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Introduction

In 2000, to mark Papua New Guinea’s first 25 years as an independent 
state, I put together a collection of previously published papers that 
examined much of the new nation’s political history (May 2001). In the 
introduction to that volume it was noted that, despite predictions to 
the contrary, Papua New Guinea had become one of the few post-colonial 
states to have maintained an unbroken record of democratic government, 
but that at least since the 1980s the country had been faced with a number 
of challenging developments. The latter included a decline in the level 
of government service delivery, especially in remote areas; increasing 
problems of urban and rural lawlessness; the spread of nepotism and 
corruption; poor economic management, exacerbated by the forced 
closure of the Bougainville Copper mine and threats to other resource 
projects; increasing pressure on land, and environmental degradation 
associated with mining and logging in some areas; and the Bougainville 
conflict itself, which impacted heavily on the national budget and gave 
rise to tensions in the relationship between the national government and 
the Papua New Guinea Defence Force (PNGDF) and between Papua 
New Guinea and neighbouring Solomon Islands.

In 1999 there had been a change of government, and the 
incoming coalition  government under Prime Minister Sir Mekere 
Morauta—a  former  treasury secretary and central bank governor—had 
set itself six major objectives. These were to stabilise the economy, stabilise 
the budget, rebuild the institutions of state, remove the impediments to 
investment and growth, reach a peaceful settlement on Bougainville, 
and create political stability and integrity.
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A major priority of the Morauta government was ‘to restore integrity to our 
great institutions of state’. A Constitutional Development Commission 
was created to conduct consultations and recommend action. Among 
steps taken to achieve this objective, and the sixth objective, political 
stability and integrity, were measures to strengthen and safeguard the 
independence of the Ombudsman Commission, the auditor-general, the 
public service and the central bank. Two more salient measures, however, 
were the passage of an Organic Law on the Integrity of Political Parties 
and Candidates (OLIPPAC) intended to promote the development of 
a stronger political party system and achieve greater political stability, 
and a  shift from the existing first-past-the-post electoral system to one 
of limited preferential voting (LPV) with the intention of increasing the 
‘mandate’ of elected members of parliament (MPs). The OLIPPAC came 
into effect in 2001, shortly before the national election of 2002; the first 
national election under LPV was that of 2007 (both taking place after 
State and Society in Papua New Guinea was published). Chapter 2 of this 
volume reproduces a paper, written in 2003, which looks at the thinking 
behind these reforms and speculates on their potential effectiveness—
partly anticipating issues that arose in later years. The operation and 
impact of the OLIPPAC (which was amended in 2003 and parts of which 
were overruled by the Supreme Court in 2010) are discussed in Chapters 4 
and 5, and an early assessment of LPV is presented in Chapter 7.

With respect to the first, second and fourth of Morauta’s objectives, 
a number of fiscal and broader economic measures were introduced and a 
Medium Term Plan of Action for Public Sector Reform was drawn up for 
the period 2000–2003. To implement this plan the government created 
a new administrative structure led by a Central Agencies Coordinating 
Committee, chaired by the chief secretary to the government, and supported 
by a Public Sector Reform Management Unit. An independent Public 
Sector Reform Advisory Group was also created to provide stakeholder 
input from provincial and local-level administrations, the private sector 
(in part through a private sector Consultative Implementation and 
Monitoring Council), churches, the public sector union, the National 
Council of Women and research organisations.

Following the national election of 2002 Sir Michael Somare replaced 
Morauta as prime minister but announced his government’s commitment 
to maintaining the policies of economic recovery and public sector reform 
initiated by the Morauta government. Under a Program for Recovery 
and Development the Somare government listed its priorities as good 
governance, poverty reduction and empowerment through human 
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resource development, and planning was undertaken through a series of 
medium-term development strategies. Public sector reform was funded 
through a Strategic Plan supporting Public Sector Reform 2003–2007.1 
Somare was re-elected as prime minister in 2007. Two years later his 
government launched a very ambitious ‘Papua New Guinea Vision 2050’, 
intended to provide a plan to make Papua New Guinea ‘a smart, wise, fair, 
healthy and happy society’ and one of the top 50 economies in the world 
by the year 2050.2

During this period, under successive Morauta- and Somare-led coalition 
governments, GDP rose after three years of negative growth in 2000–
2003 and a measure of fiscal discipline saw a decline in the ratio of public 
debt to GDP fall from 72 per cent in 2002 to 22 per cent in 2011. 
The period was also marked by an inflow of direct foreign investment 
into the mining and petroleum industries, especially after proposals in 
2007 to exploit the country’s liquefied natural gas (LNG) resources, 
and a high level of associated construction activity. Papua New Guinea’s 
Human Development Index, however, continued to decline from 2000. 
Peter O’Neill controversially took over government from Somare in 
2011 and was elected prime minister, legitimately, in 2012. Soon after 
the election the O’Neill-led coalition announced the ‘Alotau Accord’, 
which set out the new government’s policy priorities and called for a 
review of existing plans. It subsequently presented a National Strategy 
for Responsible Sustainable Development (STaRS) to clarify ‘the guiding 
principles in terms of development to achieve Vision 2050’. The STaRS 
identified 16 major activities within a ‘Critical Activity Matrix’. Following 
reviews of the Medium Term Development Plan 2011–15 (MTDP  1) 
and Development Strategic Plan 2010–30 initiated by the Somare 
government, the O’Neill government amended the National Planning Act 
to more closely align national plans to the budget, and the 2014 budget 
provided funding for a public sector reform project.

Among the O’Neill government’s reforms was the creation of District 
Development Authorities (DDAs) to replace existing Joint District Planning 
and Budget Priority Committees (JDPBPCs). The DDAs, launched in 
2015, were intended ‘to strengthen district administration and streamline 
processes to improve rollout of services at the district and ward level’ and 

1  For more detail see May (2006).
2  The Vision 2050 replaced another ‘visionary plan’, ‘Kumul 2020’, formulated in 1998. A measure 
of its ambition was the fact that on a Human Development Index list for 169 countries in 2010 Papua 
New Guinea was ranked 137.
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were given a wide range of responsibilities including delivering services, 
maintaining infrastructure, disbursing grants, managing budgets and 
drawing up local development plans. Like the former JDPBPCs they were 
chaired by the open electorate MP from the district.3

Despite the abundance—and the rhetoric—of planning, however, Papua 
New Guinea continued to fall short of the Millennium Development 
Goals to which it was committed (see, for example, Andrew 2015) and by 
2019 its Human Development Index ranking had slipped to 153 of 187 
countries, the lowest in the Pacific. In 2015 the acting secretary of the 
Department of National Planning and Monitoring acknowledged that 
‘our efforts in the past have not always been successful’ (DNPM 2015:11).

Export of LNG commenced in 2014 and following several years of strong 
growth in GDP and euphoric expectations of the prospective gains from 
LNG—which was predicted to double GDP—and from other large-
scale resource projects, the O’Neill government introduced an ambitious 
Medium Term Development Plan 2016–2017 (MTDP 2), with promises 
of free education and increases in the public service.4 The government had 
also borrowed heavily in the expectation of revenue from LNG. However, 
partly due to generous tax concessions to foreign investors in the mining 
and petroleum industries, real revenue had been falling since 2007 and 
debt servicing costs rising, and with oil and LNG prices falling in 2015–
2016 there were reports that the government was facing a fiscal crisis. 
By 2014 the public debt to GDP ratio had risen again to over 35 per 
cent.5 In this context, concerns about foreign investment and overseas 
borrowing became major issues of political contention, and were a factor 
in the moves that led to O’Neill’s demise (see Chapter 15).

On succeeding O’Neill in 2019, Prime Minister James Marape promised 
to ‘take back our economy’ but his efforts to do this encountered 
predictable opposition from large international companies (May 2020b) 
and his inability to achieve his objectives was cited by those who sought, 
in turn, to remove him by a vote of no confidence.

3  For an account of policies on decentralisation in Papua New Guinea to 2009, including joint 
provincial and joint district planning and budgetary priority committees, see May (2009b). For a 
discussion of DDAs see O’Neill (2006), Wiltshire (2014) and Banga (2018). A District Authorities Act, 
initiated by MP Peter O’Neill, was passed by parliament in 2005 but never certified, and thus lapsed.
4  MTDP 2 was for two years rather than the usual five because the O’Neill government decided 
to align the planning process with the electoral cycle, starting in 2017.
5  See, for example, Flanagan (2016, 2018).
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To some extent, Papua New Guinea’s economic and fiscal problems have 
derived from external market forces and high rates of population growth, 
but to a large extent much of the country’s difficulties can be attributed to 
poor economic management. There seems to be general agreement that, 
despite the wealth generated by large-scale resource projects, there has not 
been a corresponding improvement in service provision; this is evident in 
a number of social indicators. This is the subject of a brief comment 
in Chapter 12.6

The decline in service delivery has been particularly evident in the health 
sector. Having already suffered a high incidence of HIV/AIDS and a 
revival of drug-resistant tuberculosis, and with the nation’s health system 
already under strain (Wiltshire et al. 2020), Papua New Guinea initially 
appeared to have a modest rate of COVID-19 infections (in January 2021, 
12  months after the World Health Organization had declared a public 
health emergency, Papua New Guinea had reported only 867 cases of 
COVID and nine deaths), but in February there was exponential growth in 
the number of recorded cases and deaths from COVID,7 and vaccination 
has been restricted by availability of vaccines, difficulties in getting vaccines 
to remote areas, and a high level of resistance to vaccination.

While governor of the Bank of Papua New Guinea, Morauta once said, 
‘the most corrosive and intractable problem we face now is corruption’ 
(Morauta 1996). Following his election as prime minister, Morauta in 
1999 announced that he would establish a national anti-corruption agency 
to coordinate the activities of several departments and agencies involved 
in anti-corruption activities. At the time there was also support for an 
Independent Commission against Corruption (ICAC). Legislation to set 
up an ICAC was drafted under the O’Neill government in 2014 but it 
was not until 2020 that such legislation was actually passed, and concerns 
remain about how effective the ICAC will be. Meanwhile, corruption 
has continued to plague government performance. Chapter 9 reproduces 
a brief paper presented to a workshop held to launch a corruption research 
initiative of Papua New Guinea’s National Research Institute in 2007 and 
Chapter  14 provides some illustration of how corruption has affected 
recent Papua New Guinea politics (also see Ayius and May 2007).

6  For a more extensive discussion see Webster and Duncan (2010), Howes et al. (2014) and Fox 
and Howes (2016). A broader analysis of policymaking and implementation in Papua New Guinea 
may be found in the studies by various authors in May (2009a).
7  As at 17  June  2021 the number of reported cases, across the country, was 16,933 and the 
number of known deaths 173—both figures probably understated.
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The period from around 1999 to 2002 (following the ‘Sandline Affair’, 
previously described briefly in May 2001) saw marked tensions within 
the PNGDF and between the government and the PNGDF. In 2000 
Prime Minister Mekere Morauta set up a parliamentary Ministerial Task 
Force on Defence, whose report concluded that critical issues relating to 
the mission and purpose, capacity, resourcing and structure of the force 
needed to be reviewed. In introducing the report to parliament, Morauta 
spoke of a ‘culture of instability’ within the PNGDF. A Commonwealth 
Eminent Persons Group was invited to undertake the review, but its 2001 
report, which recommended a substantial downsizing of the defence force, 
exacerbated tensions. Subsequently, under a new government and a new 
PNGDF commander, the defence force was downsized from 3,700 to 
around 2,000 and in 2003 the PNGDF was deployed to Solomon Islands 
as part of the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). 
Following the Bougainville Peace Agreement the PNGDF was again 
involved in domestic security operations beyond Bougainville, notably 
in assisting police during states of emergency in Southern Highlands 
and Hela provinces, and in security operations during national elections. 
Since this time, civil–military relations have enjoyed a period of relative 
tranquillity and there has been some new recruitment (May 2003a, 2009c, 
2020a; May and Haley 2014.)

Over the past two decades, however, the other security arm of the state, 
the Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary, has struggled in its efforts to 
maintain law and order as intergroup fighting, increasingly involving high-
powered guns, and criminal groups challenge the authority of the state, 
and elements within the force challenge one another (see, for example, 
Chapters 10 and  14; for a detailed study see Dinnen 2001). Violence 
against women, sometimes associated with accusations of sorcery, has also 
been an endemic problem that efforts by government and civil society 
groups have been unable to contain (Amnesty International 2006; Jolly 
and Stewart 2012; Garbe and Struck-Garbe 2018).

The late 1990s saw progress to peace in Bougainville, culminating in the 
signing of the Bougainville Peace Agreement of 2001, with the promise 
of a referendum on the future political status of Bougainville once 
certain conditions had been met. In 2005 the Autonomous Bougainville 
Government (ABG) held its first election. The peace agreement did 
not bring immediate or complete peace to Bougainville but under the 
elected ABG, hostilities subsided and reconciliation and reconstruction 
commenced. In November–December 2019 the non-binding referendum 



7

1. INTRODUCTION

mandated under the peace agreement was held and Bougainvilleans voted 
overwhelmingly (by over 98 per cent) for independence. Post-referendum 
consultations between Bougainville and the national government began 
in early 2021. Bougainville’s president, and former prominent member 
of the separatist Bougainville Revolutionary Army, Ishmael Toroama, is 
looking to independence by 2025 but it is still not clear that the national 
government will accept this demand. The resolution of this situation is 
perhaps the greatest challenge the nation faces (Regan 2010, 2019).

Against this background, Papua New Guinea politics continues to 
be characterised by robust competition, both electorally and, with 
qualifications, within parliament. National elections continue to be 
held on schedule—notwithstanding an attempt by members of the 
government to postpone the election in 2012—but elections have been 
flawed by defective electoral rolls, irregularities in electoral administration, 
increased vote-buying and, especially in the populous highlands, by 
intimidation and violence.8 The results in individual electorates are 
frequently disputed, though the overall outcome of elections has been 
generally accepted, unlike the post-election chaos that occurs in some 
countries. Parties remain fluid, largely personalised and often short-lived, 
despite the provisions of the OLIPPAC (the most significant of which 
were overruled by the Supreme Court in 2010) and the attempts of the 
registrar of political parties to strengthen parties. In national elections the 
number of independent candidates has regularly exceeded the number 
endorsed by parties. Within the parliament, all governments since 
independence have been coalitions, cobbled together post-election but 
usually proving to be unstable, with MPs ‘party hopping’ and coalition 
partners changing. Since 1977 only two governments have survived a 
full parliamentary term, the others (apart from the ‘parliamentary coup’ 
against Sir Michael Somare in 2011 described in Chapter 13) succumbing 
to votes of no confidence or unsuccessful attempts to avoid votes of no 
confidence. To survive threatened votes of no confidence, governments, 
assisted by partisan speakers, have increasingly resorted to manipulation 
of parliamentary procedures and adjournments of parliament. A result 
of this has been a lowering of parliamentary performance and allegations 

8  The election of 2002—in which six electorates in Southern Highlands Province were declared 
‘failed elections’—was widely described as the worst in the country’s history (May and Anere 2011:9), 
but the election observation report on the 2017 election concluded that ‘elections in PNG continue 
to trend in the wrong direction … the 2017 elections witnessed a marked deterioration in the 
overarching election environment’ (Haley and Zubrinich 2018:ix).
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of ‘executive government’, and some shift of political contestation from 
parliament to the courts. It also seems to have led to increasing popular 
cynicism towards politicians, fostered by a burgeoning social media.

Following the demise of Prime Minister Peter O’Neill in 2019 
(see  Chapter  15), and the subsequent inclusion of several respected 
opposition members in the incoming Marape government’s cabinet, 
it appeared as though there might have been some change of style in 
Papua New Guinea politics. In subsequent months there was a steady 
flow of opposition MPs to the government and to the Pangu Pati of 
which Marape had become parliamentary leader. But in late 2020 there 
was a  reversal of  this trend and Marape himself became the target of a 
proposed vote of no confidence, which he successfully countered by the 
familiar tactic of adjourning parliament. As Papua New Guinea nears its 
fiftieth anniversary of statehood it seems there has been little change in 
political behaviour.

Reflecting on ‘the next twenty-five years’ in 2000 I suggested that:

While PNG has maintained an unbroken record of democratic 
government, the promise of the early nationalist leaders has failed 
to translate into a sense of national identity and purpose: electoral 
politics remains essentially parochial; national politics has for the 
most part been dominated by personal politicking for short-term 
gain; political parties have not developed to play the expected 
role of selecting candidates, articulating issues and keeping MPs 
accountable; there has been little development of a civil society, 
and the quality of governance has been poor. (May 2001:15)

Since this was written there has been some development in civil society, 
and some generational change among MPs—though the national 
parliament currently lacks a single female member. There have been 
major developments in mining and petroleum, and promises of economic 
transformation through the exploitation of LNG, and some commercial 
developments in agriculture and fisheries, but the gaps have widened 
between a small class of rich entrepreneurs and rentiers and the roughly 
80 per cent of the population in rural villages and hamlets. Otherwise 
little seems to have changed.

The papers collected in this volume, written over the two decades since 
2000, provide something of a background for the understanding of where 
Papua New Guinea sits in 2021.
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