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Appendix on Data

Constructing any argument about the process(es) of change in late colonial 
PNG faces a number of substantial challenges. The almost complete absence 
of time series data, or data adequate enough to construct into such a series 
is one especially formidable difficulty. This absence continues as is regularly 
documented in studies. One recent account describes ‘rural development’ and 
utilises data collected over just six years, from 1990 to 1995 inclusive.1

However it is not an adequate defence of the more controversial aspects of this 
study to note that previous accounts which have made sweeping generalisations 
about colonial rule and its effects have often done so without reference to 
even the material utilised here or in the PhD which preceded it.2 The sources 
of information consulted for the argument mounted here are cited in this 
Appendix, the longer Bibliography of this book and the even more extensive 
Bibliography in my PhD thesis.

The best information available, including on population and health, is limited 
in part because of the terms of colonial rule. Important areas of PNG were not 
‘open’ for the collection of population information until after 1965: the first 
colony-wide census occurred in 1966. Even today the conduct of elections is 
plagued by the inaccuracy of census data and the difficulties associated with 
matching names, places of residence and electorates, as well as physical and 
other dangers for census officers.

As the official website for the National Statistical Office, that oversees PNG 
censuses, notes:

The conduct of the population censuses has a short history in PNG. The 
first census for the country was held in 1966 and since then censuses 
were conducted in 1971, 1980, 1990 and the recent one in 2000. Every 
censuses conducted thus far have used different enumeration strategies. 
The important aspect of doing trend analysis is therefore lost due to lack 
of uniformity in enumeration methods and questionnaire contents.3

However even the first two ‘national’ censuses, of 1966 and 1971, were not full 
enumerations, with complete coverage of the urban and rural non-village sectors, 
plus stratified samples of approximately 10 per cent of rural village populations. 

1 LW Hanson, BJ Allen, RM Bourke and TJ McCarthy Papua New Guinea Rural Development Handbook 
(Canberra: Department of Human Geography, RSPAS, ANU, 2001) p. 20
2 Cf. the entirely unsubstantiated assertions about the effects of colonial rule made by Hughes ‘Aid has failed 
the Pacific’; MacWilliam Development and Agriculture.
3 National Statistical Office of Papua New Guinea ‘2000 National Census’ retrieved 21 September 2012 at 
<http://www.spc.int/prism/country/pg/stats/2000_Census/census.htm>
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Only in 1980, five years after Independence, did the first comprehensive 
coverage of the country’s population take place. The next censuses are generally 
regarded as less reliable than the 1980 census.4

The data on changes in birth-weights, life expectancy and related matters 
is limited but, as the study suggests, the best available for deducing the 
improvements in living standards which were the effect of increased smallholder 
production and the importation of food, including rice.

Some of the reasons why there is, for example, no colony-wide time series 
evidence on the expansion of smallholder agriculture from 1945 to 1975, 
which might provide visual images such as maps, have to do with aspects 
of colonial administration outlined in this study.5 While there was no doubt 
about the strength of development intent expressed by senior colonial officials, 
the resources available in terms of skilled personnel to collect and process 
information for at least the two decades after World War II ended were very 
limited. Not until the mid-1960s with the establishment of the New Guinea 
Research Unit as part of ANU did academics start to collect some of the data 
which has been utilised in this study. Even in these studies, there appeared very 
little data which permitted the measurement of change over long periods.

As two academics noted while compiling their contribution on agricultural 
crops for a late 1960s atlas: ‘The reliability of the data on which this map is 
based is not high and therefore the map should only be considered as a first 
approximation’.6 The colonial administration had reached a similar conclusion 
on the validity of the data collected by the first postwar colony-wide ‘census of 
native agriculture’ carried out between 1947 and 1954 and never tabulated the 
results or printed them in any form.7

Only in the 1960s and early 1970s, as self-government and Independence 
approached, did the most systematic and detailed work suggesting changes 
commence on particular locations, populations and crops. However even these 
studies invariably relied on interviews and data collected at one point in time 
when trying to infer longer change processes. Louise Morauta, for instance, in 
her study of villages in Madang compares ‘the traditional Madang economy 
and that of today’, as well as describes what are termed ‘the political aspects of 

4 Hanson et al. Papua New Guinea Rural Development Handbook p. 20
5 For early attempts to map changes, see David AM Lea and R Gerard Ward ‘Crop Combinations’ in Ward 
& Lea An Atlas of Papua and New Guinea (Glasgow: Collins and Longman, 1970); D Vasey ‘Subsistence Crop 
Systems’ in David King and Stephen Ranck (eds) Papua New Guinea Atlas: A Nation in Transition (Port 
Moresby: Robert Brown and Associates (Australia) P/L in conjunction with the Geography Department, 
UPNG, n.d. c. 1980) pp. 50–51; David King and Nancy Burge ‘Cash Crops’ in King & Ranck (eds) Papua New 
Guinea Atlas pp. 52–53.
6 Lea & Ward ‘Crop Combinations’ p. 56
7 Robin Hide and Scott MacWilliam ‘Early National Surveys of Agriculture in Papua New Guinea’ 
(forthcoming)
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traditional life’. It is clear from the account that the sources of genealogies and clan 
histories, along with other material on ‘the traditional way of life’ are primarily 
local informants relying upon memories, legends etc. While supplemented with 
surveys she carried out in the late 1960s, the only aggregate data of a time series 
nature utilised in the study is that of populations in 17 villages taken from post-
World War II censuses between 1944/1945 and 1967. These villages are from 
an area of the country which had been visited, subsequently settled in and 
ruled over by missionaries, European planters and colonial officials since the 
end of the nineteenth century. The conduct of surveys in this and similar areas 
was easier and more likely to be reliable than in remote, less accessible and less 
secure areas.8

During the late colonial period, research was further handicapped by official 
restrictions on the use of many of the most detailed sources of information 
collected by the colonial administration. Patrol and other Reports, including 
by agricultural officers, were only available through a lengthy process of 
accreditation by the Administration. Many other Australian Government 
documents dealing with late colonial PNG were unavailable due to the 30-
year rule prohibiting access. Ian Cartledge’s history of the coffee industry and 
Ian Downs’ substantial account of the 30 years of the postwar trusteeship are 
exceptional for the amount of access to government files and documents granted 
to the authors.9

While this study had the advantage that the access rule prohibition did not 
apply for most of the period referred to here, there were other barriers—
including the sheer size of the task—which prevented a systematic study of 
Patrol Reports. These remain a largely unexplored lode for future researchers 
of late colonial PNG, although as is shown here some researchers have made 
specific and geographically limited, albeit important, use of reports from some 
areas.

The lode is likely to be especially useful for two of the main themes of this 
account. The spread of locally marketed produce grown by smallholders is 
often documented in the Patrol Reports consulted for this study, and should 
in the future provide the basis for more detailed and reliable accounts than 
exist. Here the aggregate data compiled by marketing boards and the DASF is 
utilised, as well as that from particular files on specific topics. There is, however, 
much more on the process of expansion which could become available through 
detailed examination of the Patrol Reports, especially for the first two decades 
after World War II.

8 Louise Morauta Beyond the Village: Local Politics in Madang, Papua New Guinea (London: University of 
London Athlone Press and Humanities Press, 1974) 
9 Cartledge A History of the Coffee Industry; Downs The Australian Trusteeship
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Secondly, for reasons outlined in the study, patrol officers were especially alert 
to the increasing prominence of the indigenous bourgeoisie. The economic 
and political activities of the wealthiest Papua New Guineans were recognised 
and recorded, especially where representatives of this class sought particular 
advantages from the colonial administration. The study documents one 
especially prominent instance in the tussle over the activities of the Tolai Cocoa 
Board, between the most important Tolai cocoa growers and colonial officials 
determined to guard the interests of the smaller growers. Any substantial 
history of the late colonial expansion of indigenous capital should benefit from 
a more systematic study of official records, including Patrol Reports, than has 
been possible for this study.

There is a further source which, in the not too distant future, should shed more 
detailed and systematic light on the emergence and growing prominence of 
indigenous commerce during the 30 years before Independence. Administration 
records of company activities prior to World War II were destroyed during 
the military conflict, and the only ones which survived were in the archives 
of companies which had head offices overseas, mainly in Australia. However 
postwar companies were required to register with the colonial administration. 
I have an extensive data base taken from these official records and intend to 
publish the results of the study which utilises this material as soon as possible.




