
155

9
Formulating a strategy for 
research on corruption in 

Papua New Guinea

This paper emerged from a workshop at the National Research Institute 
of Papua New Guinea in 2007 to launch a corruption research project. 
The proceedings of the workshop were published as Albert Ayius and R.J. May 
(eds), Corruption in Papua New Guinea: Towards an Understanding of 
Issues, Port Moresby: National Research Institute, 2007.

Corruption has been widely identified as a substantial and growing 
problem  in Papua New Guinea with serious impacts on economic 
development, service delivery and ultimately political stability. But 
definitions of what constitutes corrupt behaviour are sometimes 
contestable, and there appears to be some reluctance, on the part of 
politicians, public officials and even local communities, to fully enforce 
legal provisions against corruption, even when there is clear evidence that 
offences have been committed. And when legal provisions are enforced, 
the culprits often avoid conviction.

Moreover, while there has been a good deal of condemnation of 
corrupt actions by leaders—which have certainly been widespread and 
conspicuous—there is less overt recognition that corrupt leaders are 
frequently responding to the demands of their constituents, wantok, 
kin or family. There is ample evidence of corrupt electoral behaviour by 
political candidates and their supporters, sometimes involving public 
officials, who may be coerced into supporting the demands of candidates.
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Mana suggested in 1999 that small-scale, ‘petty’ corruption was becoming 
more common, ‘having spread throughout the bureaucratic machinery’ 
(Mana 1999:3). Petty corruption—which involves misuse of government 
vehicles and telephones, the payment of gifts to access what should be 
freely available government services, the adding of ‘ghost’ names to 
payrolls, the appointment of friends, political allies and relatives to jobs 
for which they are not competitively qualified, the awarding of contracts 
to wantok, the acceptance of reimbursement for work not done properly, 
or not done at all, and so on—has perhaps attracted less attention but has 
greater impact than more high-profile instances of corruption.

It might well be argued that the features of corrupt behaviour are well 
known and that the legislative provisions to counter it already exist, and 
that therefore what is needed is not research but action. However, the 
fact that corruption is recognised and that legal sanctions against it exist 
but corruption continues to grow, suggests there is a need to understand 
what it is about Papua New Guinea’s social, political and economic 
environment that has allowed corruption to flourish.

Defining corruption
In the discussion of corruption in Papua New Guinea it has sometimes 
been suggested that we need to define ‘corruption’.

There is in fact a vast literature on the definition of corruption. As early 
as 2000 BC the Indian scholar-administrator Kautilya identified some 
40 forms of corrupt behaviour against which a ruler should guard, many 
of which continue to occur today (May and Ray 2006). Since then scholars 
and practitioners have distinguished various categories of corruption—
economic, political and administrative; public-office centred, market 
centred and public-interest centred; and so on. Definitions of corruption 
are discussed by Alphonse Gelu (2007). In recent years definitions provided 
by international agencies such as the World Bank, and international 
non-government organisations such as Transparency International, have 
gained widespread currency. Transparency International’s handbook 
(Pope 2000:Chapter 2) also provides an extensive list of common forms 
of corrupt behaviour, from bribery and extortion to fraud and theft; from 
nepotism and influence peddling to failure to perform to one’s capacity 
or accept the responsibilities of one’s position. Within Papua New 
Guinea, the Law Reform Commission addressed the question of defining 
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corruption back in 1982 (LRC 1982:2), and the topic was revisited by the 
team appointed to draft an organic law for an Independent Commission 
against Corruption (ICAC) in the late 1990s. As Peter Donigi (2007:46) 
notes, ‘instead of defining corruption, the team members considered that 
there were already sufficient laws dealing with the issue of corruption … 
the problem was in respect of the implementation of those laws’. They 
proposed that an ICAC be given authority to investigate five areas of 
offence: bribery of members of parliament (MPs), disclosure of official 
secrets, corruption and abuse of office, secret commissions, and corrupt 
and improper practices at elections.

Arguably, this topic has been well covered and there is ample material 
to draw upon without conducting further research on the question of 
definitions. More useful, perhaps, might be an attempt to summarise the 
main legislative provisions relevant to anti-corruption policies, from the 
Criminal Code, through the Leadership Code, to specific legislation such as 
the recently amended Public Finances (Management) Act, the Public Service 
Management Act, the Proceeds of Crime Act and the also recently amended 
Organic Law on National and Local-Level Government Elections.

Corruption and cultural context
As Joe Kanekane (2007) argues, Papua New Guineans seem to display 
a high degree of tolerance towards corrupt behaviour by their leaders. 
Kanekane lists just some of the MPs who have been charged over corrupt 
behaviour, in several instances served gaol sentences, yet been voted back 
into office by their constituents. Both Kanekane and David Kombako 
(2007) explain this tolerance in terms of Papua New Guinea’s culture, 
specifically in Kombako’s analysis, the combination of the ‘bigman’ 
mentality, gift-giving and the wantok system.

The acceptance of what might be seen by others as corrupt behaviour 
within a cultural context that emphasises reciprocal behaviour and loyalty 
to the group or group leader, however, is not unique to Papua New Guinea; 
indeed it is quite widespread and has been documented for a number of 
African and Asian countries.

But the expectation of most people in Papua New Guinea that their MP, 
or ‘their man’ in the bureaucracy, should channel the benefits that come 
from the state to their group (for example, see Kombako 2007) does not 
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mean that they do not recognise as corrupt similar behaviour by a rival 
MP or a bureaucrat from another group. Behaviour that is defended as 
‘cultural’ or kastom within the group, in other words, becomes corrupt 
when someone outside the group does it. Most politicians have been 
outspoken against corruption while campaigning for election but some of 
the most outspoken have embraced corrupt behaviour once elected. This 
perhaps explains why there was demand for legislation to create an ICAC, 
but little interest in parliament in passing the legislation.

Further research in this area might throw light on the extent of ‘corrupt’ 
practices (for example, in local government and village courts, and in 
accessing government services at local and national levels) and on the 
disjuncture between popular anti-corruption rhetoric and the widespread 
acceptance of corruption. Methodologies are available for standardised 
surveys to gauge popular attitudes to corruption. But it is doubtful whether 
such surveys tell us much we do not already know, namely that most 
respondents are against corruption in its many forms, but nevertheless 
happy to accept corrupt behaviour it if it brings benefits to their group.

Donigi (2007:46), on the other hand, argues that ‘those who appeal to 
custom do so out of ignorance of our criminal justice system’, and suggests 
that kastom should not be accepted as an excuse for corrupt behaviour.

It should also be recognised that, to a significant extent, corrupt practices 
have been introduced and promoted by foreigners: in nearly all the major 
cases of alleged corruption—the ‘Diaries Affair’, issues raised by the forestry 
industry review of 1987–1989, the Poreporena Freeway, the Disciplined 
Forces Housing Project, the Cairns Conservatory inquiries, the ‘Sandline 
Affair’ and irregularities in respect of immigration—foreigners (including 
Australians) have been actively involved.

Investigations, follow-up and prosecution
There has been a large number of commissions of inquiry, leadership 
tribunals and Ombudsman Commission reports into allegations of 
corruption (see Ayius 2007). This is in addition to reports of the 
parliamentary Public Accounts Committee, reports on the suspension 
of provincial governments, audit reports on national government 
departments and agencies and provincial governments, and a host of 
reports from internal audits and reviews. Recent public sector reform 
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initiatives, including amendments to the Public Finances (Management) 
Act and the Organic Law on National and Local-Level Government 
Elections, and calls for a review of the Organic Law on Provincial 
Governments and Local-Level Governments have drawn impetus from 
the findings of these investigations.

Arguably, however, the volume of inquiries and investigations has not 
been matched by the number of prosecutions of offenders, let alone by 
changes in behaviour. The 2003 audit report on the Southern Highlands 
provincial government is a case in point: the report (by a private auditor 
contracted by the national government) identified a wide range of financial 
irregularities involving the disappearance of large sums of money, but 
three years later no-one had been charged with an offence. With regard 
to investigations under the Leadership Code, Masi (2005:6) records that 
in the almost 30 years to April 2005, investigations under the code had 
resulted in 20 leaders being found guilty and dismissed, 11 being fined 
and five referred to the public prosecutor; against this, five were found not 
guilty, 16 resigned as leaders after a leadership tribunal was appointed and 
six leaders’ terms expired after a tribunal was appointed. Masi notes that 
in 2002 ‘a lot’ of leaders were being investigated, but more than 50 per 
cent of them lost office in the 2002 general election and the Ombudsman 
Commission thus lost jurisdiction over them.

Why has the prosecution rate not been higher? Part of the answer has 
to do with more-or-less technical problems—obtaining evidence, getting 
witnesses to testify and preparing the case for prosecution. (In the same 
week in September 2006, for example, a state prosecutor was charged 
with contempt of court after failing to appear at a circuit court hearing—
allegedly due to lack of funds for travel, and two men charged with armed 
robbery were acquitted when a state lawyer failed to appear in court; Post-
Courier 8, 14 September 2006.) Another part of the answer has to do 
with cultural factors (what Kanekane (2007) refers to under the heading 
of ‘tolerance’) and what is loosely described as ‘political will’ (though 
the real issue is usually less a ‘lack of will’ than the existence of distinct 
disincentives against taking action).

A possible research project would be to take several case studies—either by 
selecting a number of events that have been the subject of investigations 
and reports and seeing whether they were followed through to a satisfactory 
conclusion, or by selecting a few policy areas (for example, administration 
of lands policy, financial management, electoral malpractice or public 
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sector appointments) and documenting and explaining instances or 
allegations of corrupt behaviour and responses to them. Any such studies 
should examine data at national, provincial and local levels (and might 
seek to test the claim by Mana (1999:7) that ‘both political and petty 
corruption at the administrative level have increased after the [1995 
provincial government] reform as more power and authority was vested in 
ministers of parliament and administrators’). This sort of research would 
involve sensitive data and would not be possible without some cooperation 
from the departments and agencies, as well as individuals, concerned.

Such research might highlight problems in public sector management 
relative to corruption, and in the capacity of the state to exercise sanctions 
against corrupt behaviour, but would it contribute to the combating 
of corruption?

Policies to combat corruption
There has been, over recent years, a number of public sector anti-
corruption initiatives, including promotion of a Public Services Code 
of Business Ethics and Conduct, and the creation of a national anti-
corruption alliance. Another possible line of more action-oriented 
research might be to assess how effective these initiatives have been, and to 
examine a broad spectrum of other measures designed to counter corrupt 
behaviour—ranging from the mobilisation of civil society at the local level, 
through civic education, to the strengthening of internal audit provisions, 
the creation of institutions (like an ICAC) to specifically target corrupt 
practices, and the imposition of harsher penalties. As with definitions of 
corruption, there is already a substantial literature in this area and research 
might be more secondary than primary, but there may be virtue in studying 
comparative efforts to combat corruption and, in conjunction with those 
pursuing the public sector reform agenda, and advocacy groups such as 
Transparency International PNG, seeking to identify measures that might 
be effective in the Papua New Guinea context.

Postscript: In November 2020 the national parliament of Papua New 
Guinea voted to create an Independent Commission against Corruption.
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