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Political parties since 2002

This paper draws on three published papers—1. R.J. May and Ray Anere, 
‘Background to the 2007 election: Political developments’, Chapter 3 in R.J. 
May, Ray Anere, Nicole Haley and Katherine Wheen (eds), Election 2007: 
The Shift to Limited Preferential Voting in Papua New Guinea (2011); 
2. ‘Papua New Guinea’s “political coup”: The ousting of Sir Michael Somare’, 
State, Society and Governance in Melanesia Program Briefing Note 
No. 1/2011 (reprinted as Chapter 13 in this volume); and 3. ‘James Marape’s 
leadership survives a year of tough challenges’, East Asia Forum 1  January 
2021—and an unpublished draft paper, Orovu Sepoe, Alphonse Gelu and 
R.J. May, ‘Papua New Guinea’s Organic Law on the Integrity of Political 
Parties and Candidates’ (2008).

The national election of 2002 was the first to be held under the provisions 
of the Organic Law on the Integrity of Political Parties and Candidates 
(OLIPPAC). Prior to the election 43  parties had been registered with 
the registrar of political parties, though many of these had very small 
membership and on the eve of polling a number had failed to provide the 
registrar with the required list of their candidates. Of the 2,878 candidates 
contesting, 57 per cent were endorsed by a registered party. When voting 
was completed (with ‘failed elections’ declared in six Southern Highlands 
electorates), 24 parties had secured representation in the new parliament 
and 17 independent candidates had been elected. As the leader of the 
National Alliance (NA), the party with the largest number of members 
of parliament (MPs) elected (19 of 103), Sir Michael Somare was elected 
prime minister by a vote of 89 to nil, with 14  members abstaining. 
He headed a coalition of initially 13 parties and 20 independents.
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The People’s Democratic Movement (PDM), under Sir Mekere Morauta, 
joined the small opposition group. Paias Wingti, the founder of the PDM, 
who had lost his seat in 1997, was re-elected in 2002 as an independent 
candidate. Subsequently there was a falling-out between Morauta and 
Wingti, and Morauta—the architect of OLIPPAC—registered a new 
party, the Papua New Guinea Party (PNGP), and was elected leader of 
the opposition.

The numerical dominance of the Somare-led coalition, backed by the 
provisions of the OLIPPAC against ‘party hopping’, appeared to put 
the  incoming government in a very strong position—and in fact the 
Somare government of 2002–2007 went on to become the first, since the 
Somare government of 1972–1977, to survive a full term in office. But 
neither the legislature nor the executive was particularly stable.

As early as June 2003, amid rumours of faction fighting within the 
coalition (and even within the NA), there was a cabinet reshuffle, with 
seven portfolios changing hands, and this was followed in August by a more 
substantial reshuffle. Nor was fractiousness confined to the government: 
in December 2002, after Morauta had sought to change the name of the 
PDM, its deputy leader and member for Bulolo Open, John Muingnepe, 
announced that Morauta had been dismissed from the leadership of the 
party, in favour of its founder Paias Wingti, and that he, Muingnepe, 
was now leader of the parliamentary opposition. Morauta disputed 
this and called on the registrar of political parties and the Ombudsman 
Commission to investigate Muingnepe’s actions. The registrar of political 
parties subsequently ruled in favour of Morauta. The PDM subsequently 
changed its name to PNG Party in November 2003.1

By November 2003 the number of parties had been reduced, through 
amalgamation, to 18 (The National 7  November 2003), and all but 
two of the independents had joined a party, one as party leader. 
The demise of a number of small parties after the 2002 election followed 
a well-established pattern.

Towards the end of 2003, Prime Minister Somare sought, ostensibly in the 
interests of furthering parliamentary stability, to extend the grace period 
after an election, during which a prime minister could not be subjected 

1  On the eve of the 2007 election Wingti revived the PDM and became leader of the parliamentary 
party, but lost his seat, on a count of preferences, in 2007 (though the PDM won five seats).
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to a vote of no confidence, from 18 months (already extended in 1991 
from an original six months) to 36 months. A Bill to make the required 
amendment to S.145 of the constitution passed a first reading in the 
national parliament in September 2003 but, subsequent to this, opposition 
to the Bill began to grow. The parliamentary leader of the People’s Progress 
Party (PPP) and deputy prime minister, Allan Marat, spoke out against 
the amendment and was removed from the PPP parliamentary leadership 
by the party caucus (an action which he challenged unsuccessfully in the 
national court); he was also sacked from the deputy prime ministership 
to which he had been appointed the previous month. Marat’s successor as 
PPP leader, Andrew Baing, became deputy prime minister.

It was subsequently observed that some parties had not passed a 
resolution on the issue, or on other legislation that had been passed in 
2003 (Post-Courier 25 November 2003), and on the eve of the decisive 
second reading of the Bill in November, Morauta announced that the 
opposition would vote against the amendment, which he said had not 
been adequately scrutinised; he pointed out that unless the speaker had 
received party resolutions before the vote, voting could be in breach of 
the OLIPPAC.

In the days prior to this there had been a burst of activity among the smaller 
parties. The United Resources Party (URP), which had one member 
after the 2002 elections, had increased its number to 14, mostly through 
the absorption of the ‘Kimbe Group’ of independents led by Milne Bay 
governor Tim Neville, who became leader of the URP in November 2003, 
but also through amalgamation with the Advance PNG Party and the 
Pan Melanesia Congress. The URP had reportedly signed a ‘declaration 
of partnership’ with five other parties (PPP, People’s Labour Party, United 
Party, People’s First Party (Pipol First Party) and Christian Democratic 
Party) to form a coalition within the coalition. While the group spoke in 
terms of unity and stability, it was clear that there was within the group 
some disagreement over the proposed S.145 amendment.

In the event, three parties split on the issue, and the government narrowly 
fell short of the two-thirds majority (73 votes) needed to pass the Bill. 
The major faction of the URP had resolved to oppose the Bill, but four 
members had voted with the government; the PPP leader had resolved to 
oppose the Bill, but five PPP MPs voted for it; and two People’s Labour 
Party members had defied a party resolution to oppose the Bill. Andrew 
Baing, who had voted against the amendment, was removed from the 
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deputy prime ministership and replaced by People’s Action Party (PAP) 
leader Moses Maladina, who became the third deputy prime minister in 
a month. Several other ministers lost portfolios.

A second vote in December 2003 again failed, and in May 2004 Somare 
announced that he would not pursue the amendment.

In accordance with the OLIPPAC, the speaker had disallowed the votes 
of those members who were deemed to have voted against their parties’ 
resolutions, and notified the registrar of political parties that they ‘may 
have contravened’ S.65(1) of the OLIPPAC—though several MPs who 
had voted against their party leader defended their action by arguing 
that there had been no formal party resolution on the issue. On advice 
from the attorney-general and private lawyers, the registrar of political 
parties subsequently referred the members, who were ‘deemed to have 
resigned’ from their respective parties, to the Ombudsman Commission 
for investigation. But there was no further action on the matter.2

Following a minor cabinet reshuffle, with the grace period coming to 
an end in February 2004 and several parties split (in addition to the 
URP,3 PPP4 and People’s Labour Party, Pangu Pati5 and even the two-MP 
Christian Democratic Party had fractured), there was talk in late 2003 of 

2  As explained by the registrar of political parties, Paul Bengo, since the government had rescinded 
the second reading of the Bill before a vote was actually taken, no misconduct had occurred (Post-Courier 
22 January 2004). However, in May 2004 the Ombudsman Commission was said to be investigating 
eight MPs who had voted against party resolutions.
3  In January 2004 Bengo ruled that Sam Akoitai, a member of the governing coalition, was the 
only parliamentary member of the URP—the later joiners not having paid party fees—and voided 
Neville’s leadership. This view was upheld in a ruling by the acting speaker of parliament, Jeffrey 
Nape, in July, leaving Neville and the other MPs who had joined the URP after the election, and were 
in the opposition, as ‘effectively independent MPs’ (Post-Courier 27 July 2004).
4  In December 2003 five PPP members, including deputy party leader Paul Tiensten and former 
party leader Marat, voted for the S.145 amendment. Baing, as party leader, served a summons on 
the five for voting against a party resolution. The five countered by electing Tiensten as party leader. 
The PPP national executive promptly expelled Tiensten. However, Nape recognised Tiensten as party 
leader. Shortly after this, in January 2004, Baing was referred to the Ombudsman Commission for 
alleged misconduct in office. Two months later Nape called on the prime minister to dismiss Bengo 
for his ‘indecisiveness’ in the handling of the PPP leadership dispute issue. In November 2004 Bengo 
reportedly confirmed Baing’s leadership, but in June 2005 Nape ruled in favour of Tiensten. The 
dispute continued till June 2006, when Baing was suspended pending the outcome of a leadership 
tribunal inquiry (which subsequently recommended Baing’s dismissal). Byron Chan, son of PPP 
founder Sir Julius Chan, took over the parliamentary leadership.
5  One faction, led by Sir Rabbie Namaliu, supported Somare; the other, smaller faction, led by 
Chris Haiveta, was in opposition. In February 2004 the Namaliu faction announced that Namaliu 
had been elected party leader; this was denied by Haiveta, who claimed that Namaliu and his 
supporters had been expelled from the party.
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a vote of no confidence against Somare. In response, soon after parliament 
had resumed after the Christmas break, the government adjourned 
parliament to 29  June. The Ombudsman Commission, describing the 
government’s action as ‘dangerous and a bad example’ (Radio New Zealand 
26 January 2004), told the government that if it did not recall parliament 
by mid-March the commission would initiate a court challenge—which 
it subsequently did. (In the event, the parliament met briefly in April to 
receive nominations for the election of the governor-general.)

Tensions also became apparent about this time within the People’s 
National Congress (PNC), the party established by former prime minister 
Sir William Skate. In February Skate confirmed that the PNC supported 
Somare, but there were reports of a leadership challenge coming from 
Peter O’Neill, whose one-MP People’s Solidarity Party had merged with 
the PNC in 2002.

In early May 2004, 14 opposition MPs, led by Neville and Wingti, voted 
to remove Morauta as opposition leader in favour of Andrew Baing. The 
registrar of political parties promptly released a statement recognising 
Morauta as leader of the opposition, pending a ruling by the speaker, but in 
mid-May Morauta and the majority of his PNGP joined the government, 
effectively ruling out a successful vote of no confidence. Three days later 
parliament was adjourned again and in another major reshuffle Maladina 
was dropped as deputy prime minister and the PNC was expelled from 
the ruling coalition. Prime Minister Somare also announced the creation 
of several additional ministerial and vice ministerial positions, a move that 
was challenged by Wingti, who called on the Ombudsman Commission 
to investigate the ‘rogue prime minister’. In April the PAP and the NA 
confirmed their partnership, but the following month the PAP split, with 
some of its members reportedly joining an opposition group meeting in 
Alotau. Parliament resumed briefly in late May to re-elect a governor-
general (see below), and voted to remove Skate as speaker; NA MP Jeffrey 
Nape was elected unopposed as his replacement. A challenge by Skate was 
dismissed by the Supreme Court.

Nape subsequently antagonised a number of MPs by insisting that the 
members of parties that were represented in the cabinet (including 
PPP, Pangu and PNGP) sit either with the government or on the cross 
benches—which some MPs refused to do. There were complaints that 
through the election of Nape the executive was seeking to control 
parliamentary procedures and stack parliamentary committees with 
government members (Post-Courier 8 July 2004).
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When parliament eventually resumed in late June 2004 it was clear 
that a  motion of no confidence was forthcoming, even though the 
ombudsman,  Ila Geno, urged ‘the registered political party executives, 
various lobbyists and parliamentary leaders of political parties to exercise 
restraint from getting into the habit of luring members of Parliament 
with material promises and/or benefits’ (Post-Courier 5 July 2004). There 
were reports of a ‘groundswell of numbers’ within the opposition, and of 
individual MPs crossing the floor in apparent disregard of the OLIPPAC. 
The leader of government business, Patrick Pruaitch, was quoted as saying, 
‘opposition MPs are carrying on as if the Organic Law on [the Integrity 
of ] Political Parties and Candidates does not exist’ (Post-Courier 6  July 
2004). The opposition camp in Alotau claimed about 40 MPs including 
four government ministers, prompting the leader of the pro-government 
faction of PPP, Paul Tiensten, to complain that MPs were being ‘hijacked’, 
contrary to S.74 of the OLIPPAC, and that by not intervening the registrar 
of political parties was not doing his job (Post-Courier 12  July 2004). 
The recently appointed opposition leader Baing having been referred to 
the Ombudsman Commission in January,6 the opposition caucus voted 
to nominate Paias Wingti as alternative prime minister in a vote of no 
confidence. But it was not a popular choice, and Wingti subsequently 
stepped down in favour of Peter O’Neill.

On 7 July the opposition submitted notice of its motion of no confidence, 
only to have it rejected, on a technicality, by the government-dominated 
Parliamentary Private Business Committee.7 The opposition amended 
and resubmitted the notice, and filed the Supreme Court for a reference to 
validate the notice; however, the government again suspended parliament, 
till 26 July. A frustrated and angry O’Neill declared that the opposition 
would boycott parliament until Somare and Nape were removed from 
office—a move that lawyer John Nonggorr described as ‘childish and 
irresponsible’ (Post-Courier 8  November  2004). Meanwhile, with MPs 
continuing to cross the floor, the registrar of political parties complained 
that ‘the majority of the members of Parliament do not understand 
the provisions of the Organic Law’ and said that parties ‘continuing to 
cause headaches’ could be recommended for deregistration (Post-Courier 
19 July 2004).

6  In December 2006 a leadership tribunal ruled that Baing be dismissed from office, finding that 
he had deposited district support grant funds into his personal bank account.
7  In July Somare had removed all opposition MPs from the Private Business Committee, effectively 
enabling the government to block motions of no confidence.
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After meeting for a few days at the end of July, and amid claims that 
some MPs had carried firearms into the national parliament, parliament 
was again adjourned, from 3  August to 2  November  2004, thereby 
again forestalling a vote of no confidence, though the chief ombudsman 
threatened court action against the parliament, which he said was 
breaching the constitution by failing to meet for the required 63  days 
in the parliamentary year. Opposition leader O’Neill accused Somare of 
attempting to establish an Indonesian-style ‘guided democracy’ in Papua 
New Guinea (The National 6  August 2004). It was also reported that 
the Ombudsman Commission would look into the membership of the 
Parliamentary Private Business Committee following its rejection of two 
motions of no confidence (Post-Courier 2 August 2004).

Following the adjournment of parliament, Somare removed PAP leader 
Maladina as deputy prime minister (Maladina had been sacked in 
April but subsequently reappointed), accusing him of plotting against 
the government. Maladina had said he would resign from government 
because the PAP was not happy with ‘a lack regard for our standing within 
the coalition’ (Post-Courier 4 August 2004).

When parliament met again in November 2004 the opposition vowed 
to pursue its vote of no confidence, but there were also talks between 
government and opposition leaders about the possible formation of 
a ‘grand coalition’ (Post-Courier 7–9 January, 26 January 2005). The grand 
coalition did not eventuate, nor did the no confidence motion proceed, 
and in late November, after passing the budget, the House adjourned 
again, this time for three months.

Meanwhile, MPs continued to switch parties and cross the floor with 
apparent impunity, and most parties remained split. In late October 2004 
the national court ruled that opposition-aligned Chris Haiveta was the 
parliamentary leader of Pangu, but that the expulsion of former prime 
minister Rabbie Namaliu, and two other pro-government Pangu MPs was 
invalid; this reversed earlier decisions by both the registrar of political 
parties and Speaker Nape who recognised Namaliu as leader. Pangu’s 
MPs were directed to meet and elect a new leader. At the same time, the 
national court expressed concern that a number of party constitutions 
(such as Pangu’s) did not conform to the OLIPPAC.
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In November 2004 Southern Highlands governor Hami Yawari moved 
to the government ranks, bringing the number of PNGP members in 
government to seven, with two remaining in opposition. The two-member 
opposition-aligned Christian Democratic Party had also split, with Banare 
Bun joining the PNGP in government. Within the PNC there was talk 
of a possible split between party founder Skate and newcomer O’Neill, 
but the party held together, with Skate moving to the cross benches early 
in February 2005. Skate subsequently left the party, without objection 
from either the party or the registrar of political parties. O’Neill took over 
the party leadership. Skate died in January 2006. Rumours of a ‘planned 
merger’ of Pangu, PNGP and the Melanesian Alliance did not eventuate.

For several months after the August 2004 removal of Maladina there 
was no deputy prime minister. In May 2005, following an appeal to the 
national court by Morobe governor Luther Wenge, the Supreme Court 
directed the prime minister to fill the position. The following month 
Sir Moi Avei, parliamentary leader of the Melanesian Alliance, became 
the fourth deputy prime minister since 2002; four months later he was 
suspended from office pending the outcome of a leadership tribunal. 
He was replaced by NA MP Don Polye, in an apparent attempt to attract 
highlands support for the government as it approached the 2007 election.

Amid continuing rumours of a possible split within the NA, in early 2006 
there was a falling-out between Somare and Bart Philemon. Philemon, 
as minister for finance, had been a major architect of the government’s 
improved fiscal management, but his disciplined approach had not always 
been welcomed by MPs seeking funds to appease their electorates. In July 
2006 Philemon lost the finance portfolio, which was given to Namaliu, 
and Philemon and Somare clashed over the issue of succession to the 
NA party leadership. Philemon went on to form his own party, the New 
Generation Party, and contested the 2007 election under this banner, 
strongly opposing the NA.

In December 2005, 21 parties had been listed by the registrar of political 
parties for consideration of deregistration, on the grounds that they 
had not submitted financial returns and/or had not complied with the 
requirements of S.28 of the OLIPPAC concerning qualifications for 
registration. In August 2006 the registrar announced that 14 parties 
were to be deregistered for failing to submit financial returns and lists of 
members. By this time, however, new parties were beginning to emerge, 
among them the Melanesian Liberal Party led by former PPP leader Allan 
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Marat (who, having been sacked as deputy prime minister, spent most 
of the 2002–2007 parliament as a government backbencher); the PNG 
Conservative Party founded by Southern Highlands governor and former 
PNGP member Hami Yawari; the People’s Party founded by outgoing 
Enga governor and former leader of the PNGP, Peter Ipatas; the Rural 
Development Party founded by Maladina after he had been dropped 
as leader of the PAP and deputy prime minister; and Philemon’s New 
Generation Party. (A detailed discussion of political parties in the 2007 
election may be found in Gelu 2011.)

In the final run-up to the 2007 election, OLIPPAC notwithstanding, 
there was continuing evidence of party fluidity: in May 2007 former 
Papua New Guinea National Party leader Melchior Pep defected from 
the party and joined the Rural Development Party, and PNGP leader 
Morauta claimed that three candidates registered and endorsed as PNGP 
members had nominated under other party banners, prompting Bengo to 
warn that the election of party hopping candidates could be declared null 
and void (Post-Courier 21 May, 20–23 July 2007).

When parliament rose in May 2007 the Somare government had survived 
a full term in office—the first in the country’s post-colonial history 
to do so. But arguably this was achieved at a cost to parliamentary 
performance. Lengthy adjournments of parliament did not begin with 
the Somare government, but they were certainly exploited to avoid votes 
of no confidence during the seventh parliament 2002–2007. And the 
large majority that Somare had obtained in the vote for prime minister 
in 2002, notwithstanding any effect of the OLIPPAC on the stability 
of political parties during the parliamentary term, put the executive in 
a strong position to dominate parliamentary outcomes. As a result (apart 
from the opposition boycott in 2004), MPs commonly missed sittings, 
the legislative output of the parliament was poor, and what legislation was 
passed was often not subjected to due scrutiny.8

The central aim of the OLIPPAC was to give greater stability to Papua 
New Guinea politics and its primary objective in this respect was to end, or 
at least to limit, the continual party hopping and coalition shuffling that 
had characterised the country’s politics since 1977, through provisions 
restricting the voting behaviour of MPs and attempting to strengthen 
parliamentary parties. As may be seen from this brief political history of 

8  For a comment on parliamentary performance see, for example, Post-Courier (25 April 2006).
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the period, however, it did not take long before the parliament divided 
over a significant political issue—the proposed amendment to S.145 
of the constitution—and when it did, the OLIPPAC notwithstanding, 
parties split. Most of the major parliamentary parties divided between 
government and opposition and rival faction leaders contested the party 
leadership. The registrar of political parties was widely condemned for 
failing to act to resolve the situation, but claimed that MPs who defied 
their party leader were referred to the Ombudsman Commission but no 
action was taken against them. The situation was clouded by the fact 
that several parties apparently had not passed party resolutions on the 
issue, and members accused of defecting used this as a defence. However, 
since the issue was one of constitutional amendment, the provisions of 
the OLIPPAC were clear. Rather, as suggested at the time, it seems that 
many MPs either did not understand the OLIPPAC or simply chose 
to ignore it, and were not effectively brought into line. On the issue of 
party leadership, there was confusion about where the responsibility for 
resolving such conflicts lay, since the OLIPPAC had not anticipated the 
sort of situation that developed in 2003–2004. The registrar of political 
parties, the speaker of parliament and the courts made conflicting rulings 
on who were the legitimate party leaders, and this confusion persisted in 
several cases till the end of the parliamentary term.9

The national election of 2007—the first to be held under the new limited 
preferential voting system10—was contested by 34 parties, fewer than in 
2002 but about double the number on the register in 2006. The number 
of candidates who nominated (2,760) was slightly below the number in 
2002; this was the first time since 1972 that the number of candidates 
had not increased. Notwithstanding the provisions of the OLIPPAC (as 
revised in 2003) intended to discourage independent candidates, there 
were 1,476 independents (53.5  per cent of the total, though some of 
these were known to be covertly aligned with parties). The presence of 
so-called ‘undercover’ party candidates was inevitable, given the decisions 
of parties to endorse sitting members and of some parties to not endorse 
candidates against senior sitting members of coalition partners. For 
example, in Wewak Open the NA did not endorse a candidate against the 
sitting member Kimson Kare (PNGP) though some thought that Kare 

9  For assessments of the OLIPPAC see Gelu (2005), Sepoe (2005), Baker (2005), Okole (2012) 
and Fraenkel (2004).
10  Between 2003 and 2006, however, 10 by-elections had been conducted under limited preferential 
voting (see Chapter 7).
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might not be returned. At least three candidates, however, were standing 
as ‘undercover NA’, according to some voters, and when one of these, 
independent Jim Simatab, was elected he immediately announced his 
intention of joining the NA. Of the 21 independents elected, 13 joined 
the NA and a number joined other parties.

Of the 34 parties registered, 21 won seats, though of these 10 had only 
one or two members. The NA was the big winner, with 27 members 
before gaining the 13 independents. Its nearest rival was the PNGP of 
Sir Mekere Morauta, with eight seats. Pangu lost ground, gaining only 
five seats, and Philemon’s New Generation Party could manage only four 
seats—to the surprise of many observers.

As leader of the party with the most seats, Sir Michael Somare was invited 
to form government and was elected prime minister by 86 votes to 21. 
He  headed a coalition of 14 parties. Former prime minister Sir Julius 
Chan, who was returned in 2007 after losing in 1997 and 2002, was 
initially nominated as leader of the opposition, but stood down to accept 
the role, as New Ireland Provincial MP, of provincial governor. Morauta 
became leader of the relatively small opposition.

In the following months several MPs drifted across to the NA, but within 
the ruling coalition there was also growing resentment over what was 
described as ‘executive dominance’—specifically the dominant role played 
by Sir Michael Somare and his son Arthur (the member for Angoram 
Open)—in coalition decision-making. In June 2009 there was talk of 
a vote of no confidence against Somare. Subsequent to this, 11 coalition 
MPs defected to the opposition. The government responded by adjourning 
parliament until November, in what a Post-Courier editorial (30 July 2009) 
described as ‘a shameless exercise in self-preservation’. With parliament 
adjourned, in October the opposition withdrew its motion claiming it 
had no confidence in the integrity of the process.

In July 2010 the Supreme Court handed down its decision on a challenge 
to the OLIPPAC, which had been initiated in 2008 by opposition MP 
Bob Danaya (leader of the PNG Labour Party and governor of Western 
Province).11 The Supreme Court decision not only ruled certain provisions 
of the OLIPPAC unconstitutional, but also ruled that the provisions of 

11  SC1057. SC Ref No.11 of 2008. Special Reference Pursuant to Constitution, Section 19. In the 
Matter of the Organic Law on the Integrity of Political Parties and Candidates. For comments on 
the court’s ruling see Wolfers (2010) and Okole (2012).
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the (amended) constitution under which the OLIPPAC had been enacted 
(namely Ss. 12, 111, 114, 127 and 130) restricted the right of citizens 
to hold public office and exercise public functions, failed to meet the 
requirement of being ‘reasonably justifiable in a democratic society 
having a proper respect for rights and dignity of mankind’, and imposed 
restrictions on the rights of MPs (in relation to voting in the national 
parliament), contrary to Ss. 50(1)(e) and 50(2) of the constitution. The 
sections of the OLIPPAC deemed unconstitutional by the Supreme Court 
were those limiting MPs from resigning from a political party (Ss.57–60); 
requiring MPs endorsed by a political party to vote according to party 
resolutions (or abstain) on votes of no confidence, election of a prime 
minister, approval of a national budget, and constitutional amendment 
(ss.65–67); restricting independent MPs who voted for an incumbent 
prime minister from supporting a vote of no confidence against that 
prime minister or his government, and voting against a national budget 
or constitutional amendment initiated by that government (Ss.70–73); 
and prohibiting contributions to political parties and candidates by non-
citizens (S.81—which contravened Ss.129–130 of the constitution). Some 
welcomed the judgement, believing that the OLIPPAC had contributed to 
the growing dominance of ‘executive government’, which has diminished 
parliamentary scrutiny of legislation and arguably lowered the standards 
of democratic governance in Papua New Guinea. But the decision opened 
the way for an unimpeded return to the party hopping and ‘yo-yo politiks’ 
that had characterised parliamentary behaviour before 2001.12

Shortly after this, Deputy Prime Minister Sir Puka Temu (NA) and 
19  other members of the governing coalition crossed the floor and a 
motion of no confidence against Somare was drafted, naming Temu as 
alternative prime minister. The next day parliament passed a motion to 
adjourn until November; the motion was passed on voices, Speaker Nape 
refusing a formal vote. Opposition members petitioned the Supreme Court 
to remove the speaker for abusing his position but the House remained 
adjourned and Nape retained his position. Some of those MPs who had 
left the government subsequently returned to the government benches.

12  A revised OLIPPAC was approved in May 2015 by the National Executive Council but was 
not tabled in parliament until 2020. At the time of writing (May 2021) it had still not been debated, 
despite repeated calls by the registrar of political parties, Dr Alphonse Gelu, and others (see, for 
example, The National 1 June 2016, 20 August 2019).
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In a cabinet reshuffle Temu was removed as deputy prime minister 
and replaced by the NA deputy leader for the Highlands Region, Don 
Polye, and the leader of the PNC, Peter O’Neill, was promoted to the 
finance and treasury portfolio to replace Patrick Pruaitch (NA), who 
had been suspended in May when referred to a leadership tribunal over 
alleged misconduct.

When parliament reconvened in November 2010, the no confidence 
motion was revived. It was thought that the opposition might nominate 
a highlands MP as alternative prime minister in an attempt to attract 
support from the large highlands bloc, but in the event parliament met 
briefly to pass the budget and promptly adjourned again.13

In another cabinet reshuffle the following month, Polye was relieved of the 
deputy prime ministership, which was given to his junior NA colleague 
Sam Abal, a fellow Engan. Earlier in the year Polye had publicly expressed 
his aspiration to become prime minister and some saw Abal’s promotion 
over Polye as a move by Somare to forestall a leadership challenge (see, for 
example, National 9 December 2010); others believed that by demoting 
Polye, Somare had caused a rift within the party that could destroy it (Post-
Courier 3  January 2011). With a vote of no confidence foreshadowed 
when parliament reconvened, there were predictions of a change of 
government, with Polye as the likely alternative prime minister. However, 
in full-page advertisements in the National and Post-Courier (10 January 
2011), Polye restated his loyalty to Somare and the NA.

In March 2011, Somare ‘voluntarily stepped aside’ from office following 
his referral by the acting public prosecutor to a leadership tribunal over 
charges that he had failed to submit financial returns required of him 
under the Leadership Code. He was found guilty and suspended from 
parliament for two weeks. In Somare’s absence Abal became acting 
prime minister. Shortly after this, Somare travelled to Singapore where 
he underwent heart surgery. In Port Moresby rumours circulated that he 
might not be able to resume office and members of the opposition called 
for the prime ministership to be declared vacant.

13  The attorney-general claimed there was no motion of no confidence before the House since the 
motion submitted in July had been rejected by the Parliamentary Private Business Committee because 
four of the signatories had withdrawn their support after rejoining the government.
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Against this background, there was a tussle over the parliamentary 
leadership of the NA, with different factions backing Abal, Polye and 
Patrick Pruaitch. Abal reacted by removing Polye from his foreign affairs 
portfolio, accusing him of insubordination. Abal also sacked William 
Duma, the leader of coalition partner URP, from the important petroleum 
and energy portfolio, replacing Duma with URP MP Francis Potape; 
Duma retaliated by expelling Potape and party founder Anderson Agiru, 
splitting the URP into two factions. O’Neill was also demoted, when Abal 
brought Pruaitch back into cabinet as minister for finance and treasury. In 
June 2011 it was reported that the Enga branch of the NA had suspended 
Abal for ‘actions not in the best interests of the party’ and that a number 
of MPs, including Polye, Duma and O’Neill, were joining the opposition 
(Post-Courier 20 June 2011). But Abal remained loyal to Somare and in 
the 2012 election stood as an independent. In June 2011 the NA was still 
credited with having around 40 MPs (Standish 2011).

When parliament met again, on 2 August 2011, Belden Namah (who had 
been elected in 2007 as an NA candidate but defected to the PNG Party in 
July 2010 and taken over the party leadership from party founder Morauta 
and replaced Morauta as opposition leader in May 2011) declared that the 
office of prime minister was vacant and moved to elect a new prime minister. 
Speaker Nape accepted Namah’s dubious move and Peter O’Neill—whose 
PNC party claimed only six MPs—was elected by 70 votes to 24, with 
48 MPs, including about half the NA, crossing the floor.

Of the major parties in the Somare coalition government, the URP, 
Pangu and PAP, as well as the NA, split on the vote. A week later O’Neill 
announced his cabinet; it included 15 MPs who had served as ministers 
in the Somare government, including Temu, Polye, Marat and Duma, as 
well as Namah, Morauta, Philemon and Sam Basil. With the pro-Somare 
remnants of the NA refusing to sit on the opposition benches and give 
credibility to O’Neill’s claim to heading the government, parliament’s sole 
woman MP, independent Dame Carol Kidu, took up the role of leader 
of the one-person opposition. [The events leading up to and following 
the ousting of Sir Michael Somare are recounted in more detail in 
Chapters 13, 14 and 15 of this volume.]

With the NA split between government and opposition, the tussle for 
party leadership continued. Following the election of O’Neill as prime 
minister, it was announced that Polye was the leader of the NA in the new 
government, but Abal and his NA supporters refused to recognise Polye’s 
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claim to be leader of the party and declined to attend a party caucus 
meeting that, though attended by only 19 of the parliamentary party’s 
42 members, voted to appoint Polye as party leader, replacing Sir Michael 
Somare. Abal and former chief justice and attorney-general Sir Arnold 
Amet rejected the decision as not conforming to the party’s constitution. 
In September it was reported that the 20 NA MPs, led by Polye, who had 
crossed to vote with the then opposition, had been served with notice of 
expulsion from the party. Subsequent to this Polye claimed that another 
five NA MPs had joined the government and he petitioned the registrar 
of political parties for recognition as leader of the NA. His petition was 
rejected and the matter referred back to the party (the registrar’s letter is 
reproduced in The National 23 September 2011). However, the speaker of 
parliament, true to his partisan form, accepted Polye’s claim to leadership. 
It was also reported that a special general meeting of the NA had voted 
out party president Simon Kaiwi and other members of the national 
executive. As the 2012 election approached the NA remained divided, 
with 20 MPs in government and 21 in opposition, and leadership of 
the party still contested. (Polye, meanwhile, launched a new party, the 
Triumph Heritage Empowerment Party [THE Party] in January 2012 
and successfully contested the 2012 election as a THE candidate.)14

Also towards the end of 2011 it was reported that a faction of the PAP, 
led by Maprik MP Gabriel Kapris, had joined the O’Neill government, 
aligning itself with Namah’s PNG Party (though assuring its supporters 
that it would field PAP candidates in 2012). The PAP had been a senior 
partner of Somare’s NA in 2007, but PAP MP Tony Aimo (Ambunti-
Dreikikir) said the party had switched to the new government because it 
‘did not want the people of East Sepik to be marginalized’ (The National 
4 October 2011).

The Supreme Court twice ruled against the actions of Namah and O’Neill, 
but O’Neill ignored the court and with the numbers in parliament, and 
a good deal of popular support, held on to the prime ministerial office. 
With two claimants to the prime ministership and government, which 
the Supreme Court, and an attempt by Somare to have the Papua New 
Guinea Defence Force intervene in support of the constitution, failed 
to resolve, a national election scheduled for June 2012 seemed to offer 

14  Polye lost his Kandep Open seat in 2017 to a PNC candidate after several ballot boxes were 
controversially excluded from the count. He challenged the result and in April 2021 was declared the 
winner and returned as parliamentary leader of his THE Party.
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the only way out of the impasse. In the early months of 2012, however, 
Namah began calling for the postponement of the election and in April 
secured the support of a parliamentary vote (even though parliament had 
no constitutional authority to make such a decision). In the parliamentary 
vote, O’Neill supported postponement. But the electoral commissioner 
stood firm and with most of the country already in electoral mode the 
election went ahead.

The 2012 national election was contested by 3,435 candidates, of whom 
64 per cent stood as independents, and 46 parties. Somare had said earlier 
that he would not recontest in 2012, but in protest against his dismissal 
he stood and was re-elected in the East Sepik seat he had held since 
1968. However, the NA won only seven seats. O’Neill was one of a small 
number of candidates returned on first preference votes and his PNC won 
27 seats. As leader of the party with the most MPs elected he was invited 
to form government and was elected prime minister by 94 votes to 12 
(with five seats still to be decided). Namah and O’Neill had made a pre-
election pact but had a falling-out on the eve of the election, and Namah 
emerged as leader of the opposition.

The O’Neill government of 2012–2017 became the second government 
in Papua New Guinea’s history to survive a full parliamentary term (the 
2010 changes to the OLIPPAC notwithstanding). But O’Neill’s tenure 
was marred by a series of incidents, beginning with an arrest warrant 
against him over charges of corruption, and growing demands for him to 
step down (see Chapter 14). In 2014 Polye, as finance minister, refused 
to sign a loan agreement negotiated by O’Neill and lost his portfolio. 
He  subsequently resigned from the government, precipitating a split 
in the THE party. O’Neill also sacked his attorney-general, Kerenga 
Kua. Kua had been elected in 2012 as an independent but had joined 
the NA; he subsequently resigned from the NA and became leader of 
the Papua New Guinea National Party, which had not won any seats 
in 2012. Somare, despite pre-election threats, aligned himself with 
O’Neill after the election but later joined those calling for O’Neill to step 
down (among them, Morauta, Chan, Wingti, Polye and Kua). O’Neill 
succeeded in holding off his arrest by a series of legal manoeuvres and 
avoided four votes of no confidence by the well-used tactics of having the 
Parliamentary Private Business Committee reject proposed motions, and 
adjournment of parliament. However, in July 2016 the Supreme Court 
intervened, describing O’Neill’s actions as ‘a real threat to parliamentary 
democracy’ (ABC News 12  July  2016), and ordered parliament to 
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reconvene and debate a no confidence motion. After a brief debate the 
motion was defeated by 85 votes to 21. From around 2016, however, 
there was some drift of MPs (including the PPP) to the opposition, and 
with a national election looming in mid-2017 NA leader Pruaitch became 
a critic of O’Neill and was dropped from cabinet.

In the 2017 election there were 3,337 candidates, including 2,147 
(64.3  per cent) independents, and 44  parties.15 Despite the turmoil 
of the preceding five years, O’Neill’s PNC again gained the most seats 
(28 of the 111), and O’Neill was re-elected prime minister by 60 votes 
to 46. He led a coalition that included the PPP, a faction of the URP and 
several independents and single-member parties. The NA, with 15 seats, 
and a revived Pangu Pati under Sam Basil with nine seats (subsequently 
augmented by six independents or minor party amalgamations), initially 
formed the core of the opposition and Pruaitch became leader of the 
opposition. The following month, however, Basil and 12 of his Pangu 
MPs crossed the floor to join the government; Basil said he was tired of 
being in opposition and having to fight for District Services Improvement 
Program funds, and that he had ‘to respect the Prime Minister’s mandate’ 
(ABC News 11  September  2017). Several other MPs also moved to 
the government benches, once again giving an O’Neill-led coalition a 
substantial majority. O’Neill also benefited from judicial decisions that 
resulted in the quashing of the arrest warrant against him and of a proposed 
referral to the public prosecutor (see Chapter 15). But notwithstanding 
this, O’Neill came under continuing criticism and, amid rumours of 
growing tensions within the coalition, several members moved (back) to 
the opposition; in late 2018 the opposition gave notice it would submit 
a motion of no confidence.

Following a well-trodden path, when parliament met in February 2019 
the House voted to adjourn for three months. The motion to adjourn 
was moved by the leader of government business, James Marape. Marape, 
a close associate of O’Neill since 2011 and a member of the PNC, was 
at the time minister of finance. In April Marape and O’Neill clashed 
over O’Neill’s signing of a US$16 billion agreement for the expansion 
of liquefied natural gas (LNG) operations, and Marape defected to the 
opposition. By early May he had been followed by 24 coalition MPs. 

15  In a pre-election statement, the electoral commissioner revealed that only eight parties had 
signed a code of conduct drawn up by the Electoral Commission as a guide to candidates and their 
supporters during the election (The National 11 May 2017).
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Marape, supported by several senior PNC MPs, challenged O’Neill to let 
the party caucus vote on the leadership, but O’Neill refused. An attempted 
vote of no confidence against O’Neill was blocked when parliament again 
voted, by 59 votes to 50, to adjourn.

Basil opted to stay with O’Neill but Pangu Pati’s non-parliamentary 
executive and its Morobe branch (to which eight of its MPs belonged) 
supported the opposition, and the party split. Basil was expelled from 
the party and said he would create a new party (Our Party) with eight of 
his Pangu-elected supporters, but instead announced they had joined the 
Melanesian Alliance—which in 2017 had returned only one candidate. 
The Melanesian Alliance rejected Basil’s claim, however, and threatened 
him with legal action for ‘stealing our party’ (EMTV 25  May 2019). 
In  November 2019 Basil founded a new, nine-person party, United 
Labour Party—his fifth party affiliation in nine years. Around the same 
time, the leader of the pro-opposition faction of Pangu offered Marape 
a home with Pangu, which Marape accepted, bringing with him 14 MPs 
from the PNC.

Over the next few weeks O’Neill fought to retain his position while the 
opposition group, calling itself the Alternative Government, sought to put 
together the numbers for a successful no confidence motion (first naming 
Marape and later Pruaitch as alternative prime ministers). Finally, facing 
the prospect of losing a vote of no confidence after 12 MPs from Duma’s 
URP joined the opposition, O’Neill resigned, triggering a parliamentary 
vote for prime minister. Following O’Neill’s resignation, Marape and his 
renegade supporters crossed back to the government and Marape became 
the government nominee for prime minister. In an extraordinary sequence 
of events, Pruaitch nominated O’Neill (who accepted nomination but then 
withdrew); the remaining opposition members nominated Morauta (who 
had returned to parliament in 2017), and Pruaitch and his NA voted for 
Marape, who won the vote by 101 to 8. [For a more detailed account of 
these moves see Chapter 15.] Despite having voted for Marape, Pruaitch 
and the NA remained in opposition, with Pruaitch as opposition leader.

In the following months Marape appeared to consolidate his position. 
He appointed a cabinet that included 21 ministers who had served under 
O’Neill but also two opposition MPs (Kua and Bryan Kramer) who had 
been among O’Neill’s strongest critics and had not voted for Marape in 
the election for prime minister. In later cabinet reshuffles he added then 
opposition NA MP Ian Ling-Stuckey as treasurer and recruited Morauta 



91

5. POLITICAL PARTIES SINCE 2002

to assist in the country’s economic recovery plan, and dropped several 
PNC members. In October 2019 Marape accepted the parliamentary 
leadership of the Pangu Pati.

O’Neill continued to sit on the government benches with his PNC 
loyalists, but criticised decisions taken by the Marape government. In 
September, accusing O’Neill of trying to undermine his government, 
Marape asked O’Neill to leave the government benches and join the 
opposition, but O’Neill refused to identify with the opposition, later 
declaring that he would remain part of any government that continued 
the work he had initiated (The National 2 January 2020). In what I have 
described elsewhere as ‘an interesting (if somewhat confusing) statement’ 
(see Chapter 15), Marape was reported as saying:

Pangu is giving PNC and its party leader Peter O’Neill the 
direction to relocate … We’ve told them to go to the Opposition 
side. On the case of individual ministers and members they are 
welcome to stay with the party. If they decide to stay, I will not 
kick them out because our government is not based on parties. 
(The National 30 August 2019, italics added)

However, in June 2020 Marape took a firmer stand, announcing, 
‘the PNC leader continues to play politics, so unfortunately his members 
will have to move tomorrow to the opposition benches’ (EMTV 2 June 
2020). The speaker, Job Pomat, a PNC member, resigned from the party 
‘to maintain the neutrality of the office’ (EMTV 22  June  2020) and 
remained as speaker.

Meanwhile, a number of MPs who had gravitated to the PNC after the 
2017 election shifted back to their earlier affiliations or to Pangu, and even 
some of the more staunch opposition MPs had joined the government, 
such that by the end of 2019 the Marape government appeared to have 
101 of the 110 MPs (one seat being vacant due the death of an MP).

During the course of 2020, however, there was growing criticism of 
Marape and even talk of a vote of no confidence when Marape’s grace 
period expired in November. In October a cabinet reshuffle saw Deputy 
Prime Minister Davis Steven replaced by Sam Basil but in a surprise move 
shortly after this, more than 40 MPs, led by Basil and including Steven, 
Pruaitch and Duma, crossed to the opposition, which filed a no confidence 
motion naming Pruaitch as alternative prime minister. In another surprise 
move, before a no confidence vote could be taken, 17 MPs, again led 
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by Basil, crossed back to the government in December, giving Marape a 
clear majority that he used to adjourn parliament until April 2021. When 
parliament reconvened in April a new motion was filed, naming O’Neill 
as alternative prime minister, but before the motion could be moved the 
House voted to extend the adjournment by four months, taking it into 
the final 12 months of the parliamentary term, when a successful no 
confidence vote results in the dissolution of the House—thus virtually 
ensuring that Marape will remain as prime minister till the next national 
election scheduled for 2022.

With MPs coming and going between parties, and party factions moving 
between government and opposition, even the registrar of political parties 
has had difficulty assessing the state of play with regard to political parties, 
but figures from the Registry of Political Parties as at 24 May 2021 listed 
Pangu, led by Marape, with 30 MPs; PNC (O’Neill) 14; NA (Pruaitch) 10; 
URP (Duma) 8; United Labour Party (Basil) 9; People’s Party (William 
Tongamp) 4; PPP (Chan) 4; Our Development Party (Charles Abel) 3; Papua 
New Guinea National Party (Kua) 2; Triumph Heritage Empowerment 
Party (Polye) 2; Social Democratic Party (Powes Parkop) 2; 14 one-
member parties—PNG Country Party (Chris Haiveta), People’s Labour 
Party (Peter Yama), PNG Party (Namah), Melanesian Liberal Party (Allan 
Marat), Coalition for Reform Party (Joseph Lelang), People’s Movement for 
Change Party (Gary Juffa), People’s Democratic Movement (Paias Wingti), 
United Party  (Rimbink Pato), PNG One Nation Party (Peter  Numu), 
Allegiance  Party (Kramer), Melanesian Alliance (Joseph Yopyyopy), 
People’s Action Party (James Donald); People’s First Party (Pipol First 
Party; a party recently founded by former PNC member Richard Maru), 
PNG Greens Party (Richard Masere; Masere was formerly affiliated with 
Our Development Party, but switched to the Greens Party, which till then 
had no MP); seven independents (including Pomat and Steven), with two 
seats vacant. The registrar noted, however, that he was aware of members 
resigning from their respective parties but had not received documents 
effecting their resignations.

Explaining the failure of party 
development
In an earlier paper (see Chapter 4) I attempted to answer the question of 
why a coherent party system has failed to develop in Papua New Guinea. 
Three factors were suggested.
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First, that the lines of social cleavage that had typically provided bases 
for differentiating political parties and defining party attachment in most 
developed party systems—class, ideology, religion, ethnicity and region—
have not (with the possible exception of region) been salient in Papua 
New Guinea’s national politics. While there is a growing gap between rich 
and poor, class has not emerged as a major division in a country where 
over 80 per cent of the population is largely dependent on subsistence 
agriculture and even the urban elite tends to value its links to the village; 
ideology and religion have played almost no role in differentiating parties 
from one another, and though regionalism, and a largely geographically 
defined ethnicity (particularly a sense of Papuan regional identity), 
have been evident in party organisation and support, they have not 
provided a continuing basis for party alignment.16 In the absence of such 
social and geographic cleavages, parties and coalitions of parties have 
developed primarily around personal networks—which have persistently 
proved fragile.

Second, while I have argued elsewhere (see Chapter 6) that the common 
depiction of electoral outcomes in Papua New Guinea as being determined 
by clan or ‘tribal’ loyalties is oversimplified, electoral success is nevertheless 
determined primarily by local factors—local reputation, local perceptions 
of a candidate’s ability to deliver goods and services to his or her electorate, 
and the effectiveness of electoral campaigning, as well as some degree of 
clan or group loyalty (especially in the highlands). Successive studies 
of Papua New Guinea’s national elections have provided little evidence of 
a party vote.17

Third, with high costs of contesting elections and a high turnover 
of MPs at every election (over 50  per cent in all elections and almost 
80 per cent in 2002), MPs are driven less by commitment to a particular 
policy agenda than by a desire to maximise the returns, to themselves 
and their constituents, from being in office, in all probability for a short 

16  As an example: in 1981 an NP-aligned Papuan Action Party (PAP) was formed as a regional 
party drawing on Papuan separatist and anti-highlander sentiments; the following year, former 
defence force commander Ted Diro was elected and became leader of a mostly Papuan ‘Independent 
Group’ of MPs, and before the 1987 election these two groups became the basis of a new People’s 
Action Party (also PAP); the new PAP subsequently broadened its geographic support base and in 
1997 and 2002 had substantial support in the highlands. In 2007 it won six seats, four in Momase 
and two in Highlands, but none in Papua.
17  The 2017 Election Observation Report by The Australian National University’s Department 
of Pacific Affairs observed that of 3,740 citizens surveyed post-election only 21 (0.6 per cent) cited 
political party affiliation as the primary factor driving voter choice (Haley and Zubrinich 2018:41).
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time. An unbroken record of coalition governments, frequent votes of no 
confidence, and recurring changes of government in mid-parliamentary 
term have created a political environment in which there is a strong 
tendency for individual interest to outweigh party loyalty. And it seems 
that most constituents will support a party shift by their MP if it improves 
their access to government. A statement by opposition MPs in 1990 
explaining why they had defected to the governing coalition—‘we are 
elected to parliament to be in government’—was quoted in the earlier 
paper; it is echoed in MP Tony Aimo’s justification for his PAP’s switch to 
the government in 2011, that he ‘did not want the people of East Sepik 
to be marginalized’ (quoted above), and in Sam Basil’s accounting for his 
move to government in 2017, that he was tired of being in opposition and 
having to fight for District Services Improvement Program funds.

It was widely hoped that the OLIPPAC would strengthen parties and 
discourage party hopping. In support of these objectives both the National 
Research Institute and The Australian National University’s Centre for 
Democratic Institutions offered to assist parties in developing party 
constitutions and party platforms. But even before the Supreme Court 
ruled against sections of the OLIPPAC, it was clear from the proceedings 
of the 2002–2007 parliament, that this exercise in social engineering was 
falling well short of its engineers’ expectations, with parties splitting and 
coalition partners changing, and this has been a continuing pattern since 
2007. After July 2010 most of the major parties split again and in 2012 
a record number of parties contested the upcoming election.

Where to now?
It is commonly argued that strong political parties are necessary for viable 
democracies (see, for example, Diamond et al. 1995:34). But, at least till 
2011, Papua New Guinea has maintained what might be described as a 
robust democratic system despite the lack of strong parties—prompting 
Ben Reilly (1999) to describe Papua New Guinea as a ‘deviant case’.

The functions traditionally associated with political parties in liberal 
democracies—the provision of alternative policy options, the raising 
of voter awareness, the recruitment of capable candidates, and the 
organisation and discipline of elected party members in parliament—have 
been poorly developed in Papua New Guinea, and there is little evidence 
that this is changing. But what are the costs of a weak party system?
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Providing policy options

Where parties in Papua New Guinea do have policy platforms they tend 
to converge on much the same issues—prominently, rural development, 
improved service delivery (especially in health and education) and anti-
corruption. Gelu (2011:118–20) has suggested that in 2007 there were 
some differences in party policies, and noted the initiatives of the National 
Research Institute to encourage parties to develop policy platforms, but 
acknowledged that ‘many of the parties tend to agree on what they would 
do if they were in government’.

Given the absence of significant social cleavages at the national level, 
and the strong political focus on local issues, the scope for parties in 
Papua New Guinea articulating alternative policies to attract prospective 
voters is probably limited. When candidates go out to campaign in their 
electorates they seldom press their claims for election on the basis of party 
policies; rather, they tend to focus on local issues and utilise personalised 
political networks.

In contrast, in developed party systems, voters mostly identify with 
and vote for a particular party on the basis of class, ideology, religion 
or region—lines of cleavage that are taken to be indicators of policy 
orientation. Sometimes, however, even in developed party systems, party 
labels are a poor indicator of where parties will stand on particular issues. 
The tendency for parties ranged along a broad left–right political spectrum 
to converge on the centre has long been noted (see, for example, Downs 
1957:Chapter 8), and in Australia, Labor Party supporters have lamented 
that the party’s shift towards the centre has meant that the policies of 
the Australian Labor Party and the Liberal–National Party coalition have 
become increasingly less differentiated, while Geoffrey Luck (2000:282) 
has said of Italy, ‘Italian politics has always been run on ideology, not 
on policies; programs were something to be developed after the election, 
so a party could be safe from any audit of promises’. Moreover, because 
most voters maintain their party allegiance throughout their lives, and 
many single-member constituencies are seen as ‘safe seats’ for a particular 
party, voters in developed party systems can often predict with a high 
degree of probability which candidate will win regardless of how they 
vote, and overall national electoral outcomes are mostly determined by 
a relatively small number of ‘swinging voters’ in ‘marginal’ seats. Strong 
parties, in other words, do not guarantee that voters have a good range 
of policy options.
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Further, because they regularly vote along party lines, and parties select 
the candidates, voters in developed party systems seldom know much 
about the candidates from whom they choose. In Papua New Guinea, on 
the other hand, voters generally have a good knowledge of the candidates 
who are contesting—where they are from, what they have done, whether 
they have party endorsement (or covert party support), and whether they 
are ‘grassroots’ people or ‘fly-ins’ who have spent most of their lives in Port 
Moresby or elsewhere outside the province. It might thus be argued that 
even without strong political parties, Papua New Guinea’s voters are well 
placed to decide who to vote for (though in some parts of the country, 
especially in the highlands, individual choice is inhibited by the practice 
of communal bloc voting for a locally favoured candidate) and to ensure 
greater accountability of MPs to their electorates; certainly the turnover 
of MPs at elections in Papua New Guinea is unusually high.

Raising awareness
Where there are developed party systems, political parties generally 
play a role in raising popular awareness about significant policy issues 
and mobilising support for, or opposition to, alternative policy options. 
In Papua New Guinea, political parties play only a minor role in raising 
political awareness and stimulating debate on salient issues at election 
time, and in recent years ‘executive dominance’ by an inner cabinet has 
even undermined the debate of policy issues in the national parliament. 
However, raising awareness of issues has been undertaken to some extent 
by individual politicians and, increasingly, by civil society organisations, 
including a lively press.

Recruitment of candidates
Lacking mass bases, political parties in Papua New Guinea do little to 
nurture and select prospective candidates; rather, as elections approach they 
endorse sitting party members and recruit candidates they think can win. 
For their part, prospective candidates frequently ‘shop around’ for a party 
that will back their candidature by contributing to campaign expenses, 
and their commitment to party platforms, if they exist, is correspondingly 
tenuous. Many stand as independents, joining a party—usually the one 
that makes them the best offer for their support—after being elected. But 
there is no necessary reason why this should make for a poorer quality of 
candidate—indeed by recruiting likely winners rather than selecting from 
party loyalists they may come up with stronger candidates.
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A downside of the poorly developed party system, however, is the large 
number of candidates who nominate for election (on average 25 per seat 
in 2007, 31 per seat in 2012 and 30 per seat in 2017), which increases the 
chances that a candidate can win solely on the basis of mobilising their 
local support base. This encourages communal bloc voting, restricting the 
rights of individual voters (especially women) to choose their preferred 
candidate and sometimes leading to violence against ‘outside’ candidates 
campaigning within another candidate’s support base.

Organisation and discipline of elected party members
Perhaps the most important function of political parties, especially 
in a personalised and fractious political system like that of Papua New 
Guinea’s, is that of creating a cohesive, organised group of parliamentary 
members who will maintain their support for the party’s parliamentary 
leader and for policy initiatives put forward by the party. It has been 
the lack of such party loyalty and discipline that has produced the party 
hopping and yo-yo politiks, and the consequent political instability, which 
the OLIPPAC sought—with limited success—to rectify. While there are 
arguments to be made against locking MPs into the membership of the 
party that endorsed them as candidates, and restricting their right to vote 
other than as the party resolves (see Chapter 2), so long as there is no 
strong disincentive for MPs to change their allegiance, and parties are 
free to shift from one coalition to another, yo-yo politiks will continue, 
to the detriment of effective policymaking and implementation, and 
parliamentary democracy generally.

This is not to say that all candidates, or all MPs, should be members 
of a political party. There is a place for independent candidates and 
independent MPs, and insistence that all candidates should be endorsed 
by a political party would simply lead to a proliferation of small parties, 
most of which would merge with larger parties or fade away after elections.

In sum, stronger political parties do not provide all the answers to the 
problems of Papua New Guinea’s somewhat chaotic elections and 
poorly performing parliament, but stronger parties might reduce the 
dysfunctionally high number of candidates contesting elections and make 
for a more effective legislature.
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