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Political change in Papua 
New Guinea: Is it needed? 

Will it work?

This previously unpublished paper was presented as the keynote address to 
a conference at the Divine Word University, Madang, in 2003.

Over recent years there appears to have been a growing sense of popular 
dissatisfaction with Papua New Guinea’s political system. The perceived 
failings of the system are commonly attributed to the ‘inheritance’ of 
inappropriate political institutions, and currently [2003] attempts are 
being made to address these perceived failings through institutional 
reform. The achievement of 25 years of independence provides a good 
occasion to look back at what Papua New Guinea has achieved during 
its first quarter century, and look forward to the challenges of the future. 
In this context, this paper will address three questions: First, did Papua 
New Guinea inherit ‘inappropriate’ political institutions? Second, what 
are the perceived failings of the present system? And, third, can these 
problems be overcome by reform of Papua New Guinea’s political 
institutions?

Before doing so, however, it is perhaps worth reminding ourselves where 
we have come from. On the eve of independence in 1975 there were 
many who were less than confident about Papua New Guinea’s political 
future.1 In fact, Papua New Guinea has to date avoided both military coup 
and political authoritarianism. It remains one of the few post-colonial 

1  For example, see Hastings (1971), Nelson (1972), Parker (1967) and Waddell (1973a).
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states to have maintained an unbroken record of democratic government, 
with regular elections and unchallenged changes of government, and it 
continues to rank well on the Freedom House index.2 That is not to say, 
however, that its record has been perfect.

Appropriate institutions?
It is frequently, and increasingly, suggested that Papua New Guinea 
‘inherited’ inappropriate political institutions from Australia. There is no 
doubt that institutional structures introduced during the colonial period 
have exercised a continuing influence on Papua New Guinea’s political 
system, just as Australia inherited features of the British system—but 
modified them—and the Philippines inherited features of the United States 
system—but adapted them. But those who use this line of argument must 
be reminded that the Constitutional Planning Committee that drafted 
Papua New Guinea’s constitution in the early 1970s was a commission 
of Papua New Guineans, who conducted extensive consultation with 
people across the country. Moreover, in drafting the constitution the 
founding fathers looked not so much to Australia as to other post-colonial 
states, particularly in Africa. And what they produced, they believed, was 
a ‘home-grown’ constitution.3 In other words, Papua New Guinea did not 
simply ‘inherit’ its political institutions from Australia, and it belittles the 
efforts of Papua New Guinea’s founding fathers to suggest it did.

The constitution that was presented to the Papua New Guinea House of 
Assembly sitting as a Constituent Assembly was essentially Westminster 
in character: it provided for a unicameral legislature, elected from single-
member constituencies on a first-past-the-post basis; it provided for a 
prime minister elected from among members of parliament (MPs) and 
a National Executive Council (cabinet) chosen by the prime minister 
from among the MPs; it placed the Papua New Guinea Defence Force 
(PNGDF) under a National Defence Council comprising the minister 
for defence, secretary for defence and commander of the PNGDF; and it 

2  The Freedom House index, published by the US-based Freedom Review, is an internationally 
recognised measure of democracy. [Freedom House ratings from 1999 to 2016 are given in Chapter 14, 
footnote 56.]
3  For some reflections on the constitution-making process, see Regan et al. (2001:15–32).
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made provision for a substantially decentralised, but still unitary, system 
of government. If this was not an appropriate structure, what were the 
alternatives?

Most post-colonial states began with democratic forms of government 
(whether Westminster or presidential). Many quickly made a transition 
to authoritarian single-party or military regimes. In 1991 Sir Michael 
Somare spoke enthusiastically about such transitions: referring to 
Papua New Guinea, he talked about the ‘tyranny of the ballot box’, 
and suggested that ‘dictatorship would go a long way to solving [Papua 
New Guinea’s] problems’; it was, he said, consistent with patterns of 
traditional authority in Papua New Guinean societies (Somare 1991). 
But traditional authority was based on small communities, and was in 
any case generally competitive and flexible.4 In Papua New Guinea, as 
elsewhere, the creation of the larger political entity of ‘Papua New Guinea’ 
brought together many communities whose relationship with each other 
for centuries had ranged from non-existent through tenuous to largely 
antagonistic. The creation of the Papua New Guinea state necessitated a 
new level of overarching authority at the national level. Apart from the 
fact that patterns of authority varied from one part of the new country to 
another, it simply was not possible to transpose political systems which 
had evolved to meet the needs of small communities into a modern state. 
I do not believe that most Papua New Guineans would see dictatorship 
as a viable or acceptable alternative for their country either in 1975 or 
in 2000. And a lot of people who have struggled against authoritarian 
regimes in countries like the USSR, the Philippines under Marcos and 
Indonesia under Suharto would share this view.

If we reject the authoritarian alternative, then we seem to be left with 
variations on a basic representative parliamentary model. Such variations 
include the Westminster system with its parliamentary executive, various 
forms of presidential system (including what Sir John Guise and others 
once put forward as the ‘semi-presidential system’), governments of 
national unity, something like Indonesia’s dwifungsi system (in which the 
military is formally represented in parliament), and systems (like those 
of Tonga, Samoa, Thailand and Malaysia) where monarchs or hereditary 
elites have special roles in an essentially parliamentary system. The last 
of these is not relevant to Papua New Guinea, and there is nothing in 

4  For a discussion of chiefs and bigmen in Papua New Guinea, see May (1997a).
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Papua New Guinea’s history that would suggest that military dwifungsi is 
appropriate.5 Governments of national unity have been suggested from 
time to time in Papua New Guinea, but given the instability of successive 
coalition governments it seems unlikely that national unity would prevail.6 
The relative strengths and weaknesses of Westminster and presidential 
systems are much debated outside Papua New Guinea;7 suffice it to say 
that I do not believe that the adoption of a presidential system would 
have made substantial difference to the way in which Papua New Guinea 
politics has developed.

As against alternative systems, it might be noted again that Papua New 
Guinea has maintained an unbroken record of democracy, that its voters 
have displayed a remarkable ability to remove politicians through elections 
(just over 50 per cent at each election—a turnover figure that some people 
may regard as too high), that the independence of the judiciary has been 
maintained and that it has not experienced a military coup. By most 
standards this is a good measure of the success of the system.

In summary, my answer to the question, ‘Did Papua New Guinea inherit 
“inappropriate” political institutions?’ would be essentially ‘No’. If there 
are problems in the political system, I would argue, these arise more from 
patterns of political behaviour, which have affected the way institutions 
have operated, than from the inherent nature of the institutions themselves. 
This leads to the second question.

What are the problems?
In the discussion that underlies the demand for reform of political 
institutions in Papua New Guinea there seems to be a degree of consensus 
that three problems are critical: the behaviour of the legislature, the 
politicisation of the bureaucracy and deficiencies in the electoral system. 
Sometimes problems are described in terms of a failure of good governance, 
corruption or lack of political will, but generally these may be regarded as 
symptoms rather than causes of systemic malaise.

5  Such a proposal was made prior to independence, however: see Sundhaussen (1973).
6  Before 1995, the Eastern Highlands provincial government successfully used what was in effect 
a ‘government of national unity’ (Stewart 1997).
7  See, for example, Lijphart (1992).
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Legislative behaviour

Since 1972 all governments in Papua New Guinea have been coalition 
governments, and since 1977—the first election after independence—
no government has lasted a full five-year term. [The Somare government 
of 2002–2007 was the first to survive a full term, as did the O’Neill 
government of 2012–2017.] Not being differentiated markedly by 
ideology or platform, and tending to revolve around a personalised 
leadership, political parties have been quick to hop from one coalition to 
another when they see advantage in doing so. Over the years almost every 
party in Papua New Guinea has, at some stage, been in coalition with 
every other party. Similarly, with weak party allegiance and discipline, 
individual MPs have regularly shifted from one party to another. Locally, 
this pattern of behaviour is referred to as ‘yo-yo politiks’. It has come to be 
associated with frequent votes of no confidence against the prime minister 
and a pork barrelling style of politics in which party leaders seek to ‘buy’ 
the support of MPs, and individual MPs seek to maximise their returns 
from office—and, given the high rate of turnover at elections, to do so in 
the shortest possible time. The result of this is a strong tendency on the 
part of MPs to place short-term personal gain and benefits for one’s lain or 
supporters above commitment to longer-term national goals and policies, 
a tendency that is seldom consistent with good governance.

Politicisation of the bureaucracy

In the years before and immediately following independence, it was 
frequently the case that public servants used their greater experience and 
generally higher levels of education to dominate politicians, who were 
often first-time ‘grassroots’ members. By the early 1980s the situation had 
been fairly thoroughly reversed, with ministers, national and provincial, 
often stacking the bureaucracy with political appointees (often wantok) 
and not uncommonly intimidating public servants who proved to be 
uncompliant. At best, such politicisation has created a functioning system 
based on nepotism; at worst it has undermined efficiency, accountability 
and discipline, and fostered corruption. A particular, and serious, instance 
of politicisation has been the frequent changes in the command of the 
PNGDF. As a result of the spread of what in Indonesia is now referred 
to as ‘KKN’ (corruption, collusion and nepotism), there has been 
a  growing public cynicism towards politicians and an increasing sense 
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of alienation from the state. One indicator of this has been an escalation 
of compensation demands against the state, ranging from demands 
for additional compensation for land already acquired by the state for 
infrastructure such as schools and roads, to claims for damages arising 
from the actions of police.

The electoral system

Briefly (since we will return to this below), perceptions that there are 
problems with Papua New Guinea’s electoral system stem primarily from 
the fact that there have been large and increasing numbers of candidates 
contesting elections: in 1997 an average of 22 candidates per (single-
member) electorate—with a high of 61 in Northern [Oro] Provincial—
compared to just over eight in 1977. The problem is not so much the 
numbers per se, but the fact that, combined with a weak party system and 
voting largely along local or clan lines, candidates may be elected with a 
small part of the total vote. In 1997, for example 14 per cent of all winning 
candidates won with less than 10 per cent of the vote in their electorate, 
and 87 per cent won with less than 30 per cent. Thus, in 1999, under a 
headline, ‘House is full of “rejects” ’, former prime minister Sir Michael 
Somare told a seminar organised by the Constitutional Development 
Commission that the 1997 election figures did not mandate the current 
MPs to make decisions on behalf of the people (Post-Courier 7 September 
1999). The fact that elections can be won with a small percentage of 
the vote also contributes to the high turnover of politicians and the 
unpredictability of electoral outcomes. Further, it places a premium 
on keeping one’s lain together; in some electorates this has resulted in 
restrictions on campaigning by ‘outside’ candidates, often associated with 
violence and intimidation of voters.

Have these problems been correctly identified? Broadly, I think the 
problems of a poorly functioning legislature and a politicised bureaucracy 
have been correctly identified. The issue of electoral behaviour, however, 
is more complex, and, like problems of parliamentary behaviour, has a lot 
to do with the non-emergence of a coherent political party system. This has 
been recognised in the recent and ongoing debate about political reform.
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What is to be done?
Attempts to address some of these perceived problems, through 
institutional reform, are not new, but the reform process has gathered 
momentum since the Morauta government came to office in 1999. 
On coming to office, Prime Minister Morauta declared that a priority of 
his government was ‘to restore integrity to our great institutions of state’. 
The first step in this process was the passage of the Organic Law on the 
Integrity of Political Parties and Candidates (OLIPPAC).

The Organic Law on the Integrity of Political 
Parties and Candidates

The OLIPPAC addresses some complex issues and impinges upon political 
sensitivities—as evidenced in the changes that have taken place between the 
initial recommendations of the Constitutional Development Commission 
and the legislation finally passed by parliament. The legislation is essentially 
correct, however, in identifying the non-emergence of a political party 
system as a major source of problems in the political system.

At independence there was a general expectation that political parties 
would develop, as a matter of course. Pangu Pati, the United Party, the 
National Party and People’s Progress Party had all contested the elections 
of 1972 and the Melanesian Alliance emerged in 1980 from developments 
initiated with formation of the Nationalist Pressure Group in 1974. 
Reflecting the political science orthodoxy of the 1960s and 1970s, it 
was believed that a first-past-the-post voting system would encourage 
the development of a two-party system. In 1984, however, I argued that, 
in the absence of the sort of class divisions that characterised European 
(and Australian) societies, and lacking clear ideological bases of party 
differentiation, there was no necessary reason why the development of 
political parties should follow European patterns and it was more likely 
that, if they developed at all, parties would follow regional and personal 
lines (May 1984a). This is, in fact, largely what happened. Though parties 
did become more salient in 1977 and 1982, by 1987 commentators were 
observing that the impact of parties on elections was at best ambivalent 
(see, for example, Oliver 1989:6–14). Hence, the proportion of candidates 
standing, at least nominally, as independents has increased in successive 
elections, and more and more, both after elections and in mid-term 
votes of no confidence, power brokers have scrambled to cobble together 
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winning coalitions, ‘locking up’ candidates and offering extravagant 
inducements to get the necessary numbers. Lacking mass membership 
bases, effective party discipline and distinctive ideologies, and with an 
apparently declining capacity to fund candidates, parties have become 
personalised and allegiance has been fluid.

How does the OLIPPAC address such problems? The Organic Law, 
finally passed in December 2000, contains five main sets of provisions: 
registration of political parties, public funding of political parties, 
incentives for parties to nominate women candidates, disincentives to 
‘party hopping’ and penalties for ‘interference’ with MPs.

Registration of political parties is a useful measure, but not in fact a new 
one: the Electoral Commission already has a registry of political parties 
(though in fact if you request information about the parties registered you 
are referred to the registrar of companies, who requires a K100 fee for 
each search). What is puzzling, however, is why it was decided to locate 
the registrar of political parties outside the Electoral Commission. It has 
been argued this was done to ensure the political independence of the 
registrar; however, if the office of the Electoral Commission is not itself 
politically independent then there are problems in the system that should 
be addressed directly.

Public funding of political parties is probably a necessary measure to 
promote party development. The provisions of the OLIPPAC, however, 
are to fund parties according to the number of members each has in 
the national parliament. The effect of this will be to advantage existing, 
larger parties and make it more difficult for new parties to emerge. Also 
noteworthy in the provisions of the OLIPPAC is the shift from the 
constitutional principle of precluding non-citizen funding of parties and 
candidates to the acceptance (between the first recommendations of the 
Constitutional Development Commission and the Act as passed) that 
a candidate or party may receive up to K0.5 million from foreign sources. 
This is a major shift away from the principles espoused by Papua New 
Guinea’s founding fathers, and in my opinion not a good one; the scope 
for ‘buying’ politicians has been substantially increased.

Incentives for parties to nominate women candidates (by subsidising 
campaign expenses paid by parties for women candidates) are designed to 
encourage more women candidates. Given the small number of women 
candidates, and the dearth of women MPs (currently two in a House of 
109 members) [2003], this provision is to be welcomed.
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Disincentives to party hopping, including the ultimate sanction of loss of 
seat, are intended to strengthen party allegiance and eliminate the sort 
of yo-yo politiks that currently characterises electoral and parliamentary 
behaviour. While there is much to be said for these measures (which 
contain a degree of flexibility) there are also potential disadvantages, 
insofar as MPs are bound to parties even if they come to disagree with 
party policies or leadership. There is experience of anti–party hopping 
legislation (for example, in India, Sri Lanka and the Philippines), but no 
evidence that this experience was consulted before the Papua New Guinea 
legislation was drafted. There is also something to be said for measures 
that encourage independents, in general, to join parties, though I am less 
than sure about the provisions of the OLIPPAC that restrict the voting 
rights of independent MPs on key votes—which in effect create two classes 
of MPs. It is also important not to underestimate the potential value of 
independent MPs, especially where parties are disciplined, ideologically 
centrist and perhaps unimaginative [as they are, for example, in Australia].

Penalties for ‘interference’ with MPs reflect the need to counter the ‘lock-
ups’ and other practices that have grown up over the years to secure 
the numbers for a winning coalition, and are thus useful—though one 
wonders whether such practices might not be dealt with through normal 
criminal law.

The OLIPPAC also provides that, following an election, the party gaining 
the largest number of members be invited to form a government. It might 
simply be noted that this introduces a new principle into Papua New 
Guinea’s politics (and one which, if applied in 1972, could have denied 
Pangu Pati its role in leading Papua New Guinea to independence).

Electoral reform

The second major item on the Morauta government’s political reform 
agenda is the proposal to change the electoral system, first by shifting 
from a first-past-the-post voting system to an optional preferential 
(or alternative vote) system, and second by abolishing provincial (formerly 
‘regional’) seats.

The rationale for the first of these measures is the belief that there are 
too many candidates and that (consequently) most candidates are elected 
with small majorities and therefore lack a mandate (Somare’s ‘House full 
of rejects’). I am not entirely convinced by this argument.
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First, an obvious point, a large number of candidates is perhaps a sign 
of the vitality of a participatory democracy—even if many may be there 
simply to split the votes of rival candidates. Second, while large numbers 
of candidates may be associated with low winning margins, it is not clear 
that low winning margins per se are the problem. The largest winning 
margin in an election in Papua New Guinea was the 83 per cent gained by 
cult leader Matias Yaliwan in Yangoru-Saussia in 1972;8 having declared 
Papua New Guinea ‘independent’ at the first sitting of the House, Yaliwan 
attended few meetings of parliament and was consequently disqualified 
before completing his term—not exactly a role model! As against this, 
many members elected with less than 20 per cent of the vote have proved 
to be relatively good constituency members and able national politicians. 
In fact, low winning votes are not uncommon in multi party states, and 
may represent a more democratic outcome than the absolute majorities 
gained by candidates in two-party-dominant states, where the outcome 
in most electorates is highly predictable (as in Australia). A more serious 
problem is that with many candidates, and a weak party system, there 
is a strong incentive for candidates to secure clan, or lain, votes: with 
40 candidates, say, a candidate can win with just over 2.5 per cent of the 
vote; in an electorate of 30,000 voters this translates to 751 votes—which 
is often about the size of a lain. This has led to an escalation of ‘vote-
buying’, bloc voting and coercion at village level, inter clan violence, and 
attempts to block visits by ‘outside’ candidates (to the point of roadblocks 
and shooting at helicopters carrying candidates). These, rather than 
questions of mandates, are the real questions we must address.

But even if it is granted that large numbers of candidates are a significant 
problem, is preferential voting a solution? The argument is that preferential 
voting will, first, force collaboration between candidates representing 
rival groups over the distribution of preferences and thus reduce tensions 
between them (see, for example, Reilly 1998) and, second, will bestow 
greater ‘legitimacy’ on winning candidates because more voters will have 
‘endorsed’ them. As against this: (i) preferential voting will be more 
difficult to administer; (ii) it is not clear that it will necessarily result in 
fewer candidates (indeed it might encourage more to stand); and (iii) I am 
not convinced that winning candidates in a preferential system will 
necessarily be perceived as having greater legitimacy (indeed the system 

8  Interestingly, had Yaliwan not been precluded, on educational grounds, from contesting the East 
Sepik Regional seat in 1972, he would almost certainly have won that seat, thus depriving Sir Michael 
Somare of his historic role as Papua New Guinea’s first prime minister.
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may provide greater scope for contestation and dispute). This scepticism 
was shared by Electoral Commissioner Reuben Kaiulo, whose report on 
the 1997 elections commented:

The re-introduction [of optional preferential voting] is premised 
on the need to reduce the number of candidates to ensure that 
the MP has a wider basis of support and endorsement, and also to 
promote collaboration among candidates and counter the surge in 
violence. Whether the system will be able to achieve all these, if 
it were re introduced, is a moot point. What is very clear, though, 
from the point of view of administering the election process, 
is that it will be more costly, become slower and less tidy.

[The impact of the introduction of limited preferential voting in 2007 is 
discussed in Chapter 7.]

If preferential voting is not a solution, I see no other feasible alternative 
(in principle, exhaustive balloting has some appeal, but is not practical for 
reasons of cost and logistics). The other measure sometimes proposed—
raising the level of the candidate deposit fee further—is not the answer: 
the fee is already very high and a further increase would render candidature 
a preserve of the rich or well connected, and create further pressures on 
successful candidates to recoup their investment. If there is an answer to 
the perceived problem of large numbers of candidates, it might lie in the 
development of a strong party system that can recruit good candidates 
and act as a filter to reduce the number of marginal candidates.

The second element of the proposed electoral reform is the abolition of 
provincial seats. Originally, ‘regional’ seats were established at what is now 
provincial level, with a basic educational requirement, to ensure that at 
least some of the Papua New Guinean members elected to the then House 
of Assembly possessed the educational qualifications considered necessary 
to participate fully in the deliberations of parliament. With plenty of 
well-educated MPs, it is argued, such provisions are no longer needed, and 
the provincial seats should be abolished. Ironically, however, the provincial 
constituencies do achieve just what the proponents of preferential voting 
are seeking: they encourage voters to allocate their votes according to 
something other than narrow parochial interests; and, in consequence, 
regional/provincial electorates have over the years returned some of Papua 
New Guinea’s more distinguished political leaders, including the member 
for East Sepik, who led the country to independence. Personally, I see 
little to be gained from the abolition of provincial seats.
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Three other elements of the Morauta government’s reform program might 
be briefly noted.

i. Measures to combat corruption. The government’s decision to 
create a national anti-corruption agency, to coordinate the activities 
of several  government departments and agencies involved in 
addressing this growing problem, is welcome; at the same time one 
might question whether Papua New Guinea’s existing institutions, 
including the Leadership Code and Leadership Tribunal, and 
the Ombudsman Commission, not to mention the justice system 
generally, have been used adequately.

ii. Strengthening the independence and capacity of the public service. 
Promises to reverse the process of politicisation that has taken place 
in the public service (notably by restricting the role of the Public 
Services Commission in the 1980s) are also welcome. But institutional 
changes alone will not improve public service performance; what 
is needed is a major change in the ethos of the public service, at 
both national and provincial levels. Further, there is a particular 
need to depoliticise and strengthen the Royal Papua New Guinea 
Constabulary and the Papua New Guinea Defence Force.

iii. Review of decentralisation. At the time of the 1995 ‘reforms’ to 
the provincial government system, a number of MPs opposed 
the measures then introduced, arguing that the apparent further 
devolution of powers to district (local-level) government delivered 
powers to local-level governments that, for the most part, lacked the 
capacity to exercise them effectively, and in fact enhanced the status 
of national MPs, politicising service delivery at the local level. The 
recent withdrawal of functions from two provincial governments, and 
what few studies we have of local-level government since 1995, seem 
to be consistent with the prime minister’s comment in May 2000 
that ‘decentralisation is not working’. It may be too late to return to 
the provincial government system as it existed prior to 1995—which 
in any case had its own problems—but it might be argued that the 
opportunity to establish strong provincial governments was lost in 
the period from 1977 to 1995 by poor oversight of the provincial 
government system, insufficient support for basic functions like asset 
maintenance, financial planning and audit, and conflicts between 
national and provincial politicians (May et  al. 1997). There are 
lessons to be learned in this.
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Where now?
Looking to the future, what lessons can we glean from the experience 
of the past 25 years?

While I do not discount the possibility of successful social engineering, 
I believe there is a tendency in Papua New Guinea to place too much faith 
in changes to institutions when the real problems are behavioural. For 
example, Papua New Guinea has had more public service reviews than 
most countries in the world over the past 25 years, but these seem to have 
done little to stop a steady decline in overall standards of public service 
delivery; in some rural areas villages have virtually withdrawn from the 
state. Similarly, institutional capacity building and strengthening projects, 
mostly funded by international donors, may be helpful in supporting 
good governance, but they are not a substitute for systematic policy 
commitment by government.

In fact, the major underlying problem of political performance in Papua 
New Guinea lies in the failure to make the leap from a country of small, 
fragmented and often antagonistic communities to a nation-state. 
Arguably, indeed, nationalist sentiments have diminished since the 1970s.

Ironically, language itself has not been a problem: Tok Pisin has grown as 
a national lingua franca, alongside English as the language of commerce 
and higher education and the numerous tokples as languages of early 
instruction—even though Papua New Guinea has never articulated an 
official language policy (even parliamentary standing orders make no 
mention of language) (see Chapter 8). However, the transition from clan-
based, and personalised, politics to truly national politics has made little 
progress. Elsewhere, I have quoted Nigerian scholar Peter Ekeh, who, 
referring to Africa, distinguished a ‘primordial’ public realm governed 
by ‘primordial groupings, ties, and sentiments’, and a colonially derived 
‘civic’ public realm, and suggested that ‘the unwritten law of the dialectics 
is that it is legitimate to rob the civic public in order to strengthen the 
primordial public’ (Ekeh 1975:108). Much the same might be said of 
Papua New Guinea.9

9  Waddell (1973a:28) made a similar comment at the Waigani Seminar in 1972: ‘The masses … 
see parliamentarians as persons who may or should be able to extract things from the government, 
but they do not see them as the government; they see them as seekers of favours, not participators in 
decision-making’.
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This lack of a sense of national identity is the real problem behind the large 
number of candidates contesting elections, and the spread of electoral 
violence. It is a major reason why most MPs—even those who stand against 
corruption—see politics as a form of bisnis. It is part of the reason for the 
poor performance of the public sector, including the pillaging of public 
enterprises and the payment of huge amounts to friendly consultants. It is 
a major contributor to the law and order problem, from Port Moresby 
to Southern Highlands and Bougainville. Unless we can produce a larger 
mass of leaders who think and act in terms of national interests, we will 
never achieve the transition from fragmented societies to nation-state.

There are some hopeful signs. One of these is the emergence, over recent 
years, of a ‘civil society’ beyond the village. Another is the growing debate 
about national issues—environmental concerns, privatisation, corruption, 
violence against women, even electoral reform. The continuing value 
accorded to Papua New Guinea cultures is another positive factor in 
building a sense of nationhood. And the fact that democracy has been 
maintained for 25 years is a notable achievement. But if Papua New 
Guinea is not to self-destruct as a nation-state, as so many nation-states 
in Africa have done, and as some Melanesian neighbours appear to be 
doing, we need to continue down this path. That is the challenge for the 
next 25 years.
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