population 
density had increased in the 20–30 years of the schemes, most LSS 
blocks were now multifamily, and sources of social instability included 
resentment at the ‘outsider’ settlers involved. Population pressures had 
led to an increase in reliance on garden food, though the Mama Lus 
program for women (see below) may have offset some of this pressure 
(Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: xx–xxi). Thirdly, there were diverse 
forms of family engagement with the oil palm industry. These included, 
single families, work groups (wok bung), rotation systems and varying 
levels of labour engagement. All these had implications for an industry 
aiming to increase participation and efficiency. Finally, there were land 
conflicts in relation to ‘sold’ and leased land, in relation to the estates 
and mini–estates, the LSS and the VoP blocks. Land conflicts were 
particularly serious in Popondetta. These conflicts were ‘undermining 
small holder commitment to oil palm, and the long term viability of 
the industry’. Several industry interventions had been made to improve 
participation and efficiency, the most successful of which was said to be 
the ‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme, for women (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 
2001: xxiii–xxiv).

Table 6.5 below shows the variety of combinations of plantation 
and small farmer oil palm cropping in PNG, back in the year 2000. 
The ownership structure has changed since then (e.g. the US agro–
business giant cargill took over oro’s Higaturu oil Palm from the 
British commonwealth Development corporation in 2005, but then 
onsold it to the Malaysian state–owned company Kulim, in 2010), but 
the nucleus companies remain much the same. in West New Britain 
(at Hoskins and Bialla), and in oro on the Popondetta plains, small 
farmers on their own customary land or on leased land form a major 
part of the industry. However, all small farmers supply to, and are price 
dependent on, the single large company mill in their area. 

The advantages of oil palm for small farmers have been suggested as 
including the following considerations: (i) controllable pest and disease 
problems; (ii) that oil palm is very productive, and adapts well to different 
soils and conditions; (iii) that the trees can be neglected, if prices fall, and 
resuscitated later on; (iv) that oil palm trees produce fruit (and therefore 
also income) all year round; (v) that the produce of small farmers can be 
completely bought up by the ‘nucleus estate’ mills in their area; and (vi) 
that world prices seem strong (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 18). 
These arguments, however, do not really address the issues of (i) small 
farmers’ weak market position in a long value chain, (ii) the economic 
power of the monopsonist mill, (iii) the ‘crowding out’ of other cash 
crops by a commitment to oil palm, and (iv) the serious environmental 
damage caused by oil palm. on top of this, the relative returns on oil 
palm have been greatly exaggerated.

This section looks at the economic experience of small farmers, 
particularly those in the Popondetta plains of oro Province. it draws 
on interviews and surveys in 2003 and 2005, as well as the best available 
data (as at 2012) on smallholder incomes. it discusses their economic 
returns, the division of value within the industry and oil palm cultivation 
compared to the alternatives.

THE PLAcE oF SMALL HoLDErS iN THE PNG oiL 
PALM iNDUSTry

in November 2001, Koczberski, curry & Gibson (Australian 
academics from curtin University and ANU) published a detailed 
report on ‘small holders’ and oil palm in PNG, looking particularly 
at the West New Britain and the oro/Popondetta schemes. Small 
farmers, oil palm companies and support agencies were consulted, 
and fairly detailed surveys of smallholders were carried out. This 
academic study was co-sponsored by PNG’s oil Palm research 
Association, and the main aim was ‘to help improve small holder 
oil palm productivity’ (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: xvi). That 
is, the report was directed to the industry. it might be useful to 
summarise the report’s main findings here.

This study found, firstly, that oil palm was one of many economic 
activities pursued, and that alternative income sources were important 
for household needs, especially in the leased LSS blocks. About 80% 
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developing feeder roads which help trucks from the Higaturu mill go 
out to collect palm fruit from outlying areas.

However Higaturu, as the only buyer in the area, sets the prices. Small 
growers complain bitterly about low prices. The Growers’ Association 
told me their portion, in the grower-company split on the value of 
growers’ fruit was 55% (A. Koja 2003). Many growers earned about 100 
Kina a fortnight, but this was a family operation and was said to be 
very hard work, particularly compared to coffee or cocoa. in addition, 
the company did not pay separately for the palm kernels, even though 
they were sold separately. The growers believed they should be paid 
separately (A. Koja 2003). Some would like to see a new grower-run 
mill, but this was beyond their means. contrary to the oPic Manager, 
the head of the Growers Association had not seen much improvement 
in living standards over the previous 20 years. He believed growers had 
been kept at a subsistence level (A. Koja 2003). Higaturu would not 
collect fruit from small growers if the roads were run down, and this led 
to the pressure for foreign loans to maintain feeder roads to the mill. 
insecticides were used, as oil palm attracts hordes of rats and flies, and 
the plantation, settlement and village crops used substantial amounts of 
fertiliser (ruki 2003). 

HoW iS THE SMALL HoLDEr SHArE DETErMiNED?

Small farmer participation in the industry is largely conditioned by the 
regional mills which buy all the local fruit and fix the prices for small 
farmers. in recognition of this problem, and of the many complaints, 
there have been several attempts to improve the relationship, through 
reviews of the mills’ pricing fixing decisions (the ‘payout ratio’). These 
reviews have made some modest suggestions for an improvement in 
the small farmer share, but their recommendations have not been 
binding on the companies and have in many cases been ignored. The 
World Bank has tried to discourage government involvement in the 
price reviews, in line with the neoliberal view that ‘markets’ should be 
allowed to set prices.

Despite the very limited impact of the price reviews, analysis of their 
method gives us some insight into the rationale of value distribution 
within the industry. Following is an outline of the price review process, 
and its reasoning.

The experience of oil palm around Popondetta in oro province is 
instructive, for the rest of PNG. The benefits of oil palm for the small 
growers were argued to me back in 2003 by Mr Leo ruki, a Highland 
man and Project Manager for oPic. He claimed that people in the 
villages were wealthier and healthier, with better access to goods (ruki 
2003). in addition, the ‘Mama Lus’ system allowed women collectors 
of fallen and spilt fruit (over 2500 were registered as at December 
2002) to gain some income. in 2003 there were over 40,000 hectares of 
‘village oil palm’, comprising 5,825 growers, (most of their holdings are 
between 2ha and 4ha), and some land settlement schemes (LSS blocks) 
for tenant farmers (ruki 2003). All these small growers sell their fruit 
to the Higaturu mill which, due to the failure of earlier privatisation 
attempts, was still 40% state owned. Although it had been estimated 
that the VoP oil palm plots might be no more than 20% of the VoP 
villagers’ total lands (A. Koja 2003), oil palm is expanding in the region. 
The oil Palm industry corporation (oPic), which services the region’s 
oil palm industry, takes subscriptions from growers but has also received 
substantial finance from the World Bank and AusAiD, mainly for 

Table 6.5: Estate and small holder oil palm in PNG, 2000
Hoskins, 
WNB

Bialla,
WNB

Popondetta, 
oro

Alotau, 
Milne Bay

Lakuramau, 
New ireland

company New 
Britain 
Palm oil

Hargy oil 
Palms

Higaturu 
oil Palms

Milne Bay 
Estates

Poliamba

Estate area, 
ha

23,927 5,600 7,785 6,990 6,000

Estate 
production, 
tonnes FFB

555,680 82,374 147,141 197,885 103,739

LSS area, ha 3,021 2,161 1,045 nil nil
VoP area, ha 1,634 1,067 4,448 536 648
LSS/VoP 
production

277,642 119,730 113,665 9,609 10,616

Mini–estate 
area, ha

7,128 nil 2,051 1,975 309

Total 
production, 
2000

833,323 202,104 260,806 207,494 114,355

Source: Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 6
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of the report: (i) explicit benefits, outside the ‘break even’ rationale, were 
identified as accruing only to the company, and not to the small farmers; 
and (ii) there was a fuller accounting of company break-even concerns, 
and a more limited calculation of small farmers ‘costs’. 

The report draws attention to several benefits, outside the ‘break even’ 
and subsequent ‘payout ratio’ cost calculations, which are available only 
to the milling company:

•	 	Benefits	from	European	Union	duty	exemption
•	 	FFA	(‘free	fatty	acid’)	quality	premiums	
•	 	Gains	from	the	devaluation	of	the	Kina	(devaluation	lowers	costs	of	

production; farmers are paid in Kina but revenue is raised in dollars)
•	 	Non–payment	to	small	farmers	for	company	use	of	shell	fibre	and	

compost materials
•	 	Benefits	from	hedging	and	forward	sales	(Burnett	&	Ellingsen	2001:	3).

Farmers in Popondetta also complain of no separate payment for 
palm kernel (A. Koja 2003). The report endorses the company claim 
of a lump sum deduction of US$80 in ‘sales costs’, before the Payout 
ratio calculation. This sum is said to cover company costs in ‘freight, 
insurance, brokerage, sales commission and overseas port charges’. 
However the figures are largely taken on faith, as detailed accounts could 
not be scrutinised due to ‘commercial confidentiality’ claims (Burnett & 
Ellingsen 2001: 36).

A further category of problems, not mentioned but implicit in the 
pricing review, arises from the choices made in calculating company 
and small farmer costs. The items included in company costs seem to 
comprise a fairly full commercial costing. For example, full labour costs 
(including high managerial salaries), depreciation of capital and various 
separate overhead costs were included (Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 
33–34). on the other hand, labour costs for small farmers were set at 
the minimum rural wage (previously they were 70% of this) and, while 
some land rent was added to the 2001 calculations for LSS farmers, 
no land rent at all is included for VoP farmers (Burnett & Ellingsen 
2001: 31). The implications of these omissions are that (i) the costs of 
small farmers include only bare minimum subsistence wages, while the 
mill calculations include actual premium salaries (New Britain Palm oil 
Limited, for example, notes in its annual report that 40 of its employees 

in 2001 two consultants (Burnett & Ellingsen 2001) prepared a 
report for the commodities Working Group of the PNG Government 
on a price regulation formulation, to protect small holders from the 
economic power of the mills. This was the fourth report in a series. The 
first price review came after an earlier report (Heaslip and Maycock 
1990) had drawn attention to conflict over profit sharing between the 
mill and smallholders. This price review led to negotiations between the 
PNG government and milling companies, to develop a ‘new and fairer 
pricing formula’ (Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 23). A second report in 
1996, commissioned by the World Bank (seeking a lesser role for the 
PNG Government and backed by the companies’ association, the Palm 
oil Producers Association or PoPA), simplified the pricing formula 
and introduced the 55% payout ratio (Por) for smallholders. The 1998 
report (also by the 2001 consultants, Burnett & Ellingsen) urged (i) a 
shift from the 55/45 Por ratio to 60/40, (ii) a reduction in ‘sales costs 
deductions for Palm Kernel from US$80/tonne to US$70/tonne, (iii) a 
shift in extraction rates (from fruit to palm oil) from 22.88% and 4.97% 
to 22.66% and 5.27% (cPo and PK), and (iv) a more commercial 
costing of transport for fruit, so that smallholders further from the mill 
would pay more. only the second recommendation was taken up by the 
companies (Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 24).

in their 2001 report, Burnett & Ellingsen formulated a ‘break even’ 
analysis for both smallholders and the oil palm milling company (the 
‘nucleus estate’). They presented a formula which deducted a collection 
of company ‘sales costs’, then compared the relative costs of small holder 
production with the costs of mill production. Fresh Fruit Bunch (FFB) 
values were converted to crude Palm oil (cPo) prices by a calculated 
extraction rate of 22.66%; similarly, Palm Kernel was converted to 
Palm Kernel oil (PKo) by an extraction rate of 5.27% (Burnett & 
Ellingsen 2001: 24). They came up with a total cost of production figure 
of K110.58/Mt–FFB, split into small holder costs (K65.40 Mt/FFB, 
or 59%) and milling company costs (K45.18Mt/FFB or 40.86%). on 
this basis they slightly revised their 1998 findings, to suggest a 59/41 
revenue split – in other words a recommended increase from 55% to 59% 
(Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 48). 

While in its conclusion the report recommended a 4% increased 
share for smallholders, two broader issues were notable from the method 
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Warner and Bauer’s (2002:10) data on VoP and LSS farmers in oro 
seems to have been obtained from Higaturu, via George curry. They 
put average annual single household income from oil palm (including 
Mama Lus income) at 5,476 per block, 2,952 Kina for two household 
blocks and 2,167 Kina for the average LSS block of 2.9 household. My 
pilot survey in 2005, of 19 oil palm farmers in oro, showed an average 
oil palm income of 3,045 Kina per family per year (Anderson 2006a). 
The World Bank (2010) data, showing an average income of 5,586 Kina 
per year from an average 2ha oil palm block, seems to come from the 
combined mills of PNG. The Bank has engaged with mills in all four oil 
palm provinces, in their most recent project (see Table 6.3).

combining this data with the informal sector surveys, we can draw 
the following conclusions. The average cash crop income of Popondetta 
plains oil palm farmers (VoP, let alone LSS) has not approached the 
average incomes of the informal sector activities, including the roadside 
sellers, at any time in the past decade. (Even this comparison is loaded 
in favour of oil palm, as this crop commits a combined family effort and 
substantial land.) This unfavourable comparison is despite the strong 
prices rises from 2008 onwards. in the early 2000s, combined informal 
sector average incomes in four non–oil palm growing provinces (Sowei 
et al 2003) were in all cases higher, sometimes twice as high, as the VoP 
family incomes in oro Province, and three times as high as the average 
LSS incomes (Warner and Bauer 2002; compare Table 3.1 with Table 
6.6). By 2010–2011, rural roadside seller average incomes in four mostly 
non oil-palm growing provinces (Tables 3.1 and 5.3) were more than 
twice as high as PNG’s average smallholder family incomes from oil 
palm (World Bank 2010).

So, while oil palm figures highly amongst crops producing foreign 
exchange, it is quite misleading to suggest that oil palm is ‘key’ to PNG’s 
agricultural sector, and that it provides ‘very favourable returns’ on land 
and labour (World Bank 2010). There is simply no basis to conclude 
that the foreign exchange contribution from oil palm is matched by 
its contribution to livelihoods. Even worse is the claim by industry 

World Bank 2010, PNG wide (average single 
household 2ha block)

5,586 107

Sources: Warner and Bauer 2002; World Bank 2010; iTS 2011

are paid more than 100,000 Kina per year, and (ii) no opportunity cost 
calculations are made for the land contributions by most customary 
owners (this discounts potentially profitable alternative uses of land). 
Further, no depreciation of land (eg. through soil depletion and chemical 
pollution) is added – in contrast to the depreciation allowances included 
for the companies’ capital investments. The end result of this is to assign 
no value to the contribution of customary and to severely limit the 
returns to small farmers.

rETUrNS oN oiL PALM For SMALL FArMErS

While the Higaturu mill injects cash into the Popondetta plains 
economy, a more careful study is needed to assess the benefits, costs and 
opportunity costs for small farmers. in 2003 the late Anderson Koja, 
former chairman of the Popondetta oil Palm Growers Association, 
estimated that VoP and LSS growers in the Popondetta area only 
received an average of about 100 Kina per fortnight for production 
from their average 2–4 hectare plots of oil palm. Gaining this sort of 
family income required quite a deal of work, at certain times of the 
year, and growers were constantly upset at the poor prices paid for their 
fruit (A. Koja 2003). His estimates can be tested by data from Warner 
and Bauer (2002), my own pilot survey of 2005 and more recent data 
from the World Bank (2010). The results appear in Table 6.6 below 
and show, while that average weekly earnings have risen in recent years 
(along with world prices for oil palm; see Table 6.2) they have never 
approached average informal sector incomes (see chapter Three, Table 
3.1). Smallholder incomes from oil palm are not impressive, given the 
combined family commitment of land and labour.  

Table 6.6: Smallholder (VOP and LSS) Oil Palm household income
Average annual 
income (Kina)

Average Weekly 
Earnings (Kina)

Warner and Bauer 2002, VoP oro Province (av. 
single household block, includes Mama Lus)

5,476 105

Warner and Bauer 2002, VoP oro Province (av. 
dual household block, includes Mama Lus)

2,952 57

Warner and Bauer 2002, LSS, oro Province (2.9 
households per block) 

2,167 42

Anderson pilot survey 2005, VoP oro Province 
(average single household block) * pilot only

3,045 * 59 *

Cont.
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regulated relationship with other powerful players, especially the 
corporate estates. This asymmetrical relationship builds in substantial 
labour commitments. For example, reviewers of the pricing formula 
estimated that VoP farmers with 2ha of oil palm require 110 to 146 
‘man-days’ of labour per year, in the first three years of oil palm farming, 
and 41 to 53 man–days per year after that. LSS farmers on 4 ha blocks 
required 220 to 289 man–days in the first three years, and 70 to 106 
man-days per year after that (Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 9, 11). This 
is a heavy and long term commitment to a single crop and, given that 
each day in these calculations was specifically accounted for, it is likely 
an underestimate. People are usually less efficient than exacting models.

The pricing formula locks in disadvantage. Data from Higaturu oil 
Palm Limited (HoP) in 2004 tells us that small farmer output in the 
Popondetta plains expanded to match the Higaturu estate’s fruit output, 
over the years. However, when the world price of oil palm was high (as 
in 1998, and to a lesser extent in 2004) the fraction of FFB payments to 
the cPo world price declined (HoP 2004). That is, farmers received a 
smaller fraction of the overall value when prices rose. Despite a constant 
payout ratio, the nucleus estates managed to effectively capture most of 
the benefit of higher prices. 

Maintenance of healthy gardens is important, especially in the face of 
land loss to the oil palm monoculture. Despite the income from oil palm 
fruit, farmers remain heavily dependent on their gardens for subsistence 
food as well as other market income (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 
50). others have noted that women farmers generally rely on diverse 
cropping ( Jenkins 1996). in my own pilot studies, most of a Madang 
group expressed a 75–85% reliance on their gardens as a food source, 
while most of a Popondetta group expressed a 75–90% reliance. However 
a limiting factor is that oil palm does not allow for companion planting. 
The palm tree draws heavily on the soil (cELcor 2005; Koja 2005) 
and deprives other plants of nutrients. The competition between oil palm 
and other crops can have serious consequences, through undermining 
both subsistence and other commercial crop options.

This leads to a general and observable lower diversity of cash crops 
in oil palm areas, such as the Popondetta plains. Despite a thriving buai 
market in town, supplied from surrounding areas, the limited wider crop 
production is due to the intensive plantations, the voracious nature of 

consultants that oil palm provides ‘higher rates of return than other 
smallholder investment opportunities’, and ‘above average’ incomes to 
smallholders (iTS Global 2011). Why this misinformation? in the case 
of the industry consultants, the conflict of interest is obvious. With the 
World Bank, we must recognise that this body is constitutionally bound 
to privilege the role of foreign investors.

What are the other relevant livelihood aspects of oil palm in PNG? 
Apart from average incomes we should look at the institutional 
constraints on oil palm smallholder income, the relationship to ongoing 
reliance on ‘garden’ (or subsistence) food, the impact on crop diversity, 
the opportunity costs and the environmental impacts.

Average incomes apart, the superior cash returns are not to be found 
in oil palm. My 2005 pilot study showed a clustering of seven of the more 
successful Popondetta oil palm farmers in cash income levels of 4,000 
to 9,000 Kina, with a median of 5,000 to 6,000 Kina. While these are 
medium income levels, they may also represent a ‘ceiling’ that is difficult 
to surpass. Many oil palm farmers comment (see Section 4 below) that a 
disproportionate effort goes into their oil palm crops. None seem to have 
reached the income levels of the top earners in the roadside seller groups, 
who gained most income from local crops and then supplemented these 
crops with export options such as cocoa, coconut and vanilla. We can see 
much higher incomes from the local market sellers in other provinces. 
The 13 roadside sellers in Madang Province who earned 100 Kina or 
more per day (in 2007, at an equivalent full time rate of 25,000 Kina per 
year), were mostly selling some combination of peanut, buai, daka and 
fruit. The 13 roadside sellers in Morobe who similarly earned over 100 
Kina per day (in 2011), were either focussed on one high value crop (taro 
or cooking banana) or a variety of peanut, cucumber, betel-nut, oranges 
and coconut, usually along with other items such as vegetables, ice, fruit, 
cooked items (see chapters Three and Five). Sales of these crops in local 
markets involve very short ‘value chains’, where the grower is often also 
the seller, and so is not ‘taxed’ by middlemen.

A likely ‘ceiling’ on cash income from oil palm seems related to the 
problems of a longer value chain in many other commodity export 
crops, including coffee (ignoring for the moment niche markets such 
as organic and fair trade coffee). The subordinate relationship that small 
farmers experience with the local ‘nucleus estate’ puts them in a dynamic, 
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of rivers. The principal chemical pollution from oil palm (and this does 
not seem to apply to other PNG crops) is the extensive use of fertiliser 
which (a) to some extent compensates for the oil palm trees’ depletion 
of soil nutrients, (b) adds to the productivity of the trees, and (c) runs 
off into the water table and river systems, causing algae blooms and 
damaging natural biological processes. others have noted the impact of 
oil palm on endangered species, waterways, coral reefs and the oceans 
(Tan 2004: 4.10–4.11).

The environmental costs of oil palm plantations and the large mills 
need to be fully considered with particular reference to: (i) the impact 
of this particular form of monocultural agriculture on crop pests (eg. 
rats, flies) and the local ecology (including soil erosion and biodiversity 
impacts); (b) water and soil pollution by chemical and other wastes (eg. 
rat poison, tree killing chemicals, weed poisons, fertiliser run–off, oil mill 
waste, general mill/plantation sewage). At least ten types of fertiliser 
and ten types of other chemicals (surfactants, herbicide, insecticides) are 
used by the Higaturu Mill. An understanding of the impact of these 
chemicals is necessary for a full accounting of the opportunity costs 
associated with oil palm. 

THE ‘MAMA LUS FrU T ’ ScHEME

There have been exaggerated claims that an oil palm company scheme 
for women represents a great breakthrough, both in livelihood terms and 
for gender relations. it has been said that the ‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme 
might help reduce household conflict, domestic violence and even slow 
the spread of HiV infection (Koczberski 2007; Seeley and Butcher 
2006). This is mostly speculation. i suggest the scheme is better seen as a 
very limited formal sector option.

The scheme was started by oil palm companies in West New Britain 
and the Popondetta plains as an attempt to improve ‘smallholder 
productivity’ and draw in women’s labour. it sets up women–only 
accounts for the women collectors of loose oil palm fruit, scattered 
by the processes of harvesting and hasty road side collection. Prior to 
that, women had been reluctant to join in oil palm work; it was mainly 
seen as men’s work. Koczberski et al (2001: 63) observed that women 
‘identified more closely’ with local markets than with oil palm. However 
they also calculated that the Mama Lus Frut scheme at Hoskins (since 

the monocultures and the substantial labour involved. in my pilot studies 
the diversity of cash crops was lower in the Popondetta group than the 
Madang group. Seven in the Madang group of eighteen had substantial 
income (1,000 or more) from three or more crops. only three in the 
Popondetta group of twenty had substantial income (1,000 or more) 
from three or more crops. Further, the highest annual returns per family 
in the Popondetta pilot survey (9,940 Kina per year) were from a family 
which had (for an oil palm grower) unusually high diversity of cash crops.

opposed to the modest cash income possibilities of oil palm are 
two important opportunity costs, that is, costs involved in excluding 
alternative activities. First, oil palm cultivation tends to reduce the 
diversity of production, by occupying land that becomes closed to 
companion planting. oil palm trees, being highly productive but also 
voracious, then deplete the soil of nutrients. others have observed that: 

‘Growers of other crops can survive price drops more easily because 
they can plant a variety of different crops together (like coconut 
and cocoa). This way the growers always have another source of 
income ands protection from market price changes .. [however] 
oil palm will not allow any other crops to grow alongside it’ 
(cELcor 2005).

This is a common complaint amongst oil palm growers (K. Koja 2005).
it is well to say that oil palm trees can be neglected when prices are 

low (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001:18), and that alternative crops 
(coffee, cocoa, copra) can ‘provide an alternative income source when 
oil palm prices are low’ (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 42–45). 
However neglected hectares of prime land are a wasted resource, and 
alternative crops compete for space with oil palm. Small farmers do not 
have unlimited land, nor should we regard their land as having zero 
opportunity cost. 

Finally, an easily observable cost of the oil palm monoculture is the 
degradation of water and river systems on the Popondetta plains, from 
land clearing, erosion and nutrient–rich fertiliser run–off. Local farmers 
often comment on the changed physical features of the rivers, and it is 
plain to see that many rivers have silted up and are full of green algae. oil 
palm trees require complete land clearance, after logging, and this has 
important implications for erosion, topsoil depletion, and the siltation 
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palm business in the Solomon islands and an 80,000 ha expansion of 
its oil palm operations in West New Britain. New Britain Palm oil also 
became a member of the ‘roundtable for the Production of Sustainable 
Palm oil’, a group that engages with potential critics in the NGo sector, 
to defend its reputation (NBPoL 2004: 8, 11–12). Higaturu oil Palm 
is similar.

Koczberski et al estimated that, at Hoskins in 2000, there were over 
3,000 women on the Mama card scheme, earning an average of 1440 
Kina per year, which represented 26% of total smallholder oil palm 
revenues in that area (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 173–174). yet 
from the NBPoL accounts the average director’s fee was more than 
160 times the average Mama payment, 40 senior employees earned 70 
times the average Mama payment, and payments to the 14 most senior 
managers were more than 270 times the average Mama payment. on 
top of this, post tax profits for NBPoL exceeded 80 million Kina per 
year. it is useful to keep this perspective, when speaking of equity in the 
industry. 

A few years later, in 2003, income from the Mama Lus Fruit 
scheme was noted as having risen to an average of 49 Kina per week 
(Koczberski 2007: 1178), still one of the lowest rural options (see Table 
3.1). Warner and Bauer (2002: 5, 10, 14) had noted that the ‘mama 
cheque’ added only ‘slightly’ or ‘marginally’ to household income, an 
increase of between 8% (in multiple household blocks) and 18% (in 
a single household block). yet the benefits were said to be in the way 
‘that households handle money’: referring to the well known pattern of 
women using money more for family needs, and men wasting it more 
on ‘discretionary spending’ (Warner and Bauer 2002: 6). However no 
household study accompanied this assertion, nor was any evidence given 
of how households managed money before the mama card scheme. For 
example, the possibility that ‘mama card’ money (and any other money) 
might have been simply handed over the male head of the household for 
distribution was not considered. in a similar vein, the assertions about 
the scheme possibly reducing household conflict or slowing the spread 
of HiV infection (Koczberski 2007; Seeley and Butcher 2006) were not 
based on any particular evidence. 

of greater importance, these hopeful theories on the unintended 
gender consequences of the ‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme did not explore 

1997) had delivered an independent source of income to women, who 
spent this money far more according to family needs. The average weekly 
income in 2000 for those with a ‘Mama card’ at Hoskins was 28 Kina 
per woman, which they note was ‘93% of the [very low] average weekly 
wage for low skilled rural workers’. There was apparently strong support 
for this scheme, which gave women greater financial autonomy, and ‘only 
a few women mentioned the strain on the back from bending over and 
collecting loose fruit and none mentioned the time or work conflicts 
between lose fruit collection and their other work roles’. The program, 
they concluded, had been a ‘resounding success’ (Koczberski, curry & 
Gibson 2001: 174, 178, 193). 

There were qualifications. The scheme had in many ways formalised 
the gender division of labour, with the main family account now being 
termed the ‘Papa card’, which drew four times as much income as 
the Mama card, and was used more as discretionary income. Many 
women spoke of ‘the meagre contribution’ made by their husband to the 
household budget (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 174). The Mama 
Lus Frut scheme had been less successful in Popondetta, they said. 
introduced in 1999, the income had been lower than at Hoskins, and the 
Higaturu mill had made loan deductions from the Mama card, where 
it believed family loan repayments were being avoided on the primary 
card. The Mama card had initially been shielded from loan repayments 
to the Mill, for supplied fertiliser and tools, but this was changed when 
it was thought the Mama card was allowing debt avoidance. Higher 
levels of debts avoidance were linked to very low incomes and insecurity 
of tenure on the LSS blocks (Koczberski, curry & Gibson 2001: 195).

However a focus on gender equity, linked to a belief that large 
companies might somehow help reconstruct familial gender relations, 
tends to hide greater issues of equity in the oil palm industry. oil palm 
companies make a great deal of money, largely through the land and 
labour of customary land owning families in their areas. New Britain 
Palm oil, for example, has gained substantial financial strength from the 
land and people of West New Britain. in 2004 the company anticipated 
profits of over 126 million Kina, after paying its six directors one and 
a half million Kina, and after paying more than 100,000 Kina per year 
to 41 of its executive employees (NBPoL 2004: 6). The income also 
helped the company invest in cattle farming, treasury bills, a new oil 
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These concerns underline the precarious existence, the low returns for 
small farmers and the pressure on land created by the oil palm business.

in my pilot survey of small farmers on the Popondetta plains, as well as 
collecting economic data, i concluded by asking small groups of farmers 
their opinion of oil palm and of any particular concerns that they might 
have. i spoke with 16 oil palm farmers and 5 non–oil palm farmers, 
across eleven clan areas. There was very little positive said about oil palm, 
even from those with higher than average returns. They repeated the 
concerns noted by Koczberski et al, and added concerns over:

•	 	Chemical,	soil	and	water	pollution;
•	 	The	appropriation	and	loss	of	customary	land;
•	 	Poor	returns	for	the	effort	involved	in	oil	palm	cultivation;
•	 	The	‘crowding	out’	impact	of	the	oil	palm	plantations	on	other	crops,	

including gardens;
•	 	The	lack	of	support	services;
•	 	Injustices	of	the	industry,	including	broken	promises	about	

the benefits and services to flow from engagement in oil palm 
cultivation;

•	 	The	impact	of	oil	palm	on	biodiversity	and	wildlife	management	
areas (WMAs);

•	 	Health	problems,	which	were	attributed	to	oil	palm	in	their	area,	
usually linked to chemical, soil and atmospheric pollution;

•	 	Problems	of	access	to	and	the	cost	of	transport,	and	inadequate	or	
poorly constructed roads.

The comments of these 21 farmers are set out in the following table. 
Their family annual income (averaged out for a typical family of seven) 
from oil palm as well as other cash crops is in brackets, after their 
comments. Note that some families with low cash crop incomes have 
outside employment, and that income is not included. 

Table 6.7: Comments by small farmers in Oro on the oil palm business
Clan area Comments
1. Ahora Non oil palm grower – the Wildlife Management Area (WMA) has 

been affected by oil palm – Higaturu spraying weed killer affects us – 
rat baits are also washed into our rivers – our water is polluted (156)

2. Sorovi We struggle very hard to meet our families needs – all our needs are 
not being catered for – it is very hard to get cash – we get no help 
from oPic (7,000)

the reasons behind women’s stated preference for participation in local 
fresh produce markets, nor did they compare the relative incomes (and 
therefore the trade–offs) involved. Perhaps it was assumed that only 
formal sector schemes count? in any case, we now know (Tables 3.1 and 
5.3) that the informal sector roadside markets produce women’s incomes 
which are on average three to five times greater than the returns on the 
Mama Lus Frut scheme. Many women would be, to some extent, aware 
of this; on the other hand, the promises of the oil palm industry may 
have misled them. They may also have felt husband pressure to pick up 
the ‘loose fruit’ and use the ‘mama card’ to supplement the family income. 
The poor returns on the Mama Lus Frut scheme seem to compound 
the problems of monoculture and limited crop diversity for subsistence 
gardens and other cash crops in informal markets. on balance it does not 
appear to offer strong support for either women’s or family livelihoods.

SMALL FArMErS’ VoicES

What do small farmers themselves say about oil palm? Any serious 
analyst has to listen to the voices of those involved in the industry, and of 
those nearby. Previous studies have noted the concerns of ‘small holders’ 
in PNG’s oil palm business as including worries about (i) poor prices, 
(ii) the maintenance of other produce as sources of market income, and 
(iii) the maintenance of garden food, and concerns over food security. 
They say ‘Now the price of oil palm has dropped, we rely on the chicken 
business and local markets’; ‘garden food is something that is very 
important’; ‘if the [oil palm] price drops significantly, then where will 
we find food to eat?’; and ‘i worry about my children. What will they eat 
if we don’t have garden food?’ (Koczberski, curry and Gibson 2001: 66, 
150). in another report, elder Hubert Seheute of Hohota village, who 
has spent twenty years working oil palm, explained: 

‘i thought i would be a rich man, but i am still looking for it. i 
have no money at this time. i don’t have feeder road to my block. 
Hunting, gardening and other vacant land are now needed for 
oil palm. Fertile flat lands are most suitable for oil palm and it is 
now consuming what used to be our gardening land’ (in Aurere 
2003: 3). 
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13. Ahora Labour is intense, less benefit – could be a good means of income 
but a hard task – not fit to work alone, need the whole family – more 
time is spent, little benefit – it cannot support the whole family – 
water is contaminated with chemicals – no buffer zones [next to 
rivers] – health problems – rotten fruit in the river too – air pollution, 
rain is acidic and attacks crops – pollution causes respiratory 
problems such as asthma, especially in babies – oil palm is a threat 
to native forest, it may take over rainforest and destroy it – no better 
drinking water, all water is contaminated (2,975)

14. Gona Best cash crop but a very hard job – payment to growers is not 
adequate – families with many children have many problems [lack 
of income] – oK for families with two kids – oil palm gives us 
sickness (TB) and shortage of water – fish from river and sea are also 
damaged or sick – our environment and land has been damaged by 
oil palm (9,940)

15. oro Bay Non oil palm grower – no view on oil palm (n/a)
16. Ango Non oil palm grower – will not have oil palm on my land – no 

extension services and no–one told me about the impact of oil palm 
– ‘after 50 years all the land will be damaged’ – that’s why i don’t 
plant oil palm – there has been chemical change from the estate and 
mini–estate – the river water was clear in the past and is now dirty – 
the culverts have been badly constructed, against my advice, causing 
erosion of my clan’s land, the road will wash away in the next big 
rains – oil palm pollutes the river, i hate oil palm – there’s not enough 
money in it and there have been empty promises of better housing, 
sanitation, etc – but from experience, the benefits have been less (602)

17. Ango Just began growing oil palm – problems with payments and the 
environment – i was misled into planting oil palm and there will be 
no more, no expansion – now afraid of land being damaged and water 
polluted – protein in the rivers (fish and prawns) has been damaged – 
there might be a problem in the food chain (450)

18. Embogo Non oil palm grower – no view on oil palm (1,225)
19. Dombada Non oil palm grower – no view on oil palm (1,272)
20. Erora Non oil palm grower – water has been affected here – algae growth 

in the rivers (Ambogo and Erora) – fish have been affected, they are 
unhealthy, small and have sores – a new type of snake has appeared 
(black with a white belly, poisonous) – in 2003–04 there was a 
big oil palm leak at oro Bay when a ship was being filled – in the 
1980s there was resistance and arrests when the Ambogo Estate was 
converted to oil palm from cocoa (1,470)

21. Sorovi i grow oil palm on an LSS block but am a firm opponent of oil palm 
– campaigning to draw attention to the damage caused by oil palm – 
‘i hate it’ (2,184)

3. Kakandetta Land has been taken by the state – we have limited land – chemical 
pollution has an impact – our gardens are next to a plantation – there 
has been a change in the size and quality of vegetables – i have mixed 
feelings, oil palm has taken a lot of land/space and we have to buy 
chemicals (146)

4. Sorovi returns are not really what we are supposed to get – most costs are 
on the grower – chemicals, tax, shipments – the company gets most 
benefit – we have all the risks – the world price is 450 Kina per tonne 
and we get 121 Kina, and no money for the kernel – oil palm is not 
helping our people – there is no feedback from services (oPic) – 
Higaturu doesn’t do anything for us (6,000)

5. Kakandetta oil palm is not a good return for the work (3,937)
6. Kakandetta We didn’t know about the impact before growing oil palm – i am 

beginning to hate oil palm – the problems are transport, price and the 
single factory (7,420)

7. Gona We knew it would change our lives, but i find it hard to believe we 
are going backwards – the effort we give, we are not getting what we 
expect – the problems? shortage of land and land disputes, the money 
is not sufficient, it goes quickly (this is where price comes in) and the 
health problems – babies and water – there is a lack of water and the 
water is not clean – it used to be clean (2,145)

8. Sosoba oil palm has brought injustice – the company didn’t look at our 
needs – land was taken by the company (the Ambogo Estate) – they 
promised electricity, but didn’t deliver – they destroyed our land with 
polluted water – there are now typhoid, diarrhoea, cysts, asthma – oil 
palm depletes the soil – i would like to get rid of oil palm, and move 
to other crops such as vanilla and cocoa (6,341)

9. Aeka Local contractors pick it up (there is a bigger cost being further 
from the mill) – fruit is sometimes left to rot – it is grown as another 
option (it replaced cocoa, because of lack of support for cocoa) – 
there is much more effort in oil palm than buai and peanut – most 
time is spent on oil palm, more time than in the gardens – there is 
lots of abandoned oil palm lots in this area – it’s just too hard – we 
are looking for an alternative, thinking to go back to cocoa, though 
there is no fermentary at the moment – oil palm has an impact on 
soil fertility, we tried to grow bush bananas with it, but they don’t 
grow well together – gardens next to oil palm have problems (1,680)

10. Ahora oil palm was to have brought social development – but we have not 
got the maximum benefit – there is water pollution – people were 
encouraged to plant oil palm for ‘better houses and services’, but this 
has not happened – there are price problems and land degradation 
(372)

11. Ahora oil palm is labour intensive – not maximum benefits – there is water 
contamination – land degradation – palm seeds are getting into the 
native forests (796)

12. Gona oil palm is hard work for less money – the price varies – problems 
with pick ups – problems with water – not good drinking water and 
people are sick – an outbreak of TB (4,783)
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These reviews have built in assumptions which favour the mills and 
undervalue the contributions of both customary land and the labour of 
the landowners.

Average family cash returns on VoP oil palm blocks remain half or 
less the average returns of roadside sellers, and others in the informal 
sector. For those on LSS blocks the returns are worse. Further, and due 
to the price–fixing power of the mill, a cash income ‘ceiling’ seems to 
apply to even the most hard working and productive of oil palm farmers. 
Even if they gain above average incomes, there is no evidence that they 
can reach incomes approaching those farmers engaged in very high 
income hybrid livelihoods, for example incorporating peanuts, buai, 
melon, cocoa, coconut and other more flexible crops.

The ‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme, hailed as an important gender equity 
initiative, in fact provides one of the lowest income options in rural PNG, 
for some quite difficult work. collecting spilt fruit is literally picking 
up the crumbs of a very lucrative industry. There is no real evidence to 
support the claims that the program has improved rural gender relations; 
and the advocates of this line have not seriously considered the informal 
sector alternatives for women.

Those families concerned about the problems they face with oil palm 
should seek out some independent advice on their alternatives, and ways 
they might phase out their commitment to this monoculture.

oiL PALM AND LiVELiHooDS

Despite it being a highly profitable industry for the few companies 
involved, oil palm is not a superior livelihood option for rural families in 
PNG. Average incomes are lower than many of the informal sector, the 
environmental costs are high and the inflexibility of the monoculture 
does not permit it to contribute effectively to the more valuable hybrid 
livelihoods. 

The main problems facing small farmers in the oil palm industry are 
that they have poor information on the costs and benefits of oil palm 
cultivation, and the alternatives. The economic limits smallholders face 
are imposed by their weak market position in a long export industry 
value chain, and by their weak market relationship with a large price–
fixing mill. The crop is also an inflexible form of land use, requiring land 
clearing and preventing companion planting. This contributes to pressure 
on gardens and lower cash crop diversity. The serious environmental 
impacts from soil erosion and chemical pollution is more pronounced in 
oil palm than with any other crop grown in PNG. 

The main alternatives to small farmer engagement with the oil palm 
industry involve retaining control of customary land and using it for 
some more flexible combination of domestic and export crops, with 
some degree of specialisation and some degree of diversity. High value 
domestic crops include peanut, buai, various fruits, cucumber, taro, 
cooking banana, coconut and fish; while export crops which allow 
greater degrees of companion planting include copra, cocoa and vanilla. 
The hybrid livelihoods bringing highest returns to PNG’s rural families 
seem to combine small businesses with well focussed domestic crops, 
some export options and some formal sector employment. customary 
landowner-led collaborations in marketing – as well as in land care and 
environmental management – can also open better livelihood options.

The international Finance institutions, in particular the World Bank, 
have driven and subsidised oil palm development (often with loans, 
that PNG must repay) because of their constitutional and ideological 
commitment to foreign investors. They do not have a livelihood focus, 
nor a focus on ecological sustainability. Small farmers in PNG now 
contribute a large share of oil palm fruit production, but they gain a 
very small share of the value from the industry. Successive reviews of 
the price-fixing/payout ratio have failed to significantly improve this. 
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introduced and neo-colonial organisational models clash, not just with 
traditional values, but with the better traditional values. yet is has proven 
difficult to disentangle the competing systems. Much of this is due to the 
incomplete decolonisation of agricultural relations. Land use systems 
from the colonial era persist. For example, through developments such 
as ‘agro-nucleus’ estates and semi-privatised plantations, agri-business in 
PNG has juxtaposed distinct conceptions of land (commodified, rather 
than inalienable), of management (hierarchical instead of collaborative), 
of production and benefit sharing (exclusionary and for private 
accumulation, rather than inclusionary for clan and family sharing). it 
is perhaps not surprising that such clashes of values have undermined 
many of PNG’s larger agricultural ventures. There has been conflict and 
collapse in coffee and coconut plantations. oil palm developments face 
resentment and resistance. So where then are the better future options 
for PNG’s small farmers?

This chapter briefly considers the uneasy post-colonial legacy in 
PNG’s plantations, along with some of the more promising village-level 
initiatives, before moving to a detailed case study of village cooperation. 
The Sausi community in Madang province, mostly without external 
support, has constructed wider forms of village cooperation which, it 
seems to me, deserve attention. 

PNG AGri-BUSiNESS AND LocAL iNiTiATiVES

Due to the character of PNG’s independence process there was no 
sudden rupture with the colonial plantation systems, but rather a gradual 
attempt at ‘nationalisation’ and some redistribution of alienated lands. 
Historically, colonial PNG had been forced into commodity production 
through a process driven by Australian, British and German capital. 
This process included forced, semi-forced and often unpaid labour, and 
virtually no compensation for appropriated land (Gregory 1979). yet, 
after independence, attempts to restore and extend PNG systems, or to 
effectively engage them with the plantation systems, have been slow and 
weak. indeed, there has been a resurgence of similar systems through the 
neoliberal notion of ‘agro-nucleus’ estates for oil palm. Modernist ideas 
have assisted this neo-colonialism, by asserting an ‘evolution’ away from 
traditional systems and into an inevitable commercial and privatised logic.

 

V i l l a g e  
c o o p e r a t i o n

2

The problems small farmers face in PNG’s oil palm industry are 
not only to do with the monopoly power of the companies, nor 
the damaging character of that chemical-dependent monoculture; 
though these are serious enough. There is also the dilemma of how 
to productively engage or cooperate on wider basis, in a Papua New 
Guinean way in the post–colonial context, and beyond the traditional 
extended family. How can they build new options from a customary 
base? This is a question that has arisen in all the other plantation and 
agro-industries in rural PNG. Wider cooperation, of course, opens up 
new opportunities; yet the terms of engagement are critical. 

7
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and oil palm projects came in behind. Some years later, these same 
communities were complaining bitterly about environmental damage 
and broken promises over the supposed benefits of oil palm (Albert, 
olivier and Fairley 2010).

This is a pattern from which it is difficult to break because, while 
new cooperative initiatives are popular and widespread, government 
policy has mostly followed the ‘old economics’ approach of pushing large 
formal sector projects and privileging ‘export driven development’. This 
conditions the support given to such initiatives (ingipa 2012). The result 
is that most smallholder credit and technical assistance goes into the 
export crops such as oil palm, coffee, cocoa and coconut. 

Nevertheless, women’s groups have gained some support for their 
cooperatives in vegetable marketing, taro markets, coconut oil processing, 
piggeries and poultry, crafts and floriculture (Malum Nalu 2010; Nari 
Nius 2011: 8). The latter, cultivation of flowers (orchids, potted plants 
and cut flowers) sells into local markets and tourist hotels as well as 
providing for export markets. And some government support for small 
fishing cooperatives has been an exception to the ‘export driven’ norm 
(NFA 2012). More recently the country’s major agricultural support 
agencies (NAri, cci, cic, oPrA, oPic and the FPDc) formed 
a new ‘think tank’ to develop new ‘agriculture for development’ ideas 
(Nari Nius 2011: 1–2). However five of those six agencies (i.e. all except 
the Fresh Produce Development Authority) are constituted to support 
export crops, so they will find a change in paradigm difficult.

Nevertheless, there are constant initiatives amongst farming families 
to build on their traditional base. A number of these were seen during 
the 2011 roadside seller surveys (see chapter Five). Some were simple 
extensions of a family business, such as the man in Gabensis village 
(Morobe) whose family had two cocoa fermentaries, and bought 
additional cocoa bean from other small growers, then onsold it to a local 
company (Amos 2011). 

it is perhaps not surprising that women have started many of the 
fresh produce cooperatives, because women already dominate vegetable 
growing and marketing. We heard of two such women’s cooperatives 
in Morobe. They were looking for new markets for surplus production. 
These co-ops (Wansep and omsis) have members which work together 
to ship their produce (fruit, coconut, vegetables and orchids) from 

This liberal modernism, which argued benefits for all, drew 
‘smallholder’ families into the new schemes. coffee, which spread 
through the Highlands and Morobe in the colonial 1950s and 1960s, 
was a crop that was easy to grow and transport, but subject to volatile 
prices. By the mid 1970s there were an estimated 50 million trees in 
PNG (Townsend 1977: 419). copra and cocoa plantations drew in 
tenant farmers; and, after independence, oil palm estates took over 
alienated lands. yet the semi-privatised experiments in highlands coffee 
plantations faced great internal problems, both in the boom times and 
in the late 1980s, when producer prices crashed (connolly 2005: 19, 77). 
These problems had much to do with community rejection of private 
accumulation (whether by estate companies or by plantation ‘big men’) 
and its inability to contemplate wider benefit sharing. Profiting from 
community land, yet not sharing those profits with the community, is 
usually seen as an anti-social act, in PNG culture.

A few years after independence there were reviews of the attempts to 
return copra, coca and coffee plantation lands to nationals and to increase 
nationals as managers in plantations. This was a process at times called 
the ‘decolonisation’ of the plantations. yet the deficiencies in including 
Melanesians as managers were fairly stark (Ndawala–Kajumba 1981; 
Mel 1981). The plantations generally did not present distinct PNG 
features. To the contrary, across the Melanesian countries, promises were 
being made to families about the great benefits of engaging with the 
entirely foreign structure of a giant oil palm company. Here the large 
company with a central plantation estate called on a periphery of small 
farmers to provide it with leased land and additional fruit, at prices fixed 
by the corporate estate. The contribution of PNG culture to this process 
was limited to cooperative production within families, on family land.

The opportunity costs of going down this road could be quite stark. 
in the Morovo Lagoon area of the Solomon islands, Greenpeace 
demonstrated in the late 1990s that industrial logging and oil palm would 
displace more than three times its value in small scale productive activity 
such as fishing, local markets, eco-tourism, paper making, local crafts. 
Some of these activities included the adaptation of outside technologies 
(such as mobile saw mills for eco-forestry, and international eco–tourist 
marketing) into more traditional businesses (LaFranchi and Greenpeace 
1999; oliver and Greenpeace 2001). Nevertheless, the loggers descended 
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year, many times more than the highest oil palm farmer’s family income. 
Notable here is that the start-up capital for cocoa processing was largely 
drawn from sales in local markets.

These same cocoa farming families also shared organic technologies 
on pest control and plant nutrition, to avoid costly and toxic chemicals. 
While the cci (cocoa coconut institute) had encouraged the use of 
weedicide and fertiliser in cocoa cultivation, and some had complied, 
others avoided it. instead, they used some nitrogen fixing trees 
(Gliricidia), birds-eye chilli as insecticide, along with goat and fish waste 
as fertiliser. chemicals were much more frequently used in oil palm, and 
sometimes in coffee (Sindana 2011).

commerce in local markets across the provinces has been innovative. 
one particularly interesting collaborative development was in the 
lucrative buai (betel nut) trade, where typically highlanders buy buai and 
daka (mustard) wholesale from the coast, then ship it up to the highland 
provinces. The buai trader buses are a regular feature of highway life. 
Almost at the extreme ends of this trade, one clan in the East Sepik 
had been selling to Western Highlanders, by shipping buai (along with 
cocoa) by boat south to Bogia (in Madang province) and there by bus 
down to Madang and then up to the Highlands. What was distinct here 
was that the deals were done by mobile phone and the money wired, in 
advance, to the Sepik clan chief ’s bank account. A single transaction 
could be K30,000. The chief would then distribute the money amongst 
the clan including, at times, contributions to the local school and some 
community projects (Kayonga 2011). 

Formal co-operatives are better entrenched in East New Britain 
(ENB), where they have grown from their export crop origins (in 
cocoa and coconut) into wider aims. The dozens of co–ops in ENB 
have extended into fresh food and finance. Many now have mixed 
social and commercial aims, apparently with some coordination by the 
churches. cooperative and individual bank accounts have been used to 
finance school fees and church projects (Varagat 2011). The East New 
Britain Women and youth in Agriculture cooperative Association 
(ENBWyiAcA) has attracted attention and some support, in recent 
years. in 2011 there were 25 registered cooperative societies in ENB, 13 
of which were affiliated with the ENBWyiAcA. They shared a focus on 
the range of local and export market produce, of importance to women 

Lae through to the capital, Port Moresby. They coordinate and share 
in the hire of shipping containers. Some sales have been made to Fiji 
and Australia (Nawasio 2011). Further up the highway in the Eastern 
Highlands, a smaller group of women also jointly market vegetables to 
Port Moresby. They pay the costs of bus transport from Goroka to Lae, 
as well as container hire from Lae to the capital. At Port Moresby they 
pay porters and make use of relatives (aunties and cousins) to take their 
produce (carrots, cauliflower and sweet potatoes) to Gordon’s market. 
There is risk and sometimes spoilage, but they factor this into the 
operation. They do not consider what they are doing a ‘cooperative’, but 
simply a form of working together (Atizo 2011). Probably the word ‘co-
operative’ has some other meaning, as there has been government ‘seed 
money’ for such organisations; but typically that money just disappeared 
and the ‘co-operative’ never materialised (Aipapu 2009).

Another marketing initiative in Morobe, this time with NGo support, 
seems to have failed in its wider aims; but the technology was picked up 
and used by a number of families. A fish breeding project, backed by 
an aid agency (Bris Kanda) and drawing on some college training from 
Unitech, joined a number of Morobe families in fish breeding production 
and marketing. These are fresh water fish raised in ponds. The aim was 
to raise and sell ‘fingerlings’ (baby fish) to other communities across 
the province. However, due to management conflicts, the collaboration 
broke down and just one family proceeded with the sale of fingerlings. 
The other families maintain their fish farming for consumption and the 
retail market (Nawasio 2011). These fish farms are a relatively recent 
addition to small farming, and can be seen dotted across the highlands, 
Morobe and Madang.

cross investment, in the various elements of hybrid livelihoods, can 
be seen amongst roadside sellers with local market sites. This included 
investment in small scale infrastructure. in Morobe’s Goraku market, for 
example, the local sellers had constructed six pit toilets (four for women 
and two for men), for the customers and sellers, as well as shade for 
the stalls. At yalu, revenue from the roadside sales (peanut, kulau and 
banana), combined with sales of chicken and cocoa, had been used to 
invest in forty (40) cocoa fermentaries. one family in this group was 
selling between 11 and 13 bags per month, at a current rate of K360 
per bag (Sindana 2011). That amounts to more than 50,000 Kina per 
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2003 and 2009, and several reports prepared by yat Paol, a member of 
the Madang–based Bismarck ramu Group (BrG). Both yat and the 
BrG have supported the Sausi community in their self-determination 
efforts since 1998.

Sausi is an area comprising Ward 11 of the Usino Local Level 
Government (LLG) area. it has organised itself into three zones, each of 
which has its own planning committee; yet the three zones come together 
into a combined committee for a number of key issues (Paol 2009). The 
whole Ward area has 14 or 15 clans (extended families), each clan has 
10 to 20 families and total individuals in 2009 were about 1,200 (Marai 
2009). The chief representative of Sausi has been Mr Aipapu Marai, who 
also became chairman of the ramu Valley Landowners Association 
(rVLoA), a group formed to defend customary land from a threatened 
corporate takeover. Aipapu also holds positions of responsibility in the 
Evangelical Brotherhood church, the Sausi Primary School and has 
represented the Ward in local government since the mid 1990s. He and 
his wife Bima have five children.

The rVLoA represents the traditional landowners of a much wider 
area than Sausi, in fact several Ward areas about the size of Sausi, along 
the upper part of the ramu river Valley (the ‘Apa ramu’). This takes in 
the areas of Sausi, Koropa, yakumbu, Usiama, Boko, Urigina, Danaru, 
Usino, Sepu and Garaligut. So when talking about Apa ramu resistance 
to oil palm, we are speaking of this larger group; when speaking of the 
Sausi initiatives, reference is to that smaller community of 14 or 15 clans.

in 1999 the Apa ramu people were taken by surprise to discover 
that soil surveys and other assessments for oil palm development had 
been carried out on their land. Apparently this idea formed part of the 
Madang regional government’s five year development plan. Along with 
a large nickel mine, tourist development in Madang town, upgrading 
of the wharf, roads and airport, and industrial development in Walium/
Usino and Saidor, there were plans for a 35,000 hectare expansion of oil 
palm into the upper ramu valley, just downstream from the large ramu 
Sugar estate (alienated land which had been used as a sugar plantation). 
in June 2000 an agreement was signed, in indonesia, between the PNG 
government and the commonwealth Development corporation (at that 
time the major shareholder in the ramu Sugar estate) for this proposed 
oil palm project. ramu Sugar Ltd was ‘diversifying’ into oil palm, and 

(NAri 2011: 8). oil palm was not part of those activities, although that 
monoculture is more recently making some inroads into ENB.

clan collaboration in commerce can be seen in ENB. The inland 
Baining people are now the dominant force in peanut wholesaling 
around Kokopo and rabaul (Tongne 2011). They cultivate and sell 
on a substantial scale, but are rarely seen in retail markets. The retail 
business is carried out by women from the ‘internal immigrant’ families 
(from the Sepik or Bougainville, for example) who have less land and 
who originally came to ENB to work in the plantations. They buy large 
bunches and bags from the Bainings. 

Many western writers share the modernist and ‘evolutionary’ 
assumption that small scale initiatives based on traditional systems 
cannot move much beyond that small scale, or cannot work in a wider 
context. For example, using ‘game theory’ and self-interest modelling 
Dwyer and Minnegal (1997) show that sharing by sago producers in 
Gwaimasi (in PNG’s Western Province) has its limits. They demonstrate 
that clan sharing with others (‘reciprocal altruism’) may only persist if 
the eventual possibility of reciprocity (by the ‘free riders’) exists. i would 
have thought that this was fairly obvious, and that the more interesting 
element here is that this ‘reciprocity’ so easily breaks the temporal limits 
of conventional commerce.

We have seen a few examples of medium scale business developed 
through various forms of village cooperation. Let’s now have a look 
at one community in Madang, which has developed its own forms of 
cooperation, including village co-finance.

SAUSi ‘STArTS A FirE’

The Sausi initiatives began as a reaction to planned expansion of oil 
palm onto their lands, but then turned into a creative phase. one of the 
participants said that Sausi had ‘started a fire’ (Letu 2009), with its firm 
resistance to oil palm and the decision to take another development path. 
This was a process referred to by another Madang man (paraphrasing an 
old expression) as ‘building their own road by walking it’ (Paol 2009). 
it is useful to look at this process in two parts: the initial campaign 
to block oil palm expanding onto their land, and the rise of their own 
development organisation: the Sausi Poverty reduction and Alleviation 
Group (SPrAG). This account draws on my own interviews, between 



Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea

122 123

Village cooperation

fertiliser. This money would be repaid to the company when the trees 
bore their first fruit and this was sold to the company. However there 
were rumours of other big money being thrown around, to divide them. 
on 9 January 2002 the rVLoA organised a big meeting in Sausi village. 
The aim was to develop strategies to protect their land. They built allies 
in the region and made sure their voice was heard by everyone.

When i first visited the Upper ramu in February 2003 the anti-oil 
palm campaign was well underway. i met and then accompanied Aipapu 
on a visit to the district administrator, to present a letter on oil palm. 
i interviewed landowners outside Sausi, and they said the same: they 
were firmly against oil palm (Kapior 2003; yambai 2003). The following 
month, the rVLoA took out full page advertisements in the Wantok 
and Post courier newspapers. in no uncertain terms they declared:

‘We the landowners … wish to make it perfectly clear that 
there will be No oiL PALM project on oUr LAND!!! … 
The proposed oil palm project is an agreement by the National 
Government, Provincial Government, ramu Sugar company 
and overseas investors and DoES NoT iNcLUDE THE 
LANDoWNErS … We, the landowners, are developing and will 
continue to develop oUr LAND on our terms … We therefore 
sternly warn all those parties involved in wanting to use oUr 
LAND for oil palm to STAy oUT! Any attempts to bring oil 
palm on our land will be strongly resisted … yoU HAVE BEEN 
WArNED!!!’ (onot et al 2003)

A friend at the time reminded me that, under customary law, the 
theft of land was the most serious of crimes, attracting the most severe 
penalties. These warnings would have been taken seriously.

in June of that same year there was an oil palm conference in Kimbe, 
West New Britain (WNB). This was the site of the biggest oil palm 
development in PNG. The BrG suggested the rVLoA send some 
representatives to Kimbe, to see how other communities had been 
affected by the WNB oil palm industry. The Upper ramu people were 
reluctant. They did not need any convincing that oil palm was a bad idea. 
They had lived down the road from the ramu Sugar estate for many 
years, and saw few benefits and many problems from that. And many 
of their own people had travelled to work in the oil palm areas of West 

the Madang regional government had a 20% share in ramu Sugar (Paol 
2003; Paol 2004). The scale of this project (35,000 hectares plus the 
ramu Sugar lands) could have created the largest oil palm area in PNG. 
yet no–one had told the local landowners and, when they heard, they 
were both afraid and angry.

Aipapu explains the background:

‘one white man from Australia [called John] who worked with the 
company … saw one of [our] old men and told him ‘ramu Sugar 
will change into oil palm and they will get your land and plant oil 
palm from the edge of the hills through the whole of the ramu 
valley. you will be pushed up the hills to live, you won’t live on the 
valley anymore’.’ (Marai 2009)

The old man didn’t know whether to believe this, so he made some 
more enquiries. When the story seemed true, the old man sought out 
Aipapu and delegated him to lead on the oil palm issue. They organised a 
meeting at Kokopine village. ‘How would we stop the oil palm? … i got 
organized with the other nine ward councillors in Usino LLG and we 
formed an Association called the ramu Valley Landowners Association 
(rVLoA).’ After that the BrG got in touch with them and said they 
were a group who worked with landowners who opposed big corporate 
projects: ‘So i was happy and got them to help us in our fight against the 
oil palm’ (Marai 2009).

in August 2001 the rVLoA organised a meeting with the Madang 
provincial administration to discuss the oil palm plans. The meeting 
tuned ‘sour’. yet only one of the Upper ramu landowners (FM, and a 
small group of his followers) was pro-oil palm (Paol 2004). in october 
the local media reported Minister Andrew Kumbakor saying that oil 
palm was ‘the success story of PNG’ (Paol 2004). Not only was there a 
difference between the government and the land owners, apparently the 
government felt it could ignore the clear wishes of the legally recognised 
customary owners of the land on which this development was planned. 

This official arrogance towards the landowners, failing to even 
consult, hardened their position. First they would get rid of any dissent 
in their ranks, so they could present a united face. As in other areas, the 
oil palm companies would offer ‘soft loans’ of up to 10,000 Kina, to help 
the smallholder farmers get established, by purchasing seedlings and 
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diverse crops for local markets, Sausi’s plans were the most innovative, 
and built on a steady investment in cocoa and other crops. Not losing 
sight of the resistance to oil palm, Aipapu said: 

‘How are we going to stop oil Palm? This land has to be planted 
with something else to show to the Government and the company 
that we have the plan for our land use … so we formed a group to 
plant cocoa. The people agreed for each family to plant 1000–2000 
cocoa trees. Now there are eight or nine cocoa driers in the 
community … we plant rice, we have fish ponds … eight fish ponds 
in the community … 1000–2000 fish in each pond ready to be sold 
or for protein … There are other things for cash income. We also 
have peanuts … We plant water melon and betelnut to are sold 
… we landowners sell cash crops and have control over our land.’ 
(Marai 2009).

The cocoa trees were sources of cash income, but also ‘signals’ in the 
bush that the land was under landowner control. Sausi’s fish ponds and 
rice fields were initially aimed at home consumption, but there were 
some commercial possibilities down the track. Maintaining control of 
clan land allows for this. The small farming projects intensified, and 
the revenue from peanut, melon and cocoa allowed Sausi leaders to 
contemplate wider investments, in their own community.

in 2008 the Sausi committee created a new group (effectively in place 
of a Ward Development committee) which clearly borrowed some 
of the language of international finance agencies. The ‘Sausi Poverty 
reduction and Alleviation Group’ (SPrAG) set up a series of programs 
which seem quite unique, and certainly ‘home grown’ (Letu 2009). 
While it handles large sums of money, the group is not incorporated, nor 
does it see any need to incorporate (Paol 2009). The group co–finances 
family and clan businesses, offers scholarships and supports community 
projects. in 2009 the chairman was charles Kupi and the Treasurer 
Nauns Letu, a pastor in the Kokopine Assembly of God church. Nauns’ 
family has three cocoa fermentaries and they have ambitious plans for up 
to 100 hectares of cocoa trees (Letu 2009). Aipapu said this of SPrAG:

‘it all about people helping each other. We have organized for 
individuals in the community to contribute finance to projects in 
the community. We can give money to someone in the community 

New Britain and the Popondetta plains, and they had returned to say 
they did not want to see that on their land (Paol 2012). in the end, the 
rVLoA was encouraged to send two representatives (Beny Kapior and 
his sister Aikum Kapior) so that the other groups could see how the 
Upper ramu resistance was being organised. yat observed that these 
two, with limited education and limited English, came across as more 
confident and clear than many of the better educated landowners from 
other areas (Paol 2012).

With strong leadership and a united front, the rVLoA were staring 
down the government–corporate plans. in the next stage, they would 
announce their alternative ‘model’. That is, they would not just oppose 
‘development’ and do nothing; they would make it clear that they were 
‘developing’ their land in a distinct way. This was best summed up in a 
Tok Pisin letter they set to government and then made available to the 
media. Headed ‘ol Papa Graun Bilong Upper ramu (Koroba–Sepu) 
ino Laikim oil Palm Projek’ (Upper ramu landowners reject oil palm 
project]. The letter made some key points: (i) we are the landowners here, 
not you, the government (Mipela i papa bilong graun na ino yupela, 
gavman); (ii) this land, the bush, the water and everything in it is our 
life and that of our children; (iii) if this oil palm project came through, it 
would destroy life for us and our children, damaging the land, bringing 
in settlers and many social problems; (iv) we have our own development 
plan for our land. This plan involved the planting of cocoa trees, with 
help from some NGos, and planting rice, vanilla, peanut, buai, daka, 
fruit and garden food (vegetables) for sale in the markets by the women 
(rVLoA 2004). The letter attracted wider attention, and Beny and 
others went on several radio stations (radio Madang, radio Australia, 
yumi FM) to explain further (Paol 2004). The oil palm project for the 
Upper ramu was halted. The re–badged ramu Agri–industries spread 
the crop on their on estate, and expanded slightly into customary land 
on the Morobe side, in the Markham valley.

What was different in the Upper ramu was that the resistance was 
driven by landowners, with just some regional support. A government 
plan was forced to a halt by a strong public campaign, and the legitimacy 
of the landowners’ position. 

While the entire Upper ramu area took up the ‘alternative 
development plan’ proposed by the rVLoA, pushing into cocoa and 
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the cocoa is also sold. There are regular buses (PMVs) along this main 
road (which runs from the Highlands to Madang) but, of course, they 
all charge money. Aipapu’s wife, Bima Aipapu, explains that she and 
Aipapu had a succession of cars in the 1980s and 1990s, but then in 1997 
the idea of a shared truck arose. one of the Sausi families bought the 
truck with finance from many (but not all) of the Sausi clans, two trucks 
were bought and sold until they purchased the current (as at 2009) truck 
in 1999. This is called ‘Musurufana’, which means ‘Tuwat bilong meri’ 
(in Tok Pisin), or ‘women’s sweat’. it is recognised that the money for 
the truck comes from women’s work in the gardens and sales (especially 
peanuts and melons) at market. Bima explains: 

‘The mothers have worked so hard in the garden to produce enough 
to rush their food crops to the market. The Sausi mothers now spend 
most of their time to sell their garden produce at the market.

This Musurufana, it helps us especially mothers and also the social 
activities too and helps transport the school materials and the 
building materials. Supports the church groups as well. on the 
health aspects as well, when people are sick the truck provides the 
support by taking them to the Health centre. When someone dies, 
the truck takes the body back home.’ (Bima Aipapu 2009).

Apart from the social functions for which the truck has been used, 
there are reciprocal benefits for Sausi members. They seem to pay about 
2/3 the fare of the local buses (Sindana 2009). At the time of these 
interviews the truck was eleven years old and had stopped making the 
longer trips to Madang. The family that owns and runs the Musurufana 
is saving for a new one, a six tonne in place of the three tonne truck, but 
the cost will be K120,000 (Sindana 2009). The Sausi group will make 
a contribution to this new vehicle, to continue this element of village 
cooperation.

There are some other SPrAG projects, including a guest house 
(making use of a ward level work group); but the most impressive is 
the tertiary scholarship program. Sausi families, like all families in 
PNG, face very high secondary school fees. As mentioned in chapter 
Five, children’s school fees are often cited as a principal reason for 
women going to sell produce at market. Primary school fees (at 
perhaps 250 Kina per year) are affordable, but secondary school fees 

to start a project in the community. This money belongs to him and 
he need not repay it to the group. He can look after his family and 
enjoy life … [the group] will also minimize problems in the village. 
This money does not come from the member (local MPs) but from 
individuals in the community’ (Marai 2009).

The initial projects funded were about consolidating the development 
strategy, such as community support for family cocoa fermentaries. The 
SPrAG put K2,000 Kina into the Tamamat clan fermentary, and K1,900 
(of a total cost of 3,000) into the Wenex clan fermentary. The typical pattern 
is for the group to add to the clan investment. As Aipapu said, there are 
no loans, and no repayment demands. There are, however, expectations of 
reciprocity, either direct or indirect. For example, the SPrAG contributed 
K1,300 towards the Bomonot clan rice mill (a total cost of about 6,000), 
and contributing clans can expect to use the services of that mill for their 
rice, at a discount rate. The discount seems to be 2/3 the commercial price, 
or less (Sindana 2009). The SPrAG put in two amounts of K2,000 to the 
Masigrub clan, one for kaukau (sweet potato) seedlings, and the other for 
knapsacks and herbicide for their cocoa trees. in these cases there is no 
service that arises from their crops, but that clan is expected to contribute 
to the next round of funding (Letu 2009). The beneficiary clan has to 
provide a report, to show how well the money has been spent. However 
if they failed in this, the only sanction would be that a group might be 
excluded from future programs, and could be publicly criticised: ‘you won’t 
get our help again!’ (Marai 2009).

The group has also put some money into its own functions (K1,900 
to the Ward Development committee) and was planning (in late 2009) 
to put K3,000 into the construction of two community water supplies 
(Letu 2009; Marai 2009). There is no SPrAG bank account, so far, and 
the money is generally contributed and then handed over, in cash, in 
open meetings. This re-investment in the community is in some respects 
a reaction to the idea they maintain of oil palm: that the benefits go to 
the company, and not to the local landowners (Letu 2009).

There is a bit more of a story behind transport, which is a big issue 
in rural PNG. Much of Sausi’s money comes from markets, some in 
Sausi, but some also at the ramu Sugar markets (half an hour up the 
road) and the Madang markets (three hours down the road), where 
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2

As this book should have made clear by now, most of the better 
livelihood options for PNG’s rural land owning families lie in 
maintaining control of their own land, developing ‘hybrid livelihoods’ 
which best suit their needs and looking for new possibilities in local 
level cooperation and marketing. None of the formal sector, corporate 
developments offer superior returns to landowner families. in the case 
of oil palm, families face much higher environmental costs for generally 
lower economic returns. 

The rental of rural land seems the worst option of all. First, rural 
rents have no relation whatsoever to the productive value of land (see 
Table 8.1 below); second, there seems little prospect of this improving 

8start at 1,000 and can go up to several thousand Kina per child per 
year. The SPrAG has not tried to address this problem collectively, 
but has started scholarships for students who wish to go to Teachers 
college or University. This shows the commitment of the community 
to education for their children. At the time of my interviews there 
had been two graduations, and Aipapu’s oldest son Jop was about to 
graduate from Madang Teachers college. That one scholarship cost 
K8,050, or K4,025 for each of his two years at college. The scholarships 
are rotated between each of the three zones of Sausi, one for each zone. 
However the supply has not yet met the demand.

The persistent failures of agri-business in PNG have been no accident. 
Neo-colonial plantation systems clash with traditional community values 
and are often seen as highly anti-social. Nor have outside models of 
cooperation fared that well. This begs the question: how can communities 
build on their existing strengths and develop new opportunities? PNG 
farmers are hardly standing still, there seems to be a range of initiatives, 
around the country, of cooperation, particularly in marketing. yet with 
most government policy, extension services and finance going into export 
crops, much of that privileging corporate developments such as oil palm, 
there are few genuinely national models of how to build indigenous 
systems of cooperation. The Sausi community shows some important 
elements: keeping control of clans lands, developing diverse crops for 
home and local markets, supplementing these with more flexible export 
crops and then building systems of village co-finance. Encouraged by 
their successful resistance to oil palm expansion, Sausi has driven some 
surprising initiatives with very little outside support. What seems most 
important is that they are building a community focussed economy, with 
integrity, with their own resources and on their own cultural foundations. 
This may give their ‘poverty reduction’ approach firmer roots.
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if we add the subsistence value to the market income, it is plain that the 
rental returns in oro are a very long way from compensating the land 
owners for foregoing other quite normal options. Through conventional 
activities, Table 8.1 shows that landowners could receive between 10 
and 400 times more income and income equivalent from retaining and 
making use of their own land. Even through extremely limited activity, 
say by planting a few coconut trees, or a few betel nut plants, landowners 
would receive far more than 100 Kina per year. 

These figures might help explain why most rural families resist land 
rental. However, to understand the pressures a little more, including 
why some families agree to such leases, we need to look a little deeper. 
This chapter begins by explaining the more recent ideas that suggest 
‘reconciliation’ with pressures on customary land. Next, the obvious 
‘market failure’ in rural land and the ‘social relations of land’ deserve 
attention. Finally, i discuss some different forms of ‘resistance’ (legal 
challenges, community organisation and farm management training) to 
the attempts to dismantle customary land tenure systems.

rEcoNciLiATioN: ‘SoF T DiSPoSSESSioN’ AND LEASES 

The leading exponent of neoliberal and neo-colonial ideas on land has 
been, perhaps unsurprisingly, the World Bank. As i explained in chapter 
Six, the Bank is best understood as a lobby for private foreign investors. 
The basis for this is explained clearly in Article one of the Bank’s 
constitution, maintained by the interests of its principal directors and 
sustained by its neoliberal ideology. yet that ideology no longer presents 

Table 8.1 Returns on one hectare of rural land in PNG
Kina per year

rental income (oil palm estate) with royalties (oro) (i) 100
Subsistence production equivalent est. (2005) (i) 13,400
Subsistence production equivalent est. (2011) (ii) 10,700–18,900
+Lower local market income (2005) (iii) 1,000–3,000
+Higher local market incomes (2005–2011) (ii) 10,000–25,000
oil palm company returns (net present value) (2009) (iv) 9,275
Small holder return on oil palm (VoP) (2010) (iv) 2,793
Sources: (i) Gou and Higaturu 1999, King 2001, Higaturu 2003; (ii) Anderson 2011; 
(iii) Anderson 2008; (iv) iTS Global 2011: 33–34

(see discussion below on the ‘social relations of land’); and third, most 
leases in PNG mean dispossession, as compensation provisions for the 
‘improved value’ of land make reclaiming leased ancestral lands all but 
impossible. in these circumstances, the question arises of ‘reconciliation’ 
with or ‘resistance’ to the constant demands for the dismantling of 
customary land systems. 

‘reconciliation’ in this sense means some level of acceptance of the 
assault on customary land relations, and some form of ‘consent’ to lease 
out clan and family land. We might call this the ‘soft dispossession’ 
of land. Such a dispossession, by pressured ‘consent’, could take place 
through land tenure conversion and sale, or through various types of 
leases in what has been called a ‘middle way’ (AusAiD 2008: 15). Some 
of this is done under vague and mostly false promises; some of it is 
done under desperation, on the part of landowners, for access to cash. 

First, some points need to be made about land valuation, in a country 
where rural land is hardly ever sold. ‘Market values’ are of no use in 
rural PNG, only providing a sorry indication of how cheaply some 
families’ heritage has been given away. As Vanuatu chief Selwyn Garu 
(2010) points out, it really makes no sense in a customary society to 
speak of the value of land, in the sense of sale or exchange, because 
the intergenerational value and ecological and cultural contributions 
of productive land make its contribution well beyond conventional 
calculation. However, for the purpose of demonstrating the serious 
undervaluation of land in the currently proposed schemes, it is worth 
referring to a short–term ‘productive value of land’. This means: what 
value in basic products, such as food and cash income, can one unit of 
land (say one hectare) produce in a year? Through such calculations we 
can also gain some idea of an ‘opportunity cost’ valuation: that is, what 
would be lost, in a short–term economic sense, if that land were to be 
alienated (Anderson 2006 and 2006b)? Such calculations can give us an 
idea of the immediate costs of ‘soft dispossession’. 

Table 8.1 below shows rental returns on two lots of clan land that 
were fairly recently leased by incorporated land groups to Higaturu oil 
Palm, in oro Province (see further discussion on these leases in Section 
one below). compare this rent to the other productive returns, per year, 
on the same one hectare of land. 
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define ‘the means’ to achieve all the other goals (Deininger and Enemark 
2010: xiii). From this, the role of land administrators is said to be ‘central 
and vital’, to the point that ‘no development will happen without the 
footprint of the land professionals’ (Deininger and Enemark 2010: xiii). 
While they concede, at times, that land systems vary, are specific to 
particular contexts and are ‘basically political’ (Deininger and Enemark 
2010: xvii, xxvi); their approach remains modernist and hostile to 
traditional systems. commercialising land to private or outside interests 
necessarily undermines a basic ethos of customary land systems, which 
is community sharing.

indeed, in the course of re-stating some supposedly universal 
principles, Deininger and Enemark express a clear preference for the 
more highly commodified Australian (Torrens) and German land 
tenure systems, over the French and Latin European systems. The core 
assumptions are quite anti-pluralist: 

‘traditional cadastral systems cannot adequately provide security 
of tenure to the vast majority of the world’s low income groups 
… the land management paradigm makes a national cadastre [a 
centrally registered survey of lands] the engine of the entire land 
administration system, underpinning the country’s capacity to deliver 
sustainable development’ (Deininger and Enemark 2010: xvi–xx). 

Notice that there is only one ‘land management paradigm’. They 
rely on the modernist principles developed in colonial East Africa (see 
chapter Two), but under the more contemporary heading of ‘good land 
governance’. As in the 1950s, this means ‘secure land tenure’, combined 
with ‘transfer of land at low cost through rentals and sales’, use of land 
title as ‘collateral’ for bank loans, thus expanding credit (Deininger and 
Enemark 2010: xiv). Using this ‘good land governance’ to strengthen 
women’s land rights’ is thrown in at the end, for good measure, without 
any real explanation (Deininger and Enemark 2010: xiv). The weak basis 
for such assertions was discussed in chapter Two.

in practice, the World Bank has moved rapidly into the worst ‘land 
governance’ of all: land grabbing, or the alienation of vast tracts of land 
to powerful interests. ‘Land grabs’ are an accelerated move by large 
corporations – particularly after the twin food and financial crises of 
2008 – into land acquisitions in developing countries. The World Bank 

a crude advocacy of land privatisation. rather, some ‘new economics’ 
ideas (e.g. the rights of the poor and human development) are cleverly 
grafted onto the ‘old economics’ base, with a key reference point being 
national economic growth. The World Bank recognises that land regimes 
differ widely between countries, not least because of their different 
colonial histories. Nevertheless, in looking at these ‘reconciliatory’ views 
of customary land, we can identify the key modernist themes introduced 
back in chapter Two. in both the World Bank literature and that of 
AusAiD (the principal foreign aid agency on land in the Pacific) there 
has been relentless pressure to undermine customary land systems yet, in 
more recent times, a ‘softer’ language which claims to act in the interests 
of customary landowners. it makes sense to first look at the World Bank’s 
global view of land, then at that of AusAiD, in the regional context.

The principal theorist on land for the Bank in recent years has been 
Klaus Deininger. He prepared a major review of Bank policies in 2003, 
titled ‘Land policies for growth and poverty reduction’ (Deininger 
2003). This report presented itself as the most substantial revision of 
land policy since the Bank’s ‘Land reform Policy Paper’ (World Bank 
1975). The new emphasis was linking ‘the empowerment of the poor’ 
to new land administration regimes (Deininger 2003: 185). While it 
was recognised that land issues were ‘highly country specific’ (Deininger 
2003: 189), and that some more flexibility in modernisation and 
formalisation was necessary, the report pressed standard modernist 
principles of registration and markets in land. Greater ‘security of tenure’ 
through formal systems and removing ‘restrictions’ on ‘the functioning 
of markets’ as well as ‘transferability’ were key themes (Deininger 2003: 
76, 131). one revised theme was greater emphasis on rental markets. 
This has relevance to Melanesia, where pressure for ‘tenure conversion’ 
has shifted into ‘opening up’ new forms of leaseholdings. The report said 
that ‘overemphasis on sales markets compared with rental markets is 
unwarranted’ (Deininger 2003: 129, 187). Here we see a finessing of the 
distinction between ownership and control.

in a 2010 paper for the Bank, Deininger and surveyor Stig Enemark, 
further asserted the need for land modernisation and registration 
as an essential foundation for the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). in a narrow reading of the MDGs, the eighth goal of ‘global 
partnerships’ (which includes the role of large corporations) is said to 
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see as a ‘consensus’ on land reform, which includes central registration 
and commercialisation. The AusAiD ‘White Paper’ of 2006, under a 
conservative government, showed a slight change in tone. recall that 
land agendas driven by the World Bank in the late 1990s and early 
2000s had met with fierce resistance; while canberra’s 2004 plans for 
land registration in The Solomon islands was also resisted. in a tactical 
shift, AusAiD’s White Paper said:

‘The issue of land tenure in the Pacific, although controversial, 
cannot be avoided if sustained growth is to be achieved. However, 
any changes will have to come from within the Pacific, and such 
changes will take considerable time’ (AusAiD 2006: 37).

This was a pre-cursor to the well-funded but modest-in-aims ‘Pacific 
Land Program’, implemented by the succeeding Labor government. The 
White Paper spoke of a ‘Pacific Land Mobilisation Program’ to explore 
ways to overcome ‘the major tenure constraints to growth in the region’; 
of a ‘Pacific Leadership Program’ and of ‘building demand for better 
governance’, including of course governance in land administration 
(AusAiD 2006: xii).

in early 2008, very soon after a Labor government assumed office 
in canberra, AusAiD released a document called ‘Making Land Work’ 
(AusAiD 2008). Most likely prepared under the previous administration, 
this document was disavowed as a statement of government policy 
(it contained some AusAiD chapters along with a number of ‘case 
studies’), but was nevertheless referred to as presenting the broad ideas 
on which the $54 million ‘Pacific Land Program’ was based. The fund 
was to support AusAiD designed land programs in Vanuatu, Papua 
New Guinea, the Solomon islands and East Timor (McMullen 2008). 
The AusAiD authored chapters of the volume spoke of a ‘middle way’ 
between the ‘extremes’ of ‘maintaining existing [customary] institutions’ 
and ‘privatization: removing customary institutions’. Under this ‘middle 
way’, customary institutions would remain but would be ‘linked’ to formal 
economic and legal systems, ‘allowing leases or other agreements for 
customary land to be used by individuals, organisations or corporations’ 
(AusAiD 2008: 15). This approach would ‘protect customary rights, 
but also promote ‘economic and social development’ and help resolve 
disputes (McMullen 2008). All of this would be carried out by Pacific 

was at first slow to respond, then issued a report in 2010 which was 
described as ‘both a disappointment and failure’ (GrAiN 2010), as it 
downplayed the problem and said there was no cause for alarm. For all 
the ‘risks’ and ‘dangers’ there were said to be ‘equally large opportunities’. 
The ‘loss of livelihoods’, ‘displacement of local people from their land’ 
and ‘land being given away well below its potential value’ were all 
recognised problems of the ‘land grabs’; but they could be addressed 
through the Bank’s previously stated principles of ‘good governance’ in 
land management (Deininger et al 2011: xlii).

The root of this apparent ambivalence lies in the tension between the 
World Bank’s self–proclaimed role as advocate for the poor and broader 
development goals, and its clear constitutional role as a lobby for private 
foreign investors. it did not take long for analysts to discover that the 
World Bank was indeed supporting some of the ‘land grab’ investors. The 
international Finance corporation (iFc), the Bank’s private sector arm, 
had financed large acquisitions in several African and Latin American 
countries. one critical paper pointed out that the iFc, through its 
corporate subsidies, had put at risk the access to land and food security 
of many poor people in some of Africa’s poorest countries: Liberia, Sierra 
Leone and Ethiopia (Daniel 2011: 1–19). Similarly, a Viacampesina 
letter complained of a series of iFc interventions in South America. 
Large investor groups were backed by multi–million dollar loans to 
acquire vast tracts of land in Argentina and Paraguay (Viacampesina 
2011). 

This ‘land grabbing’ spread to PNG, through the institution of Special 
Purpose Agricultural Business Leases (SPABLs). These make use of the 
‘lease-lease-back’ mechanism under PNG law. one report calculated 
that 4.2 million hectares had been leased to private companies between 
2003 and 2010 (Filer 2011: 2); another put the figure at 5.2 million 
hectares (Nalu 2011). in many cases the customary owners were not 
even aware that leases had been taken out on their land. An Nri report 
said the state had failed to administer these leases ‘in a transparent and 
accountable manner’ (Moore 2011: 10). At the time of writing in 2012, a 
new government led by Peter o’Neill claimed it had put a stop to these 
SPABLs.

As the principal foreign funder of land programs in Melanesia, 
AusAiD has also had an important role in shaping what it likes to 
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in 1999, Higaturu acquired 20 year leases on some additional land 
for the development of mini-estate palm oil plantations. This was an 
extension of the estate on leased customary land under the lease-lease-
back system. All such leases have to go through a formal process of 
the land being leased to the state for a peppercorn rent (say 10 Kina) 
then leased back to the company, with the state supposedly playing a 
protector’s role. in practice, the ‘terms and conditions’ of the lease are a 
market relationship between a powerful company and a group of asset–
rich but cash poor landowners, with no experience of modernist land 
transactions. 

The Gou and Heropa leases show us the agreed and the actual returns 
to customary landowners. The 1999 Gou lease to Higaturu, for mini-
estate oil palm land, involved a 20 year lease on 91 hectares of land, with 
a set rent of 20 Kina per hectare and royalties at 10% PoPA (10% of the 
farmer gate price) per tonne FFB (subject to review) (Gou and Higaturu 
1999). The agreement on 88 hectares of Heropa land went through some 
negotiations, beginning with a 20 Kina per hectare per year offer, then 
suggesting three options: either 50 or 100 or 150 Kina per hectare per 
year, and royalties ranging from 20% to 30% PoPA per tonne (Heropa 
Enterprise 1999). Actual payments on the Heropa agreement up to 
2001 suggest that rents were settled at 20 Kina per hectare per year. 
Higaturu paid the Heropa group 3,400 rent in 1999, 600 Kina in 2000 
and 1,160 Kina in 2001 (based on 53 hectares of trees planted up to the 
end of 2000). An initial payment in 1999 seems to have been part of the 
agreement. in addition to these paid amounts, the Higaturu manager 
noted that ‘outstanding rental of 120 Kina from 1999 and 2000 is to be 
paid on 23 March 2001’ (King 2001). Documents on royalty payments 
to Heropa in 2003 show that the group was paid 277.76 Kina royalty on 
15.99 tonnes of fruit in March 2003 (17.37 Kina per tonne), and 430.07 
Kina on 29.56 tonnes of fruit in April 2003 (14.55 Kina per tonne) 
(Higaturu 2003). These figures look to be about 10% or 15% of the farm 
gate price for 2003. The landowners did not get their claimed higher 
rents and royalties. Summed for one year (at an average of 350 Kina) 
and divided by 53 planted hectares (the figure from 2000, there may 
have been more planted by 2003) we come up with an annual royalty 
estimate of about 80 Kina per hectare. Putting the rent and royalty 
figures together we come up with a combined land value payment of 

peoples themselves, it was claimed. AusAiD seemed prepared for ‘long 
timeframes’ (AusAiD 2008: 107). Nevertheless, this program was 
suspended in 2011, according to Foreign Minister Kevin rudd because 
it ‘didn’t cut the mustard’ (rudd 2011); that is, it was not showing 
results. (Herein lies a dilemma for the AusAiD administrators: having 
recognised the need for ‘long time frames’, they still face the dictates of 
all ‘project’ aid: short term results.)

This suggestion of a ‘middle way’ appears somewhat less than a 
frontal attack on customary systems, but is nevertheless an attempt to 
undermine those same systems. The new emphasis on leaseholds means 
that nominal customary title would be preserved, but its central ethos 
would be overthrown by the alienation of land through leases. The 
lessees would pay a small rent but would not substantially share with 
the clan, except by offering some low paid employment. Such leases are 
intended to allow a process of individual accumulation which excludes 
the community.

To see this ‘reconciliatory’ process in practice, let’s look at both the 
old and the new leases in oro Province. These are precisely the types of 
commercial processes in question; but they show pitiful outcomes for 
landowners. 

in oro the ‘Sangara crown lands’, on which the Higaturu mill and 
estate and Popondetta township are built, have been under constant 
dispute since independence. An area of land amounting to more than 
14,000 hectares was transferred from ‘Natives to the crown’, beginning 
with deeds in 1910 and 1917 which purported to exchange a large 
amount of ‘unoccupied … good agricultural land’ for tobacco, axes, knives 
and matches (Papua 1917). After independence, and after numerous 
disputes, there was a 1979 National Lands commission hearing into 14 
different claims from the Sangara Pressure Group. At the final hearing 
in 1981 the landowners were awarded 200,000 Kina. This money was 
paid to Mr McKenzie Jovopa on behalf of the landowners on 26 January 
1982. The settlement covered several villages (Hohorita, Kakandetta, 
Ahora, Soputa, Mangi, Waru, iwore, Koipa, Hamburata, Kanari and 
Dobuduru villages). The state said it wanted to ‘stop once and for all’ any 
further claims (Secretary for Lands and Physical Planning 1995). But 
there are still land and environmental damage claims, for example from 
the Kakandetta and Ahora groups (K. Koja 2005).



Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea

138 139

Customary Land: reconciliation or resistance?

Several elements are at work. First, landowners generally lease just 
some of their land, maintaining enough for houses and gardens. This 
is not necessarily ‘surplus’ land, as prime fertile agricultural or forest 
land is most often targeted by companies. However, at the same 
time, land that has not been developed for gardens is not necessarily 
given an exchange value, and the strong custom of sharing assets has 
generally not contemplated a ‘market premium’. That is, a customary 
approach is probably incined to systematically ‘undervalue’ land, in the 
western commercial sense. Second, the lessees are most often a single 
large company, often backed by the regional and national government. 
There is no real competition, in the sense of another bidder for the 
lease, and there is very limited information on the terms of leases, or on 
alternative options. in addition, false promises over the likely benefits 
from ‘development’ are common. Logging and mining companies make 
promises which often do not materialise. They do not properly advise of 
environmental and social impacts. oil palm companies promise inflated 
income opportunities. rural families are vulnerable in the face of such 
misinformation. Thus competition and full information, key ingredients 
of the liberal theory of ‘allocative efficiency’ in markets, are missing. 

Third, cash poor, asset rich families are vulnerable in exchange, as 
there are pressures to earn money to pay their children’s school fees 
and health service fees. They are vulnerable to cash offers, and can 
easily undervalue their assets. in addition, cash crops are valued in 
exchange terms, but undeveloped or potential cash crops are often not 
factored into the calculations of customary land owners. Similarly, the 
subsistence value of land is usually regarded as a given (until it is taken 
away) rather than an equivalent exchange value, which might have 
to be compensated. This is particularly the case for customary land 
owners with little information and limited education. Not only are the 
customary landowners vulnerable to cash offers and not well educated 
in matters of exchange value, their own traditions often militate against 
such exchange calculations. They are inclined to freely share, even with 
outsiders; but they then expect reciprocal benefits. Such reciprocity is 
not reflected in the typical western lease.

Finally, there is fraud in the setting up of incorporated Land Groups 
(iLGs) and the leasing of customary land. one such case at collingwood 
Bay (oro Province) was overturned by the courts, in 2002 (Tararia and 

about 100 Kina. That is the figure used in Table 8.1 above, an amount 
which bears no relation whatsoever to the short–term value from other 
productive uses of land.

‘MArKET FAiLUrE’ AND THE SociAL  
rELATioNS oF LAND 

A rental payment of 100 Kina per hectare per year might seem significant 
for ‘unused’ land held by cash poor families; however it is a very small 
fraction of the potential earning capacity of good agricultural land in 
PNG. Further, the alienation of this land limits the capacity of the clans 
to provide for growing populations. if they had held onto their land they 
could have, with little effort, earned more income in the meantime and 
would had retained access to the land for future needs. These leases are a 
great ‘success’ for the company but a devastating blow to the communities. 
We should recognise that this type of market has failed. The failure to 
produce lasting benefits for rural PNG communities has led to great 
dissatisfaction with existing leases and the various plantation schemes. 
As chapter Six showed, this dissastisfaction emerges as complaints of 
environmental damage to land and surrounding areas (e.g. from logging 
and mining), complaints over the failure of promised benefits from land 
development (e.g. promised roads or health centres) and complaints 
over the unfair sharing of benefits of commercial development (e.g. from 
plantation cash crops).

in the economic liberal sense, market transactions should benefit all 
parties and, where this does not happen, ‘market failure’ is suggested. 
Without necessary adopting this paradigm, but for the purpose of a 
liberal explanation, we can consider ‘market failure’ in PNG’s rural land. 
i suggest this is best understood through the social relations of land. A 
better appreciation of these relations can help explain why communities 
might be vulnerable to the poor logic of substituting viable, emerging 
hybrid livelihoods, based on customary land, for low paid formal sector 
options. in brief, rural land ‘markets’ in PNG are highly limited, the 
customary land owners are asset-rich, cash poor and have very little 
information on (and are often culturally disinclined to consider) the 
real opportunity cost value of their land and the range of cash economy 
options open to them. 
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when bulldozers and other logging machinery arrived on their beaches. 
The Environmental Law centre represented 43 landowners in a case 
which stretched from 1999 to 2002. They at first secured an injunction 
to stop the logging and then demonstrated that the iLG did not 
actually represent the landowners of the area in question. After long 
hearings the National court declared the lease void (Tararia and ogle 
2010: 24). The case demonstrated that lease law could be subverted 
by corrupt practice and – while PNG’s courts demonstrated sufficient 
independence to find in favour of little people – vindication this way 
was a long and difficult path.

in another case cELcor (assisted by the Environmental Defenders 
office of NSW) represented landowners from the Middle Fly river 
area, over illegal logging on their land. There were two defendants: a 
landowner group, Paiso (Ltd), that had made out the lease and the logging 
company, concord Pacific (Ltd). As in the collingwood Bay case, the 
incorporated Land Group wrongly presented itself as representing all 
affected landowners. ‘Selective logging’ had been authorised, under an 
environmental plan, alongside a road development proposed to connect 
the towns of Aiambak and Kiunga. This roadside logging was to offset the 
costs of building the road. However the logging was far more extensive 
than planned, the road was poor quality and never linked the towns. The 
‘corridor’ for logging was supposed to be up to one kilometre on either 
side of the road for its full length of around 200 kilometres. in fact, as 
landowners claimed and satellite imagery confirmed, logging had gone 
as far as 20 kilometres from the road. The total area affected was closer 
to 200,000 hectares than the permitted 50,000 (curtis 2011: 64–65).

consultant ian curtis was engaged to estimate damages. Making use 
of an ‘opportunity cost’ valuation developed by this writer (Anderson 
2006 and 2006a), he calculated damage to the excess 150,000 hectares 
of land, in terms of its fuller productive capacity. That is, he was not 
limited to the value of the timber extracted, which had been estimated 
at between K137 million and K157 million. His finding – based on the 
extent of damage, productive value per hectare and a discount rate – 
was over 500 million Kina (curtis 2011: 66–73). The National court, 
relying on this method of valuation, awarded 225.2 million Kina to the 
landowners (EDo 2011). 

ogle 2010). combinations of these factors, i suggest, have led to a 
massive undervaluing of customary land in PNG, on the few occasions 
that there have been transactions. The track record is stark. From colonial 
times to recent years, there is no evidence that rural landowning families 
in PNG have ever gained any substantial benefit from leasing their lands.

rESiSTANcE: MAiNTAiNiNG coNTroL oF 
cUSToMAry LAND 

Many families and communities have reached similar conclusions, as to 
the undesirability of leases, and have decided to defend and maintain 
control of their ancestral lands. However, as this involves opposing large 
and often unscrupulous corporations, often backed by governments, the 
methods of resistance require some skill and organisation. in chapter 
Seven i described successful resistance by the Sausi community. in this 
section i want to indicate some themes of resistance: legal campaigns, 
community organisation and management training.

LEGAL cAMPAiGNS 

in the late 1990s two Port Moresby based organisations were set up 
to assist landowners in their struggles with large companies. The 
Environmental Law centre (ELc) has since taken action against logging 
companies in several provinces. The centre for Environmental Law and 
community rights (cELcor) has taken on some similar legal cases, 
as well as running education and advocacy campaigns. cELcor has 
also made use of the internal review processes of the World Bank, in 
relation to oil palm developments. court cases are usually long and 
expensive, but they also have some demonstrative and educative value as 
‘test cases’. Following are just two examples, court cases against logging 
companies in collingwood Bay (oro Province) and in the Middle Fly 
river area (Western Province).

The collingwood Bay case was brought by Maisin landowners 
against a fake ‘incorporated land group’, the Keroro Development 
corporation (Ltd) and the Malaysian logging company Deegold 
(PNG, Ltd). The fake iLG had organised a ‘special agricultural business 
lease’ for Deegold, under which logging and then oil palm development 
would be carried out. Most landowners first knew of the deal only 
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He says that the Lak project tried to compete with logging companies, 
offering an ‘early reward scheme’ to groups of people who were already 
receiving royalties from logging. The idea was to get villager–landowners 
to agree to leave certain forested areas still standing, and still have access 
to royalty equivalents.

‘[But the landowners] couldn’t really understand what was the 
icAD project ... basically people were confused, they thought that 
the integrated conservation and development idea was just like 
another developer’ (chitoa 2003)

Eventually the icAD ran out of money, the logging company ‘outbid’ 
them and the people voted to go with the loggers. 

The Bismarck-ramu icAD Project began in a similar way to the Lak 
Project but very quickly members of the group were dissatisfied with the 
design of the project, and indeed the whole icAD approach. While they 
were committed to environmental protection, the majority of the group 
felt that projects planned by outsiders and based on science (focussing on 
biodiversity ‘hotspots’) and incentives to local villagers would not work. 
Any new developments would have to be ‘driven’ by the landowning 
communities themselves. Several of the project team left (or ‘decolonised’) 
the UNDP project and created the Bismarck ramu Group.

The group retained support from some outside funders and began a 
new process. They planned the terms of their engagement (‘community 
entry’) with select groups of villagers in the region. Their ‘entry’ process 
involved listening to villagers’ problems and concerns first, sharing PNG 
history and culture sessions and taking a great deal of time listening 
before suggesting their own ideas. They abandoned all material incentives. 
No money or ‘cargo’ (eg. motor vehicles) were to be associated with their 
entry into and engagement with a community (Van Helden 2001: 247). 
in addition, by 1999, almost all international workers left the project; 
it was to be run by Papua New Guineans. Finance Manager Tamana 
Tenehoe, a Bougainville woman, explained:

‘if we have a foreigner in the team, the first picture that people 
in the village will get, they will expect something from outside 
... whereas when we have our own local people going into the 
communities i don’t think it raises their expectations.’ (Tenehoe 
2003)

The Middle Fly case is significant, not just because it acted to 
discipline illegal loggers but because PNG’s courts considered the wider 
productive value of customary land. recall that the oil palm companies 
ignored the rental value of customary land in their pricing formula 
(chapter Six, Section 3.2); and that ‘old economics’ in PNG borrowed 
a nominal rent from Fiji, when arguing the need for widespread land 
registration (chapter Three, Section 2). PNG’s customary land was 
valued more highly by the country’s courts than by its economists.

coMMUNiTy orGANiSiNG 

Probably the most remarkable community group in PNG is the 
Madang–based Bismarck ramu Group (BrG), which was created to 
help organise communities. These days the BrG calls its core work 
‘community facilitation’, in recognition of the fact that the communities 
really organise themselves (chitoa 2003; Paol 2003). community 
organisation is central to successful ‘resistance’ of the pressures on 
customary land as large companies, hungry for access to land, can easily 
take advantage of divided communities. A little history is necessary to 
understand how the BrG and its forms of facilitated ‘resistance’ operate 
(for a fuller explanation see Anderson 2005). 

The BrG grew out of, and in reaction to, two integrated conservation 
and development projects (icADs) in PNG. These icAD projects aimed 
‘at building linkages between the welfare objectives of local communities 
and biodiversity conservation goals by providing communities with 
development support’ (Mccallum and Sekhran 1997: 4). They generally 
involved some sort of material incentive for local communities to agree 
to protect natural areas; the incentive was seen as compensation for 
foregone exploitation of that part of the natural environment. However 
these projects had a sorry history around the world and the two from 
which the BrG emerged were no different.

The Lak icAD Project in the early 1990s was backed by the PNG 
Department of Environment and conservation and the UNDP (New 
ireland Province); while the Bismarck–ramu icAD Project was backed 
by the PNG Department of Environment and conservation, the 
christensen research institute and the UNDP (Simbu and Madang 
Provinces) (Mccallum and Sekhran 1997: 2). John chitoa, a Bougainville 
man, worked in the Lak icAD and became the coordinator of the BrG. 
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The BrG, of course, is not a blank slate. They have their own 
‘agenda’. They make it clear that they seek to promote self–reliant 
strategies including communities holding and properly managing their 
own land, ‘good’ cultural values including ‘recognising the strength 
and value of women’, and explaining ‘the negative impacts of large 
scale development and the tricks used by companies’ (BrG 1997). 
They see few benefits from the corporate projects, but rather a hard 
reality of long term dispossession and environmental degradation. For 
this reason, they do not assist communities who wish to contract big 
corporate developments.

The BrG ‘model’ of community facilitation might be summed up as: 
firstly, developing indigenous partnerships with villager-landowners, 
through a well thought out process of ‘community entry’; secondly, 
assisting villager-landowners to develop self–reliant strategies based 
on customary land tenure; and, finally, assisting villager-landowners in 
community planing, including resource management and conservation 
options. They have had some notable successes in helping some groups 
develop conservation areas, but are as proud of helping them develop 
schools, health centres and farm-based enterprises (see Anderson 
2005).

The BrG has also played a lead role in organising other community 
groups to resist what are seen as inappropriate initiatives from 
NGos, particularly some of the big international NGos (BiNGos). 
For example, in 2003 five groups including the BrG wrote to the 
Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) to demand that that group 
withdraw its proposal for a ‘forest summit’, and that the group cease its 
association with mining companies and the World Bank (BrG et al 
2003). The WWF in a ‘concept note’ had proposed a forest summit, to 
be privately backed by the World Bank (WWF 2002). The five groups 
argued that the World Bank had consistently attacked customary 
title, and for that reason had attracted widespread hostility in PNG. 
People had fought and won this battle with the World Bank; they had 
successfully defended customary title. citing a range of examples, the 
groups said that, by collaborating with the World Bank, the WWF 
was ‘undermining local organisations and disempowering local people’ 
(BrG et al 2003). The WWF withdrew its proposal. 

The BrG thus began to stress the Melanesian nature of its approach, 
with an emphasis on customary relationships, building self–reliance and 
an environmental management based on traditional principles (Guman 
2003a). However they retained some international influences, such as the 
writings on participatory democracy in development, by Ann Hope and 
Sally Timmel. These authors drew attention to broad community–level 
consultation, the ‘weaving together of a social fabric’ and the importance 
of women’s roles in a process of meaningful development (Hope and 
Timmel 1984: 4–6). 

The centrality of and respect for small landowners and their land–
based relations became a clear and central feature of BrG indigenous 
practice. The group places land custodianship at the heart of a strategy 
of self reliance and ecological management. The focus on self reliance is 
also an indigenous feature, which builds on customary land management 
and maintenance of kinship systems (Paol 2003). The BrG is strongly 
against ‘support’ for communities that encourages dependence (Tenehoe 
2003). However they recognise that communities often do need 
resources. John chitoa says:

‘Basically we are not against money ... but you do not start with 
money … we know that times are different now, people are 
pressured to have money for school and health fees ... but we 
want to help them get up on their own two feet and use their own 
resources’ (chitoa 2003).

communities are asked to identify their problems, rather than their 
needs; it was felt the latter would be ‘feeding into the cargo/dependency 
mentality that we are trying to break’ (BrG 1997: 22). The formation 
of committees was also avoided, as organising decisions could be 
made in different ways by different communities (BrG 1997: 22). The 
importance of time taken to build relationships was constantly stressed, 
a point repeated by BrG workers (Guman 2003b; Paol 2003; Tenehoe 
2003). At the same time, the community organisers would make a point 
to leave so as to allow the community time to work independently and 
together. importantly, conservation is not introduced by the community 
organisers as an initial or central theme, a clear break from the icAD 
approach. The sole initial task is to help the community organise, and to 
empower itself, using its own resources (BrG 1997: 22–39).



Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea

146 147

Customary Land: reconciliation or resistance?

eight graduates for 2004 had earned between K2,000 and K11,500 
in their second year, from enterprises based on their family gardens. 
The young women with the highest income had earned it through 
a contact to sell carrots to a major supermarket in Lae (rere 2004).

At our 2011 meeting Steve explained that he had moved away 
from training young people and preferred group training of more 
mature people. Groups have come from various parts of PNG and 
even Australia. His college has grown but the emphasis was the same. 
The first two days of a two week course were about the ‘mindset’ of 
self-reliance and empowerment. Financial independence, he says, is 
‘all within our means’ and ‘people can be who they want to be’. He does 
not teach farming, but rather farm management, steady production 
and marketing. His emphasis is also on wholesale production, not 
local or roadside markets. He sends out fieldwork supervisors to see 
the students working their family lands (rere 2011).

Steve does not teach students how to grow things; he says they 
already know that. But while his students may seek training from 
agencies such as the Fresh Produce Development corporation 
(the one government agency that provides support for local market 
produce), he makes them develop a farm plan, with constant 
production objectives, such as 20 bags of potatoes per week. Steve 
wants students to work in groups, to produce a steady stream of 
wholesale product for suppliers. He stresses budgeting and working 
with bank accounts, and less use of cash. This approach tries to link 
cultural realities to production plans. one particular scheme he 
supports is giving children coffee trees when they start school, By 
fourth grade the trees will be able to sustainably finance all their 
school fees. The college itself is something of a model, as all the 
buildings and vehicles have been financed by sale of crops from the 
college land, most visible the cassava crops, but also chicken, fish 
and some other produce. What happened to the young woman who 
earned K11,500 in 2004, i asked? She is now a millionaire with 
multiple businesses including restaurants, Steve replied; but she still 
sells wholesale vegetables (rere 2011). This little college fills a gap in 
the PNG training landscape. it serves to direct attention away from 
outside projects and livelihoods back to the rich resources and great 
potential that PNG families already have.

As it has become better known, the BrG has had to deal with 
increased requests from other PNG groups for training in community 
engagement and facilitation, and also in a range of practical skills 
related to community organisation and landowner support. The key 
themes developed by the BrG are community self–reliance (drawing 
on their resource base of customary land) and indigenous community 
empowerment. To this they have added a challenge to ‘desocialised’ 
methods of conservation and some new elements of group process 
(Anderson 2005). The group’s contributions to community resistance 
have become legendary within PNG.

MANAGEMENT TrAiNiNG

Finally, there is resistance involved in building the capacity of 
landowning families and clans to productively manage their own 
land. Most government agencies (such as ‘extension services’) offer 
technical support for some export crops; but farm management is 
a much wider matter. With little support from government or aid 
agencies for small farmers, families are mostly left to their own 
creative skills. There is only occasional outside help.

However Steve rere, a former academic from the Eastern 
Highlands, has focussed on farm management training for a decade. 
Disillusioned with the way agriculture was being taught at university, 
thinking it had little to do with PNG’s realities, he resigned and 
started a small college on the outskirts of Goroka. Here he teaches 
farm planning, production and financial management and a 
philosophy of self–reliance. i spoke with Steve at his college in late 
2004, then again in 2011. His training has contributed to a string 
of livelihood breakthroughs for those prepared to make good use of 
their family land (rere 2004).

in late 2004 Steve had 16 students at the ‘open Learning 
institute’, a 30 hectare, no-fee college. He began by recruiting street 
kids and those who had dropped out of school, including some who 
were involved with drugs. Somehow he got small groups sufficiently 
interested to enrol in a two year course and develop their skills 
between classes at the college and practice on their family land. To 
graduate they had to show accounts from successful farm projects. The 
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2

Papua New Guinea, and the Melanesian countries more generally, have 
a natural advantage in providing their citizens with sustainable access 
to good quality food. Production and distribution of staple and fresh 
foods is much better than income levels might suggest. While there 
are some particular problems of nutrition, unlike many dozens of other 
developing countries, the Melanesian countries were not devastated by 
the high prices of the 2008 global food crisis. The challenge must be to 
maintain and extend that natural strength.

yet food security strategies in the Pacific are often confused, in part 
because debates often collapse the diverse character of the various island 
countries, in part because nutrition has a lot to do with education, but 

9The attempts to ‘reconcile’ PNG landowning families with the loss 
of their land seem unlikely to stop. Land is more valuable than ever 
in a world full of food, energy and financial crises. The ideological 
assault is clever and backed by powerful forces. A great challenge 
for PNG rural families is to better understand these pressures and 
consider which forms of resistance are best to help them to build 
strong and resilient hybrid livelihoods.
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and (because land in PNG is generally well distributed) a powerful 
distribution mechanism. Few countries retain such a natural advantage.

Approaches to food security in independent Papua New Guinea 
took a rather natural course, looking first at the problem of a rising 
dependence on food imports, particularly in rice. At the time of the first 
Food and Nutrition conference in 1983, national policy aimed to reduce 
dependence on imported food and improve the nutritional status of the 
people (igua 2000: 71). The latter, also critical for health and especially 
child health, has as much to do with nutritional education as food 
supply. The increased food import dependence was mostly to do with 
the adoption of rice as a staple. Staple roots, vegetables, fruit and other 
foods were abundant within the country. one response to this problem, 
at a local level, was the rather spontaneous beginnings of small scale rice 
farming, especially in the highlands (igua 2000: 72).

Australia was the main exporter of rice to PNG and, despite being 
the major aid donor, never expressed any real interest in programs to 
assist PNG’s own rice production. Through its interest as a major grain 
exporter, and its ambitions to open greater ‘market access’ in global 
trade, Australia committed itself to agricultural liberalisation in the final 
‘Uruguay round’ of the GATT (1986–1994). This project influenced its 
approach to ‘food security’, which was mainly for other countries. With 
surplus production and a welfare system, Australia had no real food 
security problems of its own. For these reasons, and unusually, Australia’s 
food security policy was expressed through its Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT). This asserted, in 1996, ‘the important role 
that trade liberalisation can play in reducing poverty and increasing food 
security’ (DFAT 1996: vii). The canberra department saw ‘no indication 
of a looming crisis in world food security’ and argued that there was 
‘ample evidence that broad-based trade liberalisation is an important 
vehicle for economic growth and the alleviation of poverty. it thus makes 
a major contribution to food security’ (DFAT 1996: viii, x). 

By the logic of this economic liberal view, it is income gained from 
trade that allows access to food. (Notice that this logic leaves to one side 
the additional problems of assuring a reliable food supply at stable prices, 
and of then distributing export income so that it can be used to purchase 
that food for the tables of hungry people.) The department argues against 
‘self-sufficiency’ in food, suggesting instead a ‘self-reliance’ which the 

also importantly because there is a strong economic liberal influence 
on food and agriculture debates. Two wealthy, food exporting nations, 
Australia and New Zealand, have views on land and agriculture that are 
quite distinct to those of the smaller Pacific islands. 

As discussed throughout this book, the ‘modernist’ view of land as just 
another economic commodity has never sat well with the Melanesian 
cultures. on top of this, the Australian and New Zealand approach 
to food security advocates corporate-driven agricultural liberalisation 
and trade; that is, income from exports as a means to purchase ‘food 
security’. This is a view held by only a handful of countries. Most 
countries, wealthy and developing, ground their ideas of ‘food security’ 
in policies to consolidate local agricultural production, so as to feed their 
own populations. Here trade comes second. The views of Australia and 
New Zealand are distinct because of the influence of their agri-business 
companies and their status as major food exporters, Furthermore, these 
wealthy country views on agriculture and food have an impact on 
regional debates because of their role as the dominant aid providers and 
major investors.

This chapter tries to disentangle the distinct ‘liberalisation’ influences 
on Pacific food security debates. it then warns of the corrosive influence 
of agricultural liberalisation on global food security. This is not a current 
threat to Papua New Guinea but, if there were substantial growth in 
large-scale, export-oriented monocultures, it could be. There are countries 
such as Morocco and Haiti which, in the space of just one generation, 
have lost the capacity to feed themselves. They gave this up to focus on 
export crops. When those crops did not live up to expectations, they 
were left without both decent income and basic food. They were hit hard 
by both the volatility and the rising prices of traded food. in that sense, 
much of this chapter is a cautionary tale.

PAciFic FooD SEcUriTy DEBATES

it is a common feature of many societies that they look to what they do 
not have and perhaps take for granted or undervalue what they do have. 
in any case, in the Melanesian context, it would be a tragedy to ignore 
the great strength that the institution of customary land lends to national 
strategies for food security. customary land is both a productive engine 
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‘the combination of huge production subsidies and high market 
barriers over several decades of a number of developed countries, 
especially the EU and the USA. These distortions kept prices low 
for a long period, and have discouraged investment and slowed 
productivity growth in agriculture for much of the developing 
world’ (Brown, Laffan and Wight 2008: 13).

Although the WTo talks had collapsed two years earlier, with the 
overwhelming majority of developing countries taking specific objection 
to a renewed Agreement on Agriculture (see e.g. castle and Landler 
2008), DFAT was firmly committed, in the name of ‘development’, 
to this same process. Liberalisation was argued with the same logic as 
that of the 1990s: it would ‘strengthen the incentives’ for developing 
countries ‘to increase their investment in their agriculture and food 
systems’ and thereby increase both production and trade (Brown, Laffan 
and Wight 2008: 13). it was even asserted, two years after the collapse of 
the WTo’s Doha round, that there was ‘an emerging global consensus’ 
and that ‘all the key players agree on the need to free up trade through 
early conclusion of the Doha round’ (Brown, Laffan and Wight 2008: 
20). Well, we have to concede that these are loyal public servants, boldly 
and hopefully supporting the official line.

A little detail on the fanaticism in canberra for agricultural 
liberalisation was needed to show why elements of this re-appear in 
regional declarations and reports to do with food security. However, given 
that this enthusiasm is only really shared by New Zealand, and not by any 
of the other island states, it often appears in muted form. Nevertheless, 
land registration and agricultural liberalisation appear, for instance 
in Pacific community declarations. For example, in ‘Towards a Food 
Secure Pacific’, we see ‘food security’ become a platform for private sector 
partnerships (in Australian terms this means privileging agri–business 
corporations), ‘enhanced land tenure’ and export oriented agriculture. in 
the first and second of seven ‘framework themes’ the approach to food 
security is both regionalised and linked to large corporations: ‘strong 
national and regional partnerships to face current and future challenges 
to our food system .. [and] partnerships and collaboration between the 
public and private sectors for the formulation, implementation and 
enforcement of food legislative frameworks’ (Pacific community 2010: 
5). Theme Seven specifies ‘access to and proper utilisation of land’, as 

country could achieve from higher incomes ‘in the long run’ (DFAT 1996: 
x). Australia was both using economic liberal logic against the big powers 
and at the same time seeking common cause with developing countries at 
the newly formed WTo. it criticised the heavy subsidies on agriculture in 
Europe and the US, saying these were keeping food prices artificially low, 
thus hurting exporting farmers. ‘Free trade [in agriculture] would increase 
world prices .. by 16 per cent for coarse grains, 10 per cent for wheat and 6 
per cent for rice. Grain production … would rise in developing countries. 
in general the self–reliance of developing countries would be enhanced.’ 
(DFAT 1996: x). contrary to the usual ‘free trade’ logic, which suggests 
lower prices for commodities, this agricultural free trade would mean (iF 
the big powers dropped their subsidies) higher prices. This was seen as an 
advantage to farming countries, or at least to the agricultural export sectors 
of those countries.

The same argument about ‘self-reliance’ and ‘open market oriented’ 
agricultural trade was made some years later in another canberra 
document on food security, this time by AusAiD. The language was 
finessed somewhat. AusAiD said that ‘some developing countries have 
improved their competitive position and exploited opportunities resulting 
from trade liberalisation. However some resource-poor countries have 
lacked the capacity to do so’ (AusAiD 2004: 5). Australia said it was 
committed to a ‘multi-factored’ idea of ‘self-reliance’ which included 
emergency assistance, government food programs but also ‘open market 
oriented’ agricultural trade. ‘While trade liberalisation alone cannot 
solve food insecurity, the root cause of which is poverty, it offers the best 
opportunity to achieve long–term food security’ (AusAiD 2004: 9–10). 
To this end Australia was pushing for agricultural liberalisation at the 
WTo and elsewhere.

The 2008 global food crisis, brought on by sudden rises in prices, did 
not dampen canberra’s enthusiasm for a liberalisation which would raise 
food prices still further. The price rises of 2007–2008 had nothing to do 
with the EU and the US abandoning subsidies; indeed they had not. The 
rises were most strongly linked to oil prices, premiums on commodity 
trading and the rise of the biofuel industry. in face of the crisis of high 
food prices in dozens of countries, DFAT officials argued for greater 
liberalisation, knowing this would lead to yet higher prices. The crisis 
had roots, they said, in: 
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and poverty’ (FAo 2008b). in late 2008 and 2009 food prices fell, but 
stabilised at higher levels than before the 2008 crisis. By April 2009 food 
emergencies remained in 32 countries (FAo 2009d).

The recent high food prices have been driven by high oil prices, 
inflated premiums in oil and food derivative markets, demand for 
richer diets and pressure on land, including from the biofuel industry. 
More than a decade ago Patnaik (1996) pointed out that economic 
liberalisation, including in agriculture, had come at the expense of food 
grain production and food security in developing countries. So what 
responsibility is there for a process which has argued a ‘food security’ 
which opposes local food production and privileges trade? 

This section argues that there are three interlinked ‘high risks’ for 
food security embedded in agricultural liberalisation. These are the 
rationalisation of land, exposure to price volatility and the unaccounted 
costs of large monocultures, including biofuels. The promotion of export 
oriented monocultures has led to corporate capture of land and food 
production, while passing on to society massive ecological ‘externalities’ 
such as soil and water degradation. The conclusion will be that, for those 
countries which do not both generate a substantial staple food surplus 
and have a strong social security system, a prudent approach must involve 
strengthening domestic staple food production and building effective 
domestic distribution mechanisms.

AGricULTUrAL LiBErALiSATioN AND GLoBAL 
FooD MArKETS

The economic liberal approach to food security – promoted by large 
staple grain exporting countries such as Australia, canada and the 
USA – suggests ‘the important role that trade liberalisation can play 
in reducing poverty and increasing food security’ (DFAT 1996: vii). 
The logic of this is that expanded specialisation and trade will enhance 
incomes and these in turn will provide the purchasing power necessary 
to alleviate poverty and purchase food. Food insecurity is assumed to be 
largely a consequence of income poverty and ‘open markets’ are relied on 
to organise production and distribute income.

Such conclusions are backed by the modelling of research agencies 
which have been conscripted into the search for new agricultural export 
markets. So for example Australia’s ABArE suggests that a fifty percent 

well as asserting that ‘access to, management of and proper utilisation 
of land underpins food security’. The old modernist theme of ‘security 
of land tenure’ (in Australian terms this means central registration and 
commercialisation of land) is said to be required for ‘unlocking the 
economic development potential of land for food security and other 
commercial exploitation’ (Pacific community 2010: 6, 11). of course, 
agri–business companies and their demands for land have everything to 
do with export–oriented agriculture, not local food needs. The economic 
liberal approach to food security does not see this common sense point; 
it does not appear to them as a contradiction. The Pacific community 
document mixes this logic (‘country-led initiatives that enhance land 
tenure systems’, etc) in with its other influences.

in this way, a rather incoherent mixture of ideas circulates Pacific 
debates on food security. We can see some of this reflected in a recent 
document, ‘Food for Thought’, by the Vanuatu–based Pacific institute 
for Public Policy. Here the various problems of the islands are bundled 
together but not disentangled (e.g. Kiribati and Tuvalu have water 
problems, PNG does not); educational problems (junk food in the 
cities) are collapsed into agricultural problems; highly contentious 
histories (e.g. the ‘green revolution’, which the Pacific is said to have 
‘missed out on’) are mentioned but not explained; and the demands of 
old economics (‘growth’ and trade–oriented ‘comparative advantage’) are 
poorly engaged with brief references to livelihoods (PiPP 2011: 1–4). 
Australian-dominated regionalism seems to confuse rather than assist 
in the building of effective national strategies. For this reason, a more 
detailed critique of agricultural liberalisation seems necessary.

THE DANGErS oF AGricULTUrAL LiBErALiSATioN

Agricultural liberalisation has played an important part in preparing the 
ground for the sustained food crisis we face. The WTo’s Agreement 
on Agriculture helped increase food trade, but did not alleviate global 
hunger. Even by 2007, those suffering hunger in the world had risen 
from a 1990–92 base of about 820 million to 923 million, making the 
Millennium Development Goal target of 420 million near impossible 
(FAo 2008a). Then, with strong food price rises in 2007–08, the 
numbers of undernourished rose sharply to 963 million ‘and the ongoing 
financial and economic crisis could tip even more people into hunger 
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production as a basis, together with an appropriate combination 
with imports and stockpiles.’ (MAFF 2009)

Due to this firm principle, and even though Japanese rice production 
in 2007 declined to 40% of consumption, cultivated land shrunk 
(Tokyo Foundation 2008), and the cost of Japanese rice rose strongly. 
Domestic rice production retains strong government support. As part 
of its food security policy, the Japanese Government also maintains rice 
stocks equivalent to ‘as much as 2.5% of annual rice production’ (Tokyo 
Foundation 2008). All this is anathema to the liberalisers.

While the cairns Group of agricultural exporters put agricultural 
liberalisation on the agenda of the GATT/WTo, strong divisions 
emerged over food security. Several cairns Group members (Argentina, 
Australia, canada and Thailand) are big net grain exporters, but most 
are not. Most export non-staple foods such as fruits, seafood and coffee. 
While they have all backed the campaigns against agricultural protection 
in Europe and the USA, several substantial grain importers (e.g. Brazil, 
indonesia) remain sensitive to demands for further tariff reductions (see 
Table 1). They cannot compete with the EU and US over WTo–allowed 
subsidies that require direct government payment for a list of ‘non trade 
distorting’ purposes.  

in the Doha round of the WTo this division led to many cairns 
Group members joining a new developing country bloc (the G22: 
led by china, india and Latin America) which opposed the round. 
The Agreement on Agricultural (along with investment privileges and 
intellectual property rights) was one of the main sticking points. it is 

Table 9.1: Food grain balance, select Cairns Group members 
CG Grain exporters Exports: m. 

tonnes 
CG grain importers Imports: 

m. tonnes 
Argentina 21.096 Brazil 9.292
Australia 17.651 chile 1.739
canada 18.542 colombia 3.600
Thailand 8.435 indonesia 6.637

Malaysia 4.871
The Philippines 4.435

Source: FAo 2007: Table D3; figures for 2001–2003; millions of tonnes

reduction in agricultural support levels would lead to a US$53 billion 
increase in global gross domestic product. While most of this would go 
to the wealthy countries, US$14 billion is suggested as the benefit for 
developing countries (Freeman et al 2000: 1–2). 

Since the agricultural exporters became an important part of the 
GATT–WTo process in the 1980s and 1990s, and even after the 
food price crisis of 2007–08, senior WTo officials have urged further 
agricultural liberalisation. in 2009 WTo Secretary General Pascal 
Lamy spoke against moves towards ‘food self-sufficiency’ and import 
substitution in food, claiming that ‘stability’ was to be found in further 
liberalisation:

‘The Doha round’s agricultural package, which reduces tariffs, 
reduces harmful internal subsidies that prevent in particular the 
developing world from fairly competing, and which eliminates 
export subsidies altogether, is no doubt worth pursuing.’ (Lamy 
2008)

implicit to this approach are the ideas that increased trade expands 
income, income is reasonably distributed and a reliable source of good 
quality food is always available. This theory might work in a poor country 
where land remained widely accessible, or in a rich country with a strong 
social security system or a relatively even distribution of income. Wealthy 
countries which do not have good quality land, such as Singapore and 
Japan, would seem to be prime candidates for an economic liberal 
approach to food security. However even here we see strong counter 
movements, such as in Singapore’s rooftop gardens (Wilson 2005) and, 
more definitively in the case of Japan, strong, legislated support for 
domestic rice production. 

Japan subsidises domestic rice production even though it is routinely 
criticised for this ‘inefficiency’. The principle of domestic production 
remaining central to a stable food supply is spelt out clearly in Article 2 
of the Japanese ‘Basic Law on Food, Agriculture and rural Areas’:

‘in consideration of the fact that food is indispensable in 
maintaining human life … a stable supply of good–quality food 
at reasonable prices shall be secured .. [due to] certain unstable 
factors in the world food trade and supply/demand, this stable food 
supply … shall be secured with increase of domestic agricultural 
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food grains contains very few developing countries (FAo 2007: Table 
D3). Thailand, the world’s largest rice exporter, is an exception. The same 
countries that demand trade liberalisation have most often secured their 
own domestic food grain production, and a number of them are large 
exporters (see Table 2). on the other hand, most of the countries with 
serious food security problems are those which are now food-grain-
import-dependent.   

Global food production is much more substantial than trade, but trade 
remains important. Even though total food grain trade is only 15% of 
world grain production (FAo 2007), and rice trade is less than 5% of 
global rice production (FAo 2009b), trade has a powerful impact on 
domestic prices. of course, the price impact varies as amongst countries 
and social classes. Grain exporters welcome higher prices, poor consumers 
are devastated by them. There is no ‘win win’ here.

rice markets show us some of the extremes of this relationship. 
Global production of rice is about 400 million tonnes; world trade in 
rice has been about 30 million tonnes or just 6% of production (FAo 
2009b). The recent food crisis is shown in a magnified firm, in rice price 
rises. By 2007 export rice prices had gained 60% from 2002–04 levels, up 
to $335/tonne. They then shot up in 2008 to 3.7 times that base level. By 
early 2009 they had settled down somewhat, but at 2.6 times that base 
level, or around $600/tonne (see Table 3). 

Table 9.2: Food grain production as percentage of consumption, select countries
>8x consumption <1.6 x consumption Less than consumption
Australia 18.85
canada 11.81
Denmark 12.66
USA 9.82
France 8.77

china 1.55
Philippines 1.18
Nigeria 1.16
india 1.14
indonesia 1.04

Venezuela 0.95
Kenya 0.84
Sri Lanka 0.71
colombia 0.71
Sierra Leone 0.41
Haiti 0.37

Source: FAo 2007: Table D3; data for 2001–2003

Table 9.3: Rice prices, 2004–2009
Thai export rice, US$/
tonne (1)

Rice price index (2)

2004 244 118
2005 291 125

notable that this WTo ‘development round’ was opposed by virtually 
all major developing countries.

To understand global food markets and their risks, rather than refer 
to liberal models, we need to take a critical, institutional approach. risk 
assessment calls for a comprehensive review of all these institutional 
elements. it is logical, but not essential, to organise these elements in 
terms of their supply and demand side nature. The supply side features 
(restricted or more expensive supply will drive prices up) acting on the 
food prices at the root of the 2008 food crisis were: the rise in oil prices 
(and therefore also fertiliser and transport), speculative premiums in the 
derivative markets for both fuel and food, ecological constraints on the 
exploitation of new arable lands and a substitution effect on land and 
crops from the rapidly rising biofuel industry. The demand side features 
(strong demand will also drive prices up) were: rising populations, 
increasingly wealthy populations (e.g. in east and south Asia) with a 
demand for richer diets (such as meats and oil seeds), and the new and 
strong demand for biofuel crops, as a result of the parallel energy crisis.

it would be wrong to single out any one factor, and ignore the others 
or indeed the inter-related nature of some of these factors. Estimates 
have been made of their relative weight. Joachim von Braun, head of 
the international Food Policy research institute (iFPri) estimated that 
income growth and the demand for richer diets was the main part of 
the reason for the 2007–08 price rises, suggesting that biofuels added 
another 30% (Borger 2008). At least, these were important. However 
he has not taken into account oil prices and the premium added by 
speculative markets. 

Three other matters should be noted here: the domination of world 
grain markets by giant corporations based in the wealthy countries 
(McMichael 2009), the relationship between food trade and food 
production, and the special case of china.

Liberalisation of food grain trade is mainly of interest to a small 
group of large corporations in the wealthy countries. McMichael (2009: 
292) has called this ‘food regime … an institutionalized structure of agri-
food relations that feeds the rich and not the world’. Small farmers have 
never been big grain exporters and, contrary to some misconceptions, 
it is the wealthy countries that are the big food grain exporters. The list 
of countries that produce many times more than their consumption of 
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decline has been attributed to limits of land and water, climate change 
and labour shortages (Peng, Tang and Zou 2009). More specifically, in 
recent years, agricultural livelihoods have not kept pace with economic 
opportunities in the cities. chinese agriculture is said to employ ‘roughly 
half the labour force’ yet rural incomes are ‘just 30 percent’ the urban 
average. This has led to rural diversification into more high value 
agricultural products (such as fish), which in turn further undermines 
rice production (van den Berg et al 2005: 34). it is not hard to imagine, 
then, the powerful impact on world rice prices that would follow from 
china shifting just a few percent more into rice production deficit. 
china’s demand for just one tenth of its rice in imports would account 
for more than half the global trade in rice. Prices would skyrocket. rice 
exporters would be cheering but the shift would be devastating for small, 
import dependent countries. Fortunately, china has its own strategic 
reasons to embed ‘self–sufficiency’ in its policies. A policy statement 
issued in 2008 required overall food self-sufficiency to remain above 
95% , with self-sufficiency in rice and wheat (Gao 2010: 43).

The reactions by some governments (e.g. russia, Argentina and 
Vietnam) to limit exports (BBc 2008) were clearly defensive moves in 
response to the logic of global markets. The food crisis cannot be blamed 
on such reactive protectionism. indeed as Polanyi (1944) argued many 
decades ago, societies will always seek to defend themselves from the 
corrosive impact of such ‘self regulating markets’.

THE ‘HiGH riSKS’ oF AGricULTUrAL 
LiBErALiSATioN 

in this increasingly volatile situation, food security approaches must 
be conservative. The likely risks of agricultural liberalisation must be 
recognised, in particular those from well known threats: 

•	 	Rationalisation	of	land,	including	displacement	and	dispossession	of	
communities from their traditional lands, 

•	 	exposure	to	import	price	volatility,	and	
•	 	inadequate	accounting	of	the	costs	of	large	monocultures.

The ‘high risks’ from each of these threats deserve separate consideration.
Most developing countries share a history of indigenous people being 

displaced from their lands, initially by conquest but later by a range of 

rice is a special case, which may well be designated a special or sensitive 
product and so gain some exemptions from WTo liberalisation rules. 
However other staple food grain prices had similar upward trends. 
Average wheat prices rose steadily from 2000, from $118 per tonne 
to $199 in 2006, $263 in 2007, then peaking at $344 in 2008 before 
subsiding to $246 in 2009 (FAo 2009c). 

china also represents a special case, as the world’s most populous 
nation. This Asian giant has harvested rice for thousands of years and 
remains the world’s largest rice producer and consumer. The country 
produces about 30% of world rice, and used to export some of its 
surplus; however in recent years china has moved from surplus to 
deficit production. This deficit is largely a product of china’s success in 
industrialisation and urbanisation. rice production rose strongly from 
the 1960s to the 1980s, slowed in the 1990s and then began to fall in the 
2000s (Table 4). 

The big increases of the past half century are said to have been mainly 
from ‘increased grain yield rather than increased planting area’, while the 

2006 311 137
2007 335 161
2008 April 853 321
2008 June 870 370
2008 Nov 591 269
2009 March 637 269
FAo (2009c) ‘The FAo rice Price Update – April 2009’, Food and Agriculture 
organization, www.fao.org/ES/ESc/en/15/70/highlight_533.html ; (1) Thai white rice 
100% B second grade f.o.b. Bangkok; (2) FAo price indices for all rice types (2002–04 = 100)

Table 9.4: China’s Rice Production, 1956–2006
m. tonnes 

1956 81.5
1966 95.4
1976 125.8
1986 172.2
1996 195.1
2006 182.5
irri 2006

http://www.fao.org/ES/ESC/en/15/70/highlight_533.html
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lower international prices can also have negative impacts on 
domestic production in developing countries that might have 
lingering effects on their food security’ (FAo 2004).

The food crisis of 2008 was the culmination of a double movement 
in price volatility, which had been brewing for some years. in the first 
phase, cheap subsidised grain imports killed local developing country 
markets. in the second phase, expensive grain imports starved whole 
populations. Until the recent crisis, small farmers had been hurt by cheap 
imports. When imported staple food is cheap, farmers cannot justify 
planting next season’s crop. The earlier low prices were a result of heavy 
domestic subsidies by the big grain exporters, such as the EU, the USA 
and Australia, and pressures for agricultural liberalisation. Through the 
WTo’s Agreement on Agriculture, the rich countries’ subsidies are 
‘green boxed’ and allowed as being not directly ‘trade related’.

A good example of this price volatility can be seen in Haiti, a 
country which was almost self sufficient in staple food production in 
the early 1980s, but by 2008 was food import dependent and starving. 
Like many countries, Haiti had moved from more diverse staple foods 
(rice, corn, cassava, millet) to greater dependence on rice. yet the 
country had been nearly self-sufficient in rice, until the 1980s. Then, 
under financial pressure from the US and the World Bank it began 
to dismantle its tariffs and other forms of protection (Georges 2004). 
increases in U.S. food aid drove down the prices of Haitian agricultural 
goods in local markets. rice production fell sharply in the early 1990s 
and at the same time imports rose strongly (Toler 1996). By 2000, US 
rice imports into Haiti had risen to more than 200,000 tonnes. This 
drove many local farmers out of business and, when prices rose again, 
poor people could not afford to buy rice (Georges 2004). Haiti was 
in a serious food crisis in 2003, with damaged agriculture, food aid 
dependence and almost 4 million hungry (FAo 2003). By 2008 the 
situation had worsened (UN 2008). 

Low food prices damage local production. High food prices hit poor 
people who have to buy their food. This is the unstable situation created 
by trade-dependent food patterns. The 2008 experience – driven by high 
oil prices, the biofuel industry and speculators – demonstrates that this 
volatility has worsened and the consequences are grave. Dozens of poor 

devices. This displacement and dispossession was, in all cases, disastrous 
for the development and security of those communities, including 
their food security. yet in relatively recent times, modernist arguments 
have suggested that all countries would be better off with greater land 
rationalisation, typically followed by the ‘more highly productive’ large 
scale monocultures. 

rationalisation and displacement of communities from land has often 
been linked to problems of food security. Maxwell and Wiebe (1999: 830) 
note the ‘conventional links’ of a ‘linear framework’, that suggest land 
must be mobilised for large scale production, to generate more income; 
this income, in turn, can be used to purchase more food. This is a pattern 
relied on by liberal modernist writers (e.g. De Soto 2001). However 
the commercialisation of customary lands can rapidly feed into ‘forced 
asset sales’, rationalisation and displacement of large populations. This is 
exactly what occurred under the 1990s structural adjustment programs of 
Fujimori in Peru and Salinas in Mexico, aggravating rural poverty (Plaza 
and Stromquist 2006; Veltmeyer and Petras 2008; Sheahan 1997). yet 
the disruption of small, diverse farming patterns can destabilise regional 
food production and traditional distribution mechanisms. A push to 
commercialise small land holdings ‘may fail to serve either growth or 
equity purposes [whereas] diversification, rather than specialisation, is 
an imperative for food security’ (Maxwell and Wiebe 1999: 841).

in Melanesia, where a fairly even distribution of land remains, serving 
as a natural mechanism for the production and distribution of food, 
liberalisation pressures have sought to undermine ‘weak’ tenure through 
similar modernist arguments: for greater security of title, agricultural 
productivity and rural credit. The situation is rather different for those 
small countries whose histories have seen both a breakdown in widespread 
land tenure, and the collapse of domestic food grain production. Even 
assuming a rational distributive mechanism within the country, such 
countries are highly vulnerable to the volatility of international food 
grain prices. on the tenth anniversary of the WTo’s Agreement on 
Agriculture, and noting the post–1994 rise in food imports, the UN’s 
Food and Agriculture organisation commented: 

‘Although lower basic food prices on international markets bring 
short–term benefits to net food–importing developing countries, 
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(benefits not incorporated into market prices) are not accounted for in 
the arguments for expansion of chemically-intensive monocultures. The 
effect is to undermine strategies of sustainable development, and that is 
why it has been said that:

‘the multifunctional view of agriculture … offers the possibility of 
going beyond the questions concerning productivity and market 
competitiveness towards establishing a debate in terms of strategies 
for sustainable development… [multifunctionality] does seem to 
present an opportunity for numerous countries of the South to 
pursue their public policies on a new basis’ (Losch 2004).

Furthermore, as Mazoyer points out, small farmers are affected both as 
consumers and producers in food crises. Both low and high prices can hurt.

‘The majority of those suffering under nutrition are not purchasers 
and consumers of food, but rather producers and sellers of 
agricultural goods who have been reduced to extreme poverty 
through falling agricultural prices; secondly, because the poverty 
and under nutrition of non–farmers are indirectly but largely 
due to the impoverishment of under–equipped small farming 
communities’ (Mazoyer 2001).

Monocultures have an ugly ecological footprint. The ‘green revolution’ 
of the 1960s, which promoted new seed varieties, chemical additives 
and irrigation, was hardly ‘scale neutral’. it generally worked in favour 
of large monocultures, and the benefits were seriously overstated. The 
‘green revolution’ was not ‘green’ in the contemporary sense of being 
environmentally friendly, indeed it was chemically–driven and as much 
as anything a move to avert the ‘red revolution’ suggested by radical 
land redistribution. We know now that these technological shifts 
brought with them serious environmental and health costs – damage 
to river systems, soil erosion, salinisation and chemically induced 
cancers. These costs were passed on to the wider community and were 
not accounted for in the economic statements of industrial agriculture. 
Further, productivity gains were ‘uneven across crops and regions’ and 
‘farmers benefited only where cost reductions exceeded price reductions’ 
(Evenson and Gollin 2003). Most small farmers could not afford the 
more expensive inputs and consumers and small farmers alike have 

countries were affected. The UN’s World Food Programme (WFP) 
admitted that, with the price rises, it did not have the money to maintain 
its existing feeding programmes in 78 countries, let alone start new 
ones (Borger 2008). This was a predictable consequence of agricultural 
liberalisation, indeed a consequence predicted and hoped for by the big 
food exporters.

compounding the problems of land rationalisation and traded 
price volatility, the claimed benefits of large monocultures are typically 
over-stated. corporate investors encourage this. yet the extraction 
of profits from local resources and labour is the main reason large 
monocultures are created. So, in political debates, the income benefits 
to local communities are often exaggerated and the environmental 
costs are played down (e.g. SScM 2008). With its narrow focus on 
export incomes and assumptions of unlimited growth, agricultural 
liberalisation promotes large chemical-intensive monocultures and 
ignores two substantial issues: the social value lost through displacement 
of small farming and the environmental damage of the monocultures. 
These massive ‘negative externalities’ (costs not incorporated into 
market prices) are passed across by large agricultural corporations to 
local communities and to the environment.

Small farms are typically undermined and displaced by the 
monocultures; yet there are a range of social benefits from small farming. 
While the domestic and export market contributions of small farmers 
may struggle to match those of the monocultures, they add value through 
substantial subsistence production, widespread employment and social 
security. When the formal economy fails in developing countries, 
widespread small farms provide a refuge for livelihoods. Small farms also 
stabilise ecologies, with greater crop diversity and less damage to soil and 
water systems. U.S. food security expert Peter rosset says: 

‘Small farms are ‘multifunctional’: more productive, more efficient 
and contribute more to economic development than large farms. 
Small farmers can also make better stewards of natural resources, 
conserving biodiversity and safeguarding the future sustainability 
of agricultural production’ (rosset 1999).

The additional social value provided by small farming communities 
has been referred to as ‘multifunctionality’. yet these ‘positive externalities’ 
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Food, Jean Ziegler, strongly opposed the biofuel industry and pointed 
to a startling opportunity cost: ‘232kg of corn is needed to make 50 
litres of bioethanol. A child could live on that amount of corn for a year’ 
(Biofuels Digest 2007). 

coNcLUSioN

Pacific debates on food security have been distorted by the well articulated 
interests, dressed up as universal creed, of the major regional power and 
major aid agency. Australian promoted agricultural liberalisation thus 
pervades regional debates on food security, drawing in corrosive elements 
of agri-business interest, land registration and export orientation. This 
does not help Papua New Guinea build on its own strong foundation 
in food security: one of well-distributed customary land and highly 
productive small farming.

on the contrary, agricultural liberalisation carries several ‘high risks’ 
for food security, and these can been seen playing out with devastating 
consequence throughout the world. Firstly, risk is inherent in a 
rationalisation of land, which disconnects and dispossesses populations 
from their traditional and sustainable sources of food and social security. 
Promises of success in more formal cash economies have generally not 
substituted for land. Secondly, risk is embedded in the exposure of cash 
poor populations to the vagaries of international staple food prices, which 
have become more volatile in recent years, for a powerful combination 
of reasons. Thirdly, risks are obscured by the unaccounted costs of large 
monocultures. The loss of small farming and the damage to soil, water 
and biodiversity regimes is rarely incorporated in the calculations of 
large scale commercial agriculture.

The general lesson here might be that, unless a country can both 
generate a substantial staple food surplus and maintain a strong social 
security system, a prudent approach to food security must involve 
the strengthening of domestic staple food production, ensuring (or 
maintaining) widespread access to land and building other sustainable 
measures of domestic food distribution and nutritional education. 
For PNG, the central challenge seems to be to defend and extend 
the country’s natural advantage of a wide and even distribution of 
customary land.

discussed for many years the need to get off this ‘pesticide treadmill’ 
(e.g. Hansen 1986; Nicholls and Altieri 1997). 

A ‘second green revolution’ has been spoken of for some years now 
(e.g. Eicher 1995) yet in recognition of the environmental damage 
caused by intense fertilisation, and the non-renewable nature of many 
fertilisers, a better focus has been on improved seeds that can do without 
such fertilisers (Lynch 2006). yet hopes for a new ‘technological fix’ to 
deal with the ecological and economic problems are misguided. The 
inputs, many from fossil fuels, have become increasingly expensive, due 
to ‘peak oil’ the energy crisis. Aileen Kwa points out that, in industrial 
agriculture:

‘yield increases from high yielding Green revolution technologies 
have been decelerating, and in some cases stagnating and even 
contracting … Traditional rice farming in Asia produced 10 times 
more energy in food than was expended to grow it. Today’s Green 
revolution rice production cuts the net output in half. in the long 
run, [chemical intensive] methods encourage desertification, soil 
erosion, pesticide contamination and the depletion of groundwater. 
yet these ecological problems are ignored because of the difficulty 
in quantifying and assigning monetary values to ecological 
degradation’ (Kwa 2001).

Monocultures reduce the diversity of production in a region, and 
reduce the capacity of small farmers to companion plant and spread 
their crop options. Sugar cane, soy beans and oil palm are similar in this 
regard. Land clearing erodes and degrades the soil, silting up rivers and 
choking surrounding marine reef systems. Much of the fertiliser used 
runs into the water, causing algae blooms. These are the substantial costs 
of an unstable system.

Finally there is the contribution of biofuels, which have raised 
competition between food for people and food for cars. Biofuels have 
generated a substitution of food crops for fuel inputs in recent years. 
Before the 2008 food crisis an international Food Policy research 
institute (iFPri) study predicted that, with strong growth in biofuels, 
maize and oilseed prices would rise between 18 and 72 percent over 
the next decade (Msangi 2009). As it happened, they rose into that 
range in less than one year. A UN Special rapporteur on the right to 
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Such things have been tried before. There was an attempt to transmit 
the British colonial land registration system of Kenya to Melanesia. This 
faced nationalist resistance and failed. Subsequently, the Kenyan process 
was shown to have not delivered on its claimed benefits: security of tenure, 
agricultural productivity, rural credit and enhanced land rights for women. 
Nevertheless, a second ‘liberal wave’ pushed for land ‘modernisation’ in 
the 1980s and 1990s; this also faced resistance and failed. in response, 
financial agencies adjusted their arguments, linking their ideas of ‘land 
reform’ to ‘poverty reduction’ and support for customary land owners. 
But their model was much the same: registration, individual title and 
greater commerce in land. Like the British in colonial Kenya, they 
claimed this would lead to greater security of tenure, higher agricultural 
productivity, rural credit and enhanced land rights for women. The fact 
that this had not happened in Kenya did not seem to bother them. A 
Papua New Guinea government, with foreign financial backing, again 
picked up the land reform ‘banner’ in 2005. Some local advocates have 
replaced the international agencies on the ‘front line’ of the land debate, 
but the arguments remain much the same.

Attached to these ‘liberal modernist’ ideas of ‘land reform’ is the 
language of ‘old school’ economics, with its narrow focus on economic 
growth, formal economies and exports. By this logic, the ‘national 
economy’ would benefit from land registration, more logging, more 
monocultures and greater export orientation. Never mind that family 
livelihoods might go backwards and local ecologies would be devastated. 
This is an economics that carries many contradictions, particularly in a 
country like PNG, with large rural populations and large subsistence 
and informal sectors.

However this book has outlined a ‘new school’ economics, which 
focuses on family livelihoods, makes use of human development indicators 
and takes seriously the concept of ‘ecologically sustainable development’. 
This might provide a framework for outsiders and nationals to better 
understand PNG’s real economy, including the central role of small 
farming. Based on this approach, this book has focused on the economics 
of rural livelihoods, rather than on economic aggregates. The ‘old school’ 
ideas better suit powerful interests, as they are associated with expanding 
formal sectors; but this book has argued that no sensible economic logic 
can exclude a focus on PNG’s rural families and their livelihoods. 

 

c o n c l u s i o n :  
r e t h i n k i n g  l a n d  a n d  

l i v e l i h o o d s  i n  
Pa p u a  N e w  G u i n e a

2

Papua New Guinea’s customary land systems, almost unique in the world 
and resilient over many centuries, face new challenges. They have long 
supported ecologically sustainable livelihoods, social inclusion and com-
munity control in flexible ways. However, along with the strong financial 
demands from schools and limited health systems, they face pressures 
from investor groups to dismantle these community controls. Financial 
agencies persist in trying to insert principles of individual appropriation, 
centralised registration, exclusive boundaries and universal rules. 

10
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goes on without prejudice to traditional subsistence and social exchange 
production, nor does it exclude other livelihood activities such as small 
business, export cropping and family involvement in some formal sector 
employment. Families of the sellers surveyed were already engaged 
in many of those activities. Most said their income from domestic 
markets was higher than that from the other activities. While most 
also grew export crops, these were a supplement to their main income 
from cropping for domestic markets. The most successful fresh produce 
sellers combined diversification in products with specialisation in some 
high value foods (such as peanuts and melons), popular addictive crops 
(tobacco and betel nut) or prepared foods (scones and fried food). 

The informal sector, more generally, often offers families better 
livelihood options that most of the rural formal sector industries, such 
as oil palm, factories, shop employment and mining. other informal 
small business, including wholesale marketing and transport, offer 
similar opportunities. The economic success of the roadside markets has 
much to do with access to good quality customary land and proximity 
to the main roads. yet continued access to good quality customary land 
could be threatened by land leases or diversion of land into oil palm 
operations. on the other hand, problems of remote location could be 
alleviated by government investment in better roads. it is significant 
that women identify closely with this market activity, both for its social 
environment and because they maintain control of their customary land 
related activities. 

The major industrial monoculture in PNG, oil palm, has attracted 
much support from financial agencies, but is far less accepted by rural 
families. on this matter we have to recognise that the advice of the 
World Bank, constitutionally and effectively a lobby group for private 
investors, is partisan. Despite oil palm being a highly profitable industry 
for the few companies involved, the crop does not (contrary to World 
Bank claims) provide a superior livelihood option for rural families. 
incomes for customary landowners engaged in oil palm cultivation do 
not compare well with many other options in the informal sector. 

Average family cash returns on VoP oil palm blocks remain half or 
less the average returns of the roadside sellers, and of other averages in 
the informal sector. For those on leased blocks the returns are worse. 
Even the better-off oil palm growers do not approach the incomes 

Many of these families are building better futures for themselves, 
based on clan and family control of customary land. indeed, if we look 
at evidence from the most successful rural livelihoods, we see they are 
not in the new formal sector industries (like industrial estates, factories 
or monocultures) but rather mixtures of traditional, informal and formal 
enterprise, what i have called diverse or ‘hybrid’ livelihoods. 

Many analysts fail to see these hybrid livelihoods, because they ignore 
both the richness of PNG’s subsistence sector and the cash flows from 
informal markets. instead, they adopt misleading clichés such as the 
idea that all traditional societies are moving ‘from subsistence to the 
cash economy’. How wrong this is. in fact, most PNG families remain 
engaged in both. They engage in subsistence production and get cash 
income from marketing a mixture of crops for both domestic and 
export markets. Many also engage in other small businesses such as 
stores and livestock business, and some family members take on outside 
employment. Many families are widely engaged. yet the basis of these 
livelihoods remains control of customary land.

Hybrid livelihoods may be ‘basic’, supplementing subsistence 
production with the sale of surplus garden produce, and perhaps some 
additional employment. However there are also more ‘focused’ hybrids. 
These sell more market specific domestic and export crops, perhaps 
combined with family participation in other business or employment. 
Then there are the ‘diverse and efficient’ hybrids, probably enhanced 
in their strategies by an ‘education effect’ and sometimes an ‘adaptive 
response’ to threat. These supplement their base in subsistence production 
with better focused domestic and export crops, other employment or 
business and effective management of the ‘hybrid’.

The roadside market surveys discussed in this book draw attention 
to a neglected sector which provides much more employment than all 
the monocultures and mining projects put together. Furthermore, the 
incomes to these women vendors are higher than those of the workers in 
the formal sector industries. These surveys demonstrate that PNG’s rural 
domestic markets, and the women that dominate them, play a key role in 
Papua New Guinea’s mainstream economy, and a key role in supporting 
some of the more promising hybrid livelihoods. These vendors show 
an average income one and a half to three times that of the national 
minimum wage, and much higher than most actual wages. This activity 
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challenges, community organisation and farm management training. 
PNG’s rural communities need to understand these new arguments, and 
prepare strategies which best to help them stay focused on their strong 
and resilient hybrid livelihoods.

At the policy level, Food security debates in the Pacific have been 
distorted by a ‘big brother’ which has some special ambitions in 
global food trade. Australian has pushed agricultural liberalisation in 
international fora, for its own reasons. This approach is closely linked 
to land rationalization and the expansion of large, export–oriented 
monocultures. canberra’s financial influence means that these ideas 
always creep into regional policy statements. However, policy makers 
in PNG and elsewhere in the Pacific should remain clear about their 
distinct circumstances, and their distinct needs.

Food security is not yet a major problem for rural communities 
in PNG, who were barely affected by the global food crisis of 2008. 
However there is a cautionary tale from that crisis. Developing countries 
like Morocco and Haiti, because of their movement down the export 
orientation track, have lost the capacity to feed themselves, in the space 
of just one generation. When income from their export crops fell, they 
were left without decent income and without basic food. That is a tragedy 
that PNG must avoid. Papua New Guinea should not be misled: the 
country has a chance to build on its already strong foundation in food 
security, through a natural advantage in well–distributed customary land 
and highly productive small farming.

i hope this book has managed to dispel a few myths. rural families in 
PNG are NoT ‘moving from the subsistence to the cash economy’. They 
are productively engaged in both. customary land owners do NoT have 
to ‘mobilise their land’ to assist the ‘development’ of the country. They can 
best protect and build their own family and community livelihoods. The 
government has plenty of money from mining and gas to build roads and 
support schools and health centres. it is wrong to suggest that customary 
land ‘must be registered’ to provide ‘greater security of tenure, and that 
these centralised titles will assist in agricultural productivity, rural credit 
and women’s rights’. i have presented evidence to show that there is 
no basis for this in the experience of those countries which have tried 
it. Are ‘economic options are better in the formal economy’. Well, only 
for a very few. in general, the informal sector outperforms the formal 

of those in the superior hybrid livelihoods, for example those selling 
peanuts, buai, melon, cocoa, coconut and other more flexible crops. The 
‘Mama Lus Frut’ scheme for women provides one of the lowest income 
options in rural PNG, for some quite difficult work. 

That still leaves open the question of whether oil palm might form 
one element of a superior hybrid livelihood? This is certainly not the case 
through rural rents, which provide the worst of all economic options for 
landowners. And there are serious disadvantages to planting oil palm on 
customary land. Firstly, the corporate mills control and limit the prices 
to ‘smallholders’; secondly, oil palm cannot be companion planted and 
is therefore a very inflexible option; and thirdly, the ecological costs, 
particularly through soil and water damage, are very high. Small farmers 
would be better off retaining control of their land and using it for some 
more flexible combination of domestic and export crops, with some 
specialized crops and some degree of diversity. 

Where then are the better future options for rural landowner families? 
Plantation systems of coffee, coconut and oil palm were never really 
‘decolonised’. Few built on PNG social values, and this created a fair 
amount of conflict. Most government and aid agency support still goes 
to the export crops, which are often only secondary elements of family 
livelihoods. Nevertheless, there are constant initiatives in marketing 
and cooperation at a grass roots level, around the country. The Sausi 
community in Madang, for example, has demonstrated a successful 
approach: keeping control of clan lands, developing diverse crops for 
home and local markets, supplementing these with more flexible export 
crops (in this case cocoa) and then building systems of village co–finance 
for family business and college fees. Building on a community’s own 
cultural foundations can provide a sound basis for a durable model.

The evidence of this book has established that the better livelihood 
options for PNG’s rural land owning families lie in maintaining control 
of their own land. yet there are those who persist in seeking to ‘reconcile’ 
landowning families with an eventual dismantling of their customary 
systems and leasing out their lands. This includes AusAiD’s ‘middle way’, 
which seeks to bridge what it says are two ‘extremes’: that of maintaining 
customary tenure and that of land privatisation. yet the evidence is quite 
clear that families would gain little and lose much from engaging in 
rural leases. There has been organised resistance to these pressures: legal 



Land and Livelihoods in Papua New Guinea

174

sector, in rural PNG. Similarly, it is wrong to suggest that ‘large scale 
monocultures (like oil palm) are more productive than small farming’. 
The great productivity of small farmers has simply not been measured 
properly. Perhaps their contribution will be better recognised, in future. 

A p p e n d i c e s

2
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Appendix Table 5.1: December 2004 pilot farmer survey, Madang

Gardens Kina pa
Region Prov L/ha HMW HMF %F Buai Cocoa Coco. Coffee Vanilla Other Other* Total P7P Supp?
raicoast MAD 6 7 15+ 75 1000 2000 500 0 1000 V,P,G,T 7000 11500 5360 nil
Aiome MAD 1000 20 20+ 100 2000 500 0 3000 not yet M,V,P,B 500 6000 2100 DPi
aparamu Mor 3 5 15+ 85 2000 0 1500 0 not yet P,M,B 12,000 15500 7200 nil
Amele MAD 7 9 9+ 75 5000 2000 300 0 5000 6000 18300 14200 WV
Tokain MAD 3 7 15 75 2000 1400 2400 0 0 1000 6800 3170 nil
Bogia MAD 2 8 8+ 75+ 100 100 0 0 450 0 650 570 nil
raikos MAD 300 30 30 na 500 0 2000 0 0 0 2500 580 nil
southkos MAD 200 20 30 na 0 500 500 0 0 0 1000 230 nil
Baitabag MAD 2 7 7 na 480 0 0 0 150 100 730 730 nil
Baitabag MAD 1 na na 65 150 0 0 0 0 70 220 na nil
Gumine SiM 3 2 5 60 0 0 0 90 0 Pineap 110 200 280 nil
aa MAD 65 7 10 75 7300 0 0 0 2400 0 9700 6790 nil
Bogia MAD 12 5 7 75 800 3000 0 0 0 0 3800 3800 nil
aparamu MAD 20 7 15 85 3000 7000 1000 0 5000 P,B 20,000 36,000 16800 WV, DPi
aparamu MAD 80 20 30 80 500 3000 100 0 320 P 5,000 8920 2080 WV, DAo
Saidor MAD 1000 50 50+ 90 3000 5000 4000 0 3,000 various 10,000 25,000 3,500 DPi, BrG
Transgo. MAD 10 20 20+ 75 2000 0 1000 0 not yet P 20,000 23,000 8,050 Unitech st
E SiM 2 5 50+ 75 0 0 0 500 0 V,P 300 800 112 nil
cc EHP 20 5+ 10+ 75+ 0 0 0 400 0 0 400 280 na
TOTALS 29,830 24,500 17,320 82,080 75,832
AVERAGE Av of 18 ––> 4,213
V– vegetables L/ha = land in hectares DPi=Dept Primary industry (av of 18)
P=peanut HMW= how many people work this farm? WV=World Vision
G=greens HMF= how many fed by this farm? DAo=District Agric officer * peanuts were the biggest ‘other’ crop
T= tree crops %F= what proportion of their food from farm? BrG=Bismarck ramu Group
B=brus/tobacco P7P= annual income per 7 people (weighted family)

M=mustard Supp?= support services interviews in Madang, Dec 2004 – assistance from Howard Sindana
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P=peanut HMW= how many people work this farm? WV=World Vision
G=greens HMF= how many fed by this farm? DAo=District Agric officer * peanuts were the biggest ‘other’ crop
T= tree crops %F= what proportion of their food from farm? BrG=Bismarck ramu Group
B=brus/tobacco P7P= annual income per 7 people (weighted family)

M=mustard Supp?= support services interviews in Madang, Dec 2004 – assistance from Howard Sindana
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 Appendix Table 5.2: August–Sept 2005 pilot farmer survey, Popondetta Plains (ORO)

Gardens Kina pa (farm income)
Region L/ha HMW HMF %F Buai Cocoa Cocon. Coffee Vanilla P’nut Oil Palm Other Other* Emp Total P7P OP?

1 Ahora 130 3 45 90% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 F,V 1000 y 1,000 156 na
2 Sorovi 2 2 6 75% 0 0 0 0 new 0 6,000 0 n 6,000 7,000 LSS
3 Kakandetta 5 120 65% 0 B4 0 0 0 0 2,500 0 y 2,500 146 LSS
4 Sorovi 6 2 7 75% 0 0 0 0 0 0 6,000 0 y 6,000 6,000 LSS
5 Kakandetta 55 16 16 75% new 0 new 0 new 0 7,800 chkn 1200 n 9000 3937 VoP
6 Kakandetta 15 15 15 75% 0 0 0 0 new 0 15,000* chkn 900 n 15900 7420 LSS
7 Gona 18 8 23 90% 1000 0 0 0 new 0 3,300 F,V 2,750 yy 7050 2145 VoP
8 Sosoba 4 7 17 50% 400 0 0 0 new 0 15,000* 0 n 15400 6341 LSS
9 Aeka 15,000 10 50 90% 5,000 B4 B4 0 1,000 1,000 5,000 0 y 12000 1680 vop
10 Ahora 210 172 172 10% 300 0 550 0 0 0 7,800 F,V 500 n 9150 372 vop
11 Ahora 130 45 45 50% 500 new 1000 0 0 0 3,380 F,V 240 n 5120 796 vop
12 Gona 6 2 6 80% 750 0 0 0 new 0 2600 F,V 750 n 4100 4783 vop
13 Ahora 90 8 16 10% 500 0 750 0 new 0 4,550 F,V 1000 n 6800 2975 vop
14 Gona 10 2 5+ 80% 1000 0 2,500 0 new 0 2,600 F,V 1,000 n 7100 9940 vop
15 oro Bay 98 3? 14 80% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 F,V,fsh ?? y  n/a n/a na
16 Ango 1000+ 35 50+ 90% 500 400 500 2400 new 0 0 F,V 500 y 4,300 602 na
17 Ango 1000+ 50+ 50+ 90% 130 300 130 2400 new 0 new F,V 260 y 3,220 450 not yet
18 Embogo 200 10 10 80% new new 0 0 new 0 0 F,V 1,750 n 1750 1225 na
19 Dombada 10 11 11 60% 200 0 600 0 0 0 0 F,V 1,200 y 2000 1272 na
20 Erora 1 or 2 2 5+ 25% 350 0 250 0 0 0 0 F,V 450 yy 1,050 1470 na
21 Soravi 10+ 20 30+ 50% 0 0 0 0 0 0 7800 F,V 1,560 n 9,360 2184 LSS

ToTALS 60894
AVErAGE Av of 20 ––> 3045
L/ha = land in hectares P7P= annual income per 7 people (weighted family)
HMW= how many people work this farm? Supp?= support services
HMF= how many fed by this farm? other = other farm income? (fruit, vege, chicken, fish)
%F= what proportion of their food from farm? other* = other non–farm income? (work, pension, business)
interviews in oro August 2005 Emp = outside employment
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Appendix Table 5.4: Madang rural roadside market survey, 2007, AWE

Market 
(no. sellers)

actual
AWE

Daily 
rate

H.M. 
days/
wk

Market 
weight

Weighted 
seller AWE

main 
items sold 
(AWE> 
K100)

Watta rais (30) 300 100 3  0.26 * 78 P, B
Wr 200 100 2 ‘ 52 B, co
Wr 1975 282 7 ‘ 514 P, B
Wr 1250 500 2.5 ‘ 325 P, M
Wr 1125 225 5 ‘ 293 P
Wr 2250 321 7 ‘  Na * P, B
Sausi (40) 60 30 2 0.43 26 P
SA 45 15 3 ‘ 19 P
SA 70 23 3 ‘ 30 P
SA 50 17 3 ‘ 22 P
yakumbu (20) 35 23 1.5 0.43 15
yK 25 10 2.5 ‘ 11
Usino (50) 50 17 3 0.53 27
US 150 75 2 ‘ 80 P
US 450 150 3 ‘ 239 M, P
US 60 20 3 ‘ 32
Mambu (70) 60 15 4 0.75 45
MA 120 60 2 ‘ 90 B
MA 450 180 2.5 ‘ 338 B, DA
MA 210 84 2.5 ‘ 158 B, DA
4 Mile (200) 210 70 3 1.08 227 B
4M 500 250 2 ‘ 540 B
4M 150 30 5 ‘ 162 B
4M 280 112 2.5 ‘ 302 B, DA
4M 225 75 3 ‘ 243 B, DA
4M 270 180 1.5 ‘ 292 B, DA
4M 640 142 4.5 ‘ 691 ci
4M 250 100 2.5 ‘ 270 B, DA
Maiwara (13) 55 22 2.5 0.14 8
MW 25 13 2 ‘ 4

Cont.

Appendix Table 5.3: Questions asked of the roadside sellers  
(Madang, Morobe, EHP, ENB)

1 Which items do you sell?
2 How many hectares gardens does your family have?
3 How many days per week are you at market?
4 What is your average income per week or per day from market sales?
5 Which item gives you the best income?
6 How many people in your family share this income?
7 Do you grow other crops that you do not sell at this market? (cocoa, vanilla, 

coconut, etc)
8 How does income from those crops differ from your income at this market?
9 could you estimate annual income from those other crops?
10 Do you get any outside help for your farming? (extension services)
11 Does your family have another sources of income? (shop, employment, 

business)
12 What are your (i) main problems and your (ii) main expenses for market 

selling?
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Appendix Table 5.6: (following pages) Roadside seller surveys in Morobe, Eastern Highlands and 
East New Britain, 2011
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Appendix Table 6.3: Calculations used in the 2001 ‘oil palm fresh fruit bunch 
pricing formula’

Payout ratio 
elements:
1. ciF oil palm 
prices

Monthly average prices from ‘oil World’, for month preceding 
FFB payment

2. Sales costs A deduction before Por, for company sales costs, includes – 
freight, sales commissions, brokerage, insurance, overseas port 
charges

3. Extraction ratios converts FFB to oil palm products by ratios: cPo: 22.88; PK: 
4.97

4. Exchange rates Bank of PNG $US and $A rates, averaged
5. Transport costs Deducted by company from millgate prices, eg HoP: 18K/Mt
6. VAT charged through a credit to farmers on the Por; reclaimable 

by the company
7. Levies oPrA fees: 0.9K; oPic fee: 3.5K (companies applying PPF 

pay a matching fee); and a fee of 1K for pest control is paid by 
farmers at Hoskins

8. Por The post–1996 55% payout ratio is represented by this formula:
[A x (cPo ciF–US$ Sales costs)] + B x (PKo ciF–US$ 
Sales costs)] + c x [(PKE ciF–US$ Sales costs] / US$/Kina 
= FoB Palm product value x Por = millgate price – FFB 
transport, VAT & levies = Farm–gate price // A, B & c = 
industry standard extraction rates for cPo, PKo and PKE

cost assumptions:
1. Labour costs = 5.50K per day (previously 3.85K – 70% min rural wage)
2. oPrA levy = 0.90K per ton FFB (previously 0.56K)
3. oPic levy = 3.85K per ton FFB (previously 3.50K, now includes 10% 

VAT)
4. Land rent = 80K per block per annum (LSS only – previously not applied)
5. House = 1,000K (for VoP block, prev. 950K) = 3,500K (LSS block, 

prev. 2,500K)
6. Growers Assn 
fee

= 24K per block per year (previously 12K)

Example:
Higaturu (oro) 
2001

Kina palm product value of 1 mt FFB = 238.89K; farmers 
payout at 55% = 131.39K; add 1% VAT = 1.31K; less oPrA 
levy = 0.90K; less oPic levey = 3.5K; less VAT at 10% on 
oPic levy = 0.35K; Mill–gate price = 127.95K; less FFB 
transport costs = 18K; = Farm–gate price = 109.95K

Source: Burnett & Ellingsen 2001: 25–28, 31

Appendix Table 6.1: Chemical use by Higaturu in 2004

Product name Product type Amount used Value US$
L1700 x 10 Surfactant 80 litres 447
24D herbicide 4,406 litres 12,406
Activator 90 surfactant 1,980 litres 7,100
Trichlor tables x 10kg chlorine 70 buckets 6,192
Glyphosphate 450 herbicide 17,022 litres 51,847
Gramoxone x 5 ltr herbicide 3,685 litres 16,816

(Alloy) Metsulfuron x 500g herbicide 169 per 
container

8,901

icon 10WP x 50g Malaria 
control 
insecticide

287 pkts 3,359

Diuron 500 FW Herbicide 200 litres 1,005
icon 2.5cs x 500mls Malaria 

control 
insecticide

18 per 
container

269

Source: HoP (2005a) ‘chemical use in HoP 2004, unpublished log

Appendix Table 6.2: Fertiliser use by Higaturu Oil Palms in 2004

Total tonnes Tonnes per ha

Organic fertiliser EFB: 45,027 17.59
Inorganic fertilisers:
Am chloride 1,757 1.6
Am Nitrate 96 0.49
Am sulphate 18 0.45
calcium Borate 9 0.06
Potassium chloride 1,376 1.72
Kieserite 56 0.97
Sodium Borate 39 0.04
Sulphur 6 0.19
TSP 10 0.15
Source: HoP (2005b) ‘Estate report: fertiliser applied’, 18 July, Pacrim Higaturu oilpalms, 
Agrisoft systems printout, Popondetta
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Appendix Table 6.4: Higaturu Oil Palm Limited, harvest revenues  
and payments to small holders

1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004
Average farmgate price to small holder 
FFB (K/tonne)

76.87 9.04 30.99 7.06 22.24 36.48 58.39 136.22 74.37 138.45 158.38

 price in US$ (a) 86.53 9.39 35.77 7.49 24.09 36.09 43.85 65.5 25.67 34.01 47.87
Annual average price of palm oil in 
US$/tonne (b)

704.18 279.69 450.92 298.57 393.38 453.48 573.55 632.8 382.62 390.57 424.45

Proportion of FFB payments to cPo 
world price: (a) as % of (b)

12.29 3.37 7.95 2.51 6.13 7.97 7.65 10.36 6.72 8.72 11.29

Higaturu sales revenues (US$000) 31,613 12,448 19,581 15,540 20,421 22,557 32,109 32,370 18,736 25,744 33,096
 the same in ‘000 Kina 28,084 11,985 16,965 14,664 18,859 22,804 42,754 68,304 54,280 104,808 109,502

 of which: Palm oil (000Kina) 25,888 11,438 15,431 12,888 15,732 19,054 38,297 61,888 49,732 97,992 100,631
 : Palm Kernel (000Kina) 2,198 547 1,534 888 1,891 2,013 3,984 6,418 0 0 0
 : Palm Kernel oil (000Kina) 4,548 6,816 8,871
Total Higaturu FFB harvested (tonnes) 108,668 117,683 106,574 135,784 134,531 138,435 155,306 142,352 146,586 143,098 149,731
Total Smallholder FFB harvested 
(tonnes)

68,288 83,693 73,082 70,177 60,190 57,519 71,726 94,279 113,109 140,034 146,291

Source: HoP (2004) 2004 Year Book, Higaturu oil Palms Limited, Popondetta (PNG)

Appendix Table 6.5: New Britain Palm Oil Limited, some indicators for 2000–04 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
revenue (000 Kina) 229,030 206,676 319,111 340,099 392,176
Pre–tax profit (000 Kina) 63,495 37,289 101,709 109,223 126,317
Profit after tax (000 Kina) 47,464 6,844 68,001 76,654 88,355
Tax paid (000 Kina) 32,569 37,799
Average price cPo (US$/tonne cif ) 346 297 387 446 420
FFB from estate plantations (tonnes) 560,093 498,865 502,533 552,284 614,960
FFB from outgrowers (tonnes) 275,902 265,500 259,144 264,967 288,878
Foreign exchange gain (000 Kina) 12,228 5,170
Director’s fees (6 directors) (000 Kina) 1,480 1,489
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 100,000 Kina pa 40 41
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 200,000 Kina pa 28 27
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 400,000 Kina pa 17 14
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 800,000 Kina pa 2 3

Appendix Table 6.4: Higaturu Oil Palm Limited, harvest revenues  
and payments to small holders

1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004
Average farmgate price to small holder 
FFB (K/tonne)
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Appendix Table 6.5: New Britain Palm Oil Limited, some indicators for 2000–04 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
revenue (000 Kina) 229,030 206,676 319,111 340,099 392,176
Pre–tax profit (000 Kina) 63,495 37,289 101,709 109,223 126,317
Profit after tax (000 Kina) 47,464 6,844 68,001 76,654 88,355
Tax paid (000 Kina) 32,569 37,799
Average price cPo (US$/tonne cif ) 346 297 387 446 420
FFB from estate plantations (tonnes) 560,093 498,865 502,533 552,284 614,960
FFB from outgrowers (tonnes) 275,902 265,500 259,144 264,967 288,878
Foreign exchange gain (000 Kina) 12,228 5,170
Director’s fees (6 directors) (000 Kina) 1,480 1,489
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 100,000 Kina pa 40 41
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 200,000 Kina pa 28 27
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 400,000 Kina pa 17 14
Numbers of employees (not directors) paid more than 800,000 Kina pa 2 3
Source: NBPoL (2004) report to Shareholders, Kimbe (PNG), pp.6, 13, 14 [2004 figures are projections]
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