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4. Uniform Development in Practice

Introduction

The previous chapter concentrated upon the principal features of uniform 
development policy during the 1950s, and in particular what was intended 
to happen. Here emphasis is placed upon what occurred, as the intersection 
of spontaneous and intentional development. Several of the most substantial 
outcomes are shown through brief accounts of three particular crops, grown 
for international markets as well as immediate household consumption and 
local sale. However, as pointed out in the Introduction, this is not intended 
to be a comprehensive account of development in practice during the 1950s. 
Partly, this is because of the difficulty in showing the extent of the changes 
in household production of immediately consumed and locally marketed crops 
even if contemporary accounts referred to in the next chapter, including from the 
World Bank, suggest the output increases of these crops too was considerable. 
However coffee, cocoa and rice were such important pillars of the scheme of 
smallholder agriculture constructed through uniform development policy that 
selecting their growth and processing as key indicators of what occurred is 
warranted.

Some of the changes in the growth of these and other crops, including smallholder 
copra output, did not register immediately in output increases: bush and tree 
crops in particular take years between planting and reaching sufficient maturity 
before harvesting of cherries, pods and nuts can occur in worthwhile quantities 
(see Chapter Five, Tables 1 and 2). Although the Administration aimed for 
evenness among peoples and regions, uniform development did not imply 
simultaneous identical changes across the colony.

The most substantial indigenous plantings of coffee bushes by smallholders 
first began during the 1940s and 1950s in the Eastern Highlands and Chimbu, 
only reaching a faster rate of expansion during the next decade in the Western 
Highlands. The most important increases in smallholder cocoa followed a 
different, opposite trajectory, from ‘west’ during the 1940s and 1950s on the 
Gazelle Peninsula to ‘east’ during the 1960s and early 1970s on Bougainville. 
Although with much less by way of increased production, rice growing also 
became greater as the focus shifted from the south-west to the north-east of the 
mainland.

The chapter begins with coffee, the crop which during the late colonial period 
penetrated particularly deeply into the lives of rural Papua New Guineans in 
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the Highlands and provided a major component for the scheme of smallholder 
agriculture. From the outset, coffee was a crop produced for international markets, 
with little domestic consumption. The first phase of coffee’s expansion in the 
decade and a half after World War II owed much to the colonial administration’s 
determination to find a means of securing village life at improved standards 
of living. High international prices and the region’s geographic suitability for 
growing better quality Arabica assisted official policy to stem an initial postwar 
outflow of Highlanders to wage positions outside the region. By 1959, the area 
covered by smallholder plantings exceeded that on large holdings owned by 
expatriates. The former had begun the expansion from the initial base in the 
Eastern Highlands and Chimbu into the more spacious Western Highlands and 
was accompanied by continued international decline in coffee prices.

Cocoa provides the second pillar of the scheme of smallholder production 
considered here. While by far the most important increase of cocoa growing 
during the uniform development phase occurred on the Gazelle Peninsula in 
East New Britain, nevertheless official attention was directed to spreading 
the crop to many other parts of New Guinea and Papua where soil and other 
conditions were suitable. Of particular importance was the early adoption of 
cocoa on Bougainville. During the 1960s, a debilitating disease decimated yields 
in the major growing area. Separated and insulated by the Solomon Sea from 
East New Britain, plantings on Bougainville could be effectively quarantined 
against the spread of vascular streak dieback (VSD), at a time when a substantial 
smallholder expansion already had begun in the District.

Rice, briefly considered in the third section of the chapter, provides an 
appropriate counterpoint to the cases of coffee and cocoa. The failure to achieve 
a major increase in rice production might suggest that colonial efforts with the 
crop had little in common with the successful drive to extend coffee and cocoa 
outputs. Nevertheless the reasons for the lack of success with rice, as well as 
the amount of resources committed in attempting to attain a measure of colonial 
self-sufficiency, demonstrate much about the official desire to bring development 
through smallholder agriculture. While coffee and cocoa were encouraged as 
export crops, and for their contribution to domestic revenues, rice was seen 
as primarily for domestic consumption, marketed as well as non-marketed. 
However unlike the cases of coffee and cocoa, international availability and 
price provided conditions much more conducive for the importation rather than 
local production of rice. 
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Coffee’s Beginnings and Initial Expansion

Of the crops which became central to the postwar scheme of smallholder 
production, coffee possibly had the most far-reaching consequences for 
indigenous households. Although coffee growing in the colony first occurred 
outside the Central Highlands region, mainly in what became Morobe and 
Madang districts, it attained greatest importance in the Eastern and Western 
Highland and Chimbu/Simbu districts. By the mid-1960s, smallholder output 
surpassed that from plantations. In the early 1970s, the area under crop was 
probably around 25,000 hectares planted with approximately 26 million bushes, 
most of them in the three Central Highlands districts, which later became 
provinces. Smallholders supplied more than 70 per cent of PNG’s total yield of 
around 40,000 tonnes of the crop which displaced copra as the major agricultural 
export. One estimate suggests that more than a third of all the electors at the 
1972 self-government poll, attached to about 200,000 holdings in the main 
growing areas, were from coffee producing households.1

Household production of this crop, as with cocoa, brought major changes to 
the lives of Papua New Guineans. The nature of these changes continues to be 
debated. On one side are those who see coffee as ‘brown gold’ grown on ‘money 
trees’, the basis for a major upward shift in living standards throughout the 
region. Opposition to this view is encapsulated by the Melanesian Pidgin (Tok 
Pisin) expression kopi kalabusim mipela, or ‘coffee imprisons us/my people’, 
responsible for reduced household self-sufficiency, impoverishment and a shift 
to ‘undesirable’ consumer goods, especially beer, which have further deleterious 
consequences.

Nearly all indigenous coffee growing occurred after World War II. The initial 
phase of smallholder plantings—the focus of this chapter—lasted until the 
early 1960s in the Central Highlands. During this period colonial administration 
officials tested the suitability of Arabica coffee, made seeds available, assisted 
with the selection of suitable sites, helped establish nurseries, and instructed on 
planting, mulching, shading and fertilising, harvesting and processing. Where 
there were no private buyers, especially in the less accessible areas to which 
coffee growing had moved before roads were constructed, Administration 
officers purchased and transported crop to major towns. The importance of the 
official activity for smallholder growing and processing runs directly counter to 
the mythology propagated by the relatively small number of European planters 

1 LD Wilson and GBA Evans Sample Survey of Smallholder Coffee Producers (Port Moresby: Department 
of Agriculture, Stock and Fisheries, Rural Economics and Commodity Marketing Branch, February 1975) 
pp. 9–11, are suitably cautious about the accuracy of the survey, especially for the Western Highlands and 
Chimbu where they conclude the figures on plantings ‘are serious underestimates’ (p. 9), possibly because 
growers under-reported holdings due to a rumour that accurate reporting would have tax consequences. 
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and their supporters. This version gives an especially prominent, even primary 
role, in the establishment and subsequent growth of the coffee industry to the 
expatriate owner-occupiers of large holdings. One such account even refers to 
the period between World War II and Independence as ‘the plantation era’.2

Instead and more accurately Ian Cartledge, official historian of the late colonial 
coffee industry and senior Department of Territories’ officer,3 stresses the 
importance of the multiplicity of roles performed by Administration officials. 
He credits ‘advice, encouragement and agricultural education from officials’ 
for the early success in coffee growing, particularly for the ‘local people’.4 US 
anthropologist Ben Finney too, despite his principal focus upon the ‘partnership’ 
between expatriate planters and emerging indigenous businessmen, most 
of whom straddled between coffee growing and other commercial activities, 
indicates the importance of Administration extension activities for the first 
phase of smallholder expansion in the Goroka area.5

So quickly did the crop attract smallholders and expatriate owner-occupier 
growers alike, that officers, especially in agricultural extension, were never 
really able to keep up with demand for their services. One consequence of this 
inability to provide sufficient assistance is that it subsequently became possible 
to underestimate the importance of the colonial administration’s role from the 
outset of coffee growing in the region. While the Administration’s presence is 
perhaps best documented for the Goroka, Kainantu and Henganofi sub-districts, 
this section shows how in the decade and a half after World War II ended, 
smallholders in Chimbu and the Western Highlands also were the focus of 
official efforts which were largely successful.

Goroka, Kainantu and Henganofi

Astute colonial officials early recognised that Highland climatic and soil 
conditions were favourable for Arabica coffee which grows best at altitudes 
above 1,000–1,500 metres. This coffee satisfied a niche market, in a similar 

2 See Sinclair The Money Tree; David Anderson An Economic Survey of Smallholder Coffee Producers—1976 (Port 
Moresby: Planning Economics Marketing Branch, Department of Primary Industry, September 1977) p. 4 is one 
among many who repeats the error of giving primacy to the role of expatriate planters in the origins of coffee 
growing in the region, claiming: ‘In the Highlands, coffee was first grown by expatriates employing workers from 
neighbouring areas’.
3 Hasluck A Time for Building p. 437
4 Ian Cartledge A History of the Coffee Industry in Papua New Guinea: from inception to the end of 1975 
(Goroka: Papua New Guinea Coffee Industry Board 1978) p. 22. At the end of Chapter Four on the establishment 
of commercial production in the 1950s, Cartledge re-emphasises the point, stating: ‘The conclusion is repeated 
that much of the credit must go to the Division of Extension and Marketing in D.A.S.F. for the rapid and large 
scale expansion of coffee growing by native communities in the highland areas’. 
5 Ben Finney Big-Men and Business: Entrepreneurship and Economic Growth in the New Guinea Highlands 
(Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1973) pp. 43, 53
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manner to that occupied by Trinitario cocoa (see Chapter Two).6 During 1936 
early Highland coffee plantings were made by Department of Agriculture 
Inspector and Instructor Bill Brechin in nursery beds prepared at the Upper 
Ramu Police Post (now Kainantu).7 The beds were planted with seed brought 
from the plantation owned by Karl Wilde at Wau, in what is now Morobe 
Province. The initial plantings flourished and in 1940 64 tons of Arabica coffee 
was produced.8 Even more importantly, demands for coffee seed had begun to 
come from villagers who were showing considerable interest in growing the 
crop.9

While the wartime need for securing supplies of quinine made this crop more 
important for Aiyura, still Brechin’s coffee plantings at the research station 
continued to flourish. The seed the bushes produced provided the basis for two 
deliberate efforts to expand smallholder plantings during and immediately after 
the war years. Michael Bourke notes that:

The unpublished patrol reports indicate that between late 1944 and late 
1945, village coffee plantings were promoted by ANGAU patrol officers 
in parts of the Goroka, Henganofi and Kainantu Districts of the Province. 
There were at least 12 coffee patrols and most ANGAU field officers were 
involved in coffee extension during this period.10

Foremost among the Aiyura staff who encouraged smallholder coffee was 
Agronomist-in-Charge of the Research Station, Aubrey Schindler who ‘had been 
involved in the ANGAU-sponsored village coffee as early as 1944’.11 From about 
1950, Schindler began extension activities on smallholder coffee in the Kainantu 
area. This coffee had been grown as the result of distribution of seedlings from 
Aiyura to villages.

There was a further overlap between Aiyura and the ANGAU personnel which 
extended to smallholder coffee growing. Two especially important instances 

6 Only a small proportion of PNG grown coffee is Robusta, which generally forms the base for cheaper 
blends and instant coffee. In the late colonial period Robusta came mainly from East Sepik District (see JP 
Munnull and DRJ Densley Coffee Agriculture in the Economy A Series of Review Papers (Konedobu: Department 
of Primary Industry, n.d., p. 3). For the earliest growing of Arabica and Robusta coffee, from the mid-1880s in 
PNG, see Sinclair The Money Tree chs 3, 4. 
7 As discussed below, it seems likely that the Aiyura plantings were not the first in the Highlands but were 
preceded by at least two years with coffee grown for personal consumption at a Lutheran mission in Chimbu.
8 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 53, notes that when the Aiyura Research Station was established in May 1937, 
Brechin transferred the coffee plants, along with cinchona and tea plants to the station’s nursery. 
9 RM Bourke ‘Village Coffee in the Eastern Highlands of Papua New Guinea’ Journal of Pacific History 1986, 
vol. 21, nos 1 & 2, pp. 100–103 cites (p. 101) Brechin’s May 1940 Aiyura monthly report: ‘It is already clear 
from trials on this Station that high altitude [Arabica: SM] coffee is going to be an economic crop in this area. 
Local people are already asking why they can not start planting themselves’.
10 Bourke ‘Village Coffee’ pp. 101–102. See also Sinclair The Money Tree chs 6–7; cf. Randall Stewart Coffee: The 
Political Economy of an Export Industry in Papua New Guinea (San Francisco: Westview Press, 1992) p. 28. ‘The 
first indigenous plantings of coffee in the Highlands in the Asaro Valley of the Eastern Highlands, was in 1952’ 
11 Bourke ‘Village Coffee’ p. 102
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of this overlap were men who also became large holding pioneers, Jim Leahy 
and Jim Taylor. During the war Captain Leahy had his interest in coffee 
stimulated when he was farm manager at Aiyura. As Sinclair explains, Leahy 
‘had learned something of coffee culture during his time at Aiyura, and the 
ANGAU experiments [with smallholder coffee growing: SM] had proved that 
coffee could be grown in the Goroka valley’.12 After toying with the idea of 
planting tea, from which he desisted because of the ‘prohibitive cost of tea 
processing machinery’,13 Leahy used this knowledge of coffee cultivation to 
become an early expatriate large holding grower in the Highlands. In 1948, he 
used seed obtained from Schindler at Aiyura Research Station to plant on an 
approximately 150 acre lease, five miles west of Goroka, which became Erinvale 
plantation.14 Following a path well worn by Europeans who owned coconut and 
cocoa large holdings in coastal and islands areas, Leahy subsequently mapped 
out a trajectory which was to be followed by some of the other European owner-
occupiers who produced coffee in the Highlands. He moved from growing coffee 
into becoming one of the earliest purchasers of indigenous smallholder coffee, 
increasing volumes sold and improving cash-flow for his operations as coffee 
prices began to make a major upwards move.15 In 1950, Leahy added labour 
recruiting for New Guinea Goldfields Ltd at Wau to his multiplex enterprise,16 
and subsequently began sawmilling of local timber. Two years later, when 
Leahy sold his first crop of 1,420 lbs, he received six shillings and ten pence 
per lb ex-Goroka.17 The very high price received played an important role in 
encouraging expatriates to come to the Highlands and apply for large holding 
leases on which to grow coffee.

At least as important as Leahy for smallholder growing and the entire scheme of 
smallholder production was Jim Taylor. Until September 1944 Major Taylor was 
the ANGAU District Officer Ramu. While in this position, Taylor had delivered 
a paper at the February 1944 ANGAU District Officers’ conference held in Port 
Moresby (see Chapter One).18 The conference was chaired by Brigadier DM 

12 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 75
13 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 75
14 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 75
15 Downs, district commissioner, planter and initial chairman of the Coffee Marketing Board established in 
1964, emphasises the wider and continuing connection between the large holding owners and smallholder 
operations, noting that: ‘Settlers established their own nurseries from selected seed and gave plants to their 
highland neighbours in order to establish the existence of coffee as a widespread planted crop and to lay the 
foundation for future coffee trading when village trees came into production’ The Australian Trusteeship p. 
180. 
16 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 80
17 The New York spot price for washed Arabica was US$0.57 per lb in 1952 and had begun its post-war 
climb to the 1954 high. See Cartledge A History of the Coffee Industry p. 324, app. 30.
18 NAA: A9372 vols 1–3 ANGAU
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Cleland, who subsequently became the long-serving Administrator of the colony. 
In his presentation, Taylor, known for his strong views on indigenous welfare, 
emphasised the importance of commercialisation through coffee growing.19

As Sinclair indicates, Taylor’s proposal had an immediate follow-up. The ANGAU 
official who replaced him as District Officer Ramu, Major Tom Aitchison was ‘like 
Taylor, genuinely interested in the welfare and development of the Highlands 
people’, and ‘actively began to push the extension of coffee planting’.20 With the 
authority of the ANGAU behind them, police and the ANGAU personnel were 
able to exercise a degree of compulsion in pressing villagers to plant coffee. When 
international prices were still low following the 1930s period of oversupply on 
world markets, Sinclair’s conclusion seems accurate: ‘There is little doubt that 
many villagers planted coffee only because they were compelled to do so’.21 
Maintenance of bushes often ceased once the patrols moved on or the officers 
who had pushed smallholders into planting the crop left the area.

Nevertheless, by the end of the war considerable numbers of smallholders had 
experience with coffee especially in the area between Goroka and Kainantu 
townships. Even with prices still low, by comparison to what they were to 
become in the early to mid-1950s, these smallholders produced increasing 
quantities for export. Once again, as with shells and other consumables coming 
into the region, the availability of air transport—with favourable rates for 
back-loading planes which had limited cargoes to move out of the Highlands—
provided a major means for linking households with international markets 
and global prices. Forming the commercial bridge between growers and these 
markets were Administration officials and a small number of private traders.

As Bourke indicates from his examination of unpublished records, ‘some 
villagers had obtained modest returns from coffee between 1947 and 1954’, 
that is even before the bushes planted under the impetus of the major DASF 
extension efforts of the early 1950s discussed below came into bearing.22 These 
returns were obtained by selling coffee to the Administration, a practice earlier 
established for other local food crops, including a wide range of ‘European’ 
vegetables which were either locally consumed or flown out of the Highlands to 
Lae and Madang.23

19 Gammage The Sky Travellers ch. 18 provides a sense of the views Taylor and his close friend John Black 
held. See also Sinclair The Money Tree p. 62.
20 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 62. Aitchison, then Captain and District Officer South Markham, also attended 
the February 1944 Conference. For the list of attendees, as well as Taylor’s presentation titled ‘Native Welfare’, 
see NAA: A9372 vols 1–3 ANGAU. 
21 Sinclair The Money Tree p. 64
22 Bourke ‘Village Coffee’ p. 102
23 See also Sinclair The Money Tree p. 75. 
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An important contribution to smallholder coffee extension work was made by 
Robert Cottle, the first Goroka-based agricultural officer. Arriving during 1952, 
Cottle initially began to encourage passionfruit growing in order to supply a 
factory set up in the town by Cottees Passiona Ltd, an Australian firm. Cottle 
soon recognised that passionfruit was not an economic crop for smallholders 
beyond a certain radius around the factory. Instead, he decided to promote 
coffee growing, probably from mid to late-1952.

For coffee, where seed is best planted first in containers that make maintenance 
and plant selection most effective, the establishment of shaded nurseries using 
planting material obtained from the Aiyura Agricultural Research Station was 
one of the most important early stages for all coffee growing. Finney notes the 
warm reception Cottle received from indigenes, so that within a year there were 
coffee nurseries established from Bena Bena, east of Goroka into Chimbu to the 
west. Cottle was able to draw upon existing enthusiasm among local people to 
establish DASF-sponsored nurseries and coffee plots. Especially around central 
Goroka, many of the indigenous volunteers wanted to move beyond previous 
unsuccessful attempts at growing coffee. Thus:

The many requests for his services from central Gorokans forced Cottle 
to offer these people advice and aid in coffee planting …. After the 
village nurseries were established, Cottle returned to each area and, 
with the help of Gorokan assistants, helped interested men select proper 
land, clear it, and then plant coffee seedlings and shade trees on it.24

The extension work continued even after Cottle left the District. The extent 
of demand for assistance produced endemic staff shortages. In 1955–56, ‘[p]
rogress in the development of native owned coffee, now totalling approximately 
450,000 and [sic] 700,000 nursery seedlings throughout the District, is most 
gratifying’.25 Two years later: ‘197 new coffee nurseries [were] established by 
native peoples and it is estimated that these nurseries will provide seedlings for 
approximately 2,000 acres of coffee … the Administration is unable to meet the 
demand for assistance in coffee cultivation’.26

This demand soon spread to assistance in processing, where the techniques 
employed are especially important for the quality of coffee obtained. As 
the next year’s Eastern Highlands Annual Report noted, at the same time as 
emphasising how the demand for assistance continued to outstrip capacity, 
attention had been extended to raising the standard of smallholder coffee sold 
to buyers.27 The agriculture extension role continued to be central until the 

24 Finney Big-Men and Business pp. 60–61 
25 ToPNG Department of Native Affairs Eastern Highlands District [DNA-EHD] Annual Report 1955–56 p. 6 
26 DNA-EHD Annual Report 1955–56 p. 4
27 DNA-EHD Annual Report 1955–56 pp. 6–7
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end of the 1950s, even as there began a temporary slow-down in the rate of 
new plantings coincident with falling international prices. Although the focus 
of official efforts was partly deflected from coffee to providing assistance with 
peanut growing, nevertheless there was consistent demand for advice on coffee 
production, especially processing.

As a consequence, with almost 2.5 million indigenous-owned trees in an area 
which at the time included Chuave and Chimbu sub-districts in the west of 
the Eastern Highands District, Administration officers were able to point to 
a continued improvement in the quality of smallholder produce. Increasing 
numbers of smallholders were purchasing hand hulling machines, which made it 
possible to speed up the process by which the outer skin was stripped from the 
coffee cherry. With the use of the machines which replaced manual removal of the 
outer skin, there were fewer damaged beans and fermentation prior to washing 
could occur under better controlled conditions. This elementary mechanisation 
accelerated the process so that drying to the parchment stage also could occur 
more quickly, with a consequent improvement in parchment quality.

Once given this initial treatment by growers, parchment coffee was then sold 
to either private buyers or brought to the coffee factory at Goroka for further 
processing into green bean, ready for export. As the 1959–60 Eastern Highlands 
Annual Report of the Department of Native Affairs noted (p. 3), the attention to 
improving processing standards had resulted in ‘a native exhibitor in the Lae 
Show (winning) six of seven sections against all entries’.28

Chimbu

The importance of Administration efforts was seen even more clearly in Chimbu 
Sub-District, later District, where no expatriate plantations were permitted 
because of population density and shortages of suitable land. Despite the 
differing accounts of the introduction of the crop to the third most important 
coffee growing area, after Eastern and Western Highlands, there is no evidence 
that European planters initially played an important part, either as distributors 
of seed or as advisers on coffee growing and processing.

The first coffee in Chimbu was probably planted in 1934 or 1935 at the Lutheran 
Mission at Ega (subsequently the district/provincial capital Kundiawa).29 Seed 

28 Whether the ‘native exhibitor’ was a smallholder or one of the indigenous largeholders who were 
becoming prominent by the late 1950s is not known.
29 Hubert Stuerzenhofecker Letter from Ega (Lutheran Mission Station) to Adam Schuster at 
Neuendettelsauer (Neuendettelsauer Archives) 1 August 1935. Copied and translated by Christine Winter, 
Dec. 1994, note provided by Robin Hide. Stuerzenhofecker was in charge of the mission’s gardens. Cf. Ian 
Hughes Availability of Land and Other Factors Determining the Incidence and Scale of Cash Cropping in the Kere 
Tribe, Sina Sina, Chimbu District, New Guinea BA (Hons) thesis, University of Sydney (1966) p. 112 who states 
that: ‘The Lutheran mission at Kundiawa planted coffee for its own consumption in 1937’.
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was soon made available for indigenous growing.30 After the war, colonial officials 
played the primary role in the spread of coffee in the District, though indigenes 
returning to their own holdings after spells in wage employment outside the 
sub-district also were significant. Before the end of the 1940s, a nursery had 
been ‘established at the Deri patrol post and a distribution of coffee plants and 
some crotolaria used for covering [shading bushes: SM] is being made available 
to these people’.31

However the most extensive plantings probably began in the early 1950s. As 
indicated above, Cottle’s work in establishing nurseries from Bena Bena, east of 
Goroka, extended ‘well into the Chimbu region’.32 Substantial distribution of 
seedlings from the local nursery began in 1953–54.33 In 1955 the nursery was 
enlarged when the first European Agricultural Officer was posted to Kundiawa. 
On his initial visits to parts of the District, this officer supervised plantings of 
seedlings and inspected existing plantings. In 1956, two further nurseries were 
established at Du in Sinasina by another DASF officer, travelling either on foot 
or by motorcycle. Away from the main road, being developed to join Kundiawa 
to Goroka through Chuave in eastern Chimbu, travel was slow and limited so 
that the Administration took on the extra role of coffee buying. Into the early 
1960s, private buyers had a very limited role in Chimbu.

By the end of the 1950s, as colonial officials continued to oversee further plantings 
in Chimbu, concern was shifting to improving road access to more of the sub-
district so that supervision of growing and processing could be increased as 
well as for easier marketing of the crop. Demand was starting to emerge for the 
introduction of central fermentaries to improve the quality of coffee produced 
and this extended to the formation of a cooperative organisation for purchasing 
and process smallholder coffee. The requests led to the establishment of a Rural 
Progress Society and were primarily to alleviate the cost of individual growers 
purchasing relatively expensive processing equipment.34 For much of Chimbu, 

30 Cf. RT Shand and W Straatmans Transition from Subsistence: Cash Crop Development in Papua New Guinea 
New Guinea Research Bulletin no. 54 (Port Moresby and Canberra: New Guinea Research Unit, ANU, 1974) 
p. 38; Harold Brookfield ‘The Money that grows on Trees: the Consequences of an Innovation within a Man-
Environment System’ Australian Geographical Studies October 1968, vol. vi, no. 2, p. 100; Harold Brookfield 
‘Full Circle in Chimbu: A Study of Trends and Cycles’ in Harold Brookfield (ed.) The Pacific in Transition: 
Geographical Perspectives on Adaptation and Change (Canberra: ANU Press, 1973) p. 137
31 I am indebted to Robin Hide for this reference, provided from his research notes taken from a patrol 
report compiled by JE Wakeford. CPR no. 2 of 1948/49. 25 Sept–9 Oct 1948 in the I-UI area [near Gumine: RH].
32 Finney Big-Men and Business p. 60; cf. Hughes Availability of Land p. 112. Robin Hide Aspects of pig 
production and use in colonial Sinasina, Papua New Guinea PhD thesis, Columbia Universty (1981) pp. 46–
47 also dates the first promotion of coffee by the colonial administration in this part of eastern Chimbu as 
occurring in 1952–53. Shand & Straatmans Transition from Subsistence pp. 38–40
33 Michael Agiua Apa Coffee Growing in Kupau Village, Simbu Province History of Agriculture Working Paper 
no. 23 (Waigani: UPNG, Department of Primary Industry, December 1978) p. 2 
34 Sinclair The Money Tree ch. 22
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the rate of new plantings began to decline by the early 1960s, only to be lifted 
again with the 1964 formation of the Kundiawa Coffee Society, operating a 
central coffee fermentary and a string of local buyers.35

Western Highlands

In the Western Highlands, where the expatriate owner-occupiers established a 
substantial large holding presence later than occurred in the Eastern Highlands, 
the spread of coffee growing to smallholders initially occurred more slowly than 
in the Eastern Highlands and Chimbu. Although the first planting of coffee 
in the Western Highlands probably occurred before World War II, the major 
expansion commenced with the postwar price boom, from 1954 onwards.36 
Marie Reay, conducting research between 1953–55 among the Kuma/Nangamp, 
a population of about 25,000 who lived on the higher terraces and slopes of the 
middle Wahgi Valley but used the lower terraces for grazing pigs and planting 
extra gardens does not mention any coffee growing.37

In this District too it was the colonial administration which played a central 
role in the initial spread of coffee growing among indigenous smallholders. As 
Gordon Dick notes, Korn Farm near Mt Hagen was established before World 
War II as the first agricultural station operating in the Western Highlands. In 
1944, the first block of coffee trees was planted at the Farm, a 535 acre site about 
seven miles from what was to become the District Headquarters at Mt Hagen. 
However this planting was probably preceded in the Western Highlands by 
mission and mission-encouraged indigenous growing of coffee.38 Soon after the 
war, explorer, prospector and trader Dan Leahy also planted coffee on a more 
substantial scale at Korgua. Using seed obtained from Aiyura, Leahy established 
a large nursery and planted the seedlings out at Kuta. However this expensive 
experiment failed on thin soils with an impervious clay substratum, and Leahy 
moved his coffee plantings to nearby Korgua on valley floor land.39

During the 1950s, as expatriate planters began to plant coffee on large holdings 
of alienated land, generally larger than had been established in the Eastern 
Highlands, the administration extension role continued to be critical for 
household plantings. In 1953, now established as an agricultural extension 
station, Korn Farm’s principal objectives were:

35 Sinclair The Money Tree pp. 299–300; Sumer Singh Co-operatives in Papua New Guinea New Guinea Research 
Bulletin, no. 58 (Port Moresby and Canberra: New Guinea Research Unit, ANU, 1974) ch. 8, pp. 128–145
36 Sinclair The Money Tree ch. 13, p. 144 
37 M Reay ‘Individual Ownership and Transfer of Land among the Kuma’ Man 1959, vol. lix, pp. 78–82; M 
Reay Freedom and Conformity in the New Guinea Highlands (Melbourne University Press, 1959)
38 Gordon Dick A History of Coffee Planting in the Mt. Hagen Area History of Agriculture Working Paper no. 
24 (Port Moresby: UPNG and Department of Primary Industry, December 1978) p. 1
39 John Fowke Kundi Dan: Dan Leahy’s life among the Highlanders of Papua New Guinea (St Lucia: University 
of Queensland Press, 1995) ch. 14 
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extension work among the local people, with improved local and 
subsistence crops, Coffee, Passion-fruit, Peanuts and Maize …. It [was] 
also the distribution centre for vegetable and cover crop seeds, together 
with other types of seeds, and for the distribution of coffee seedlings 
among the local farmers of the district; the improvement of the economic 
position of the indigenous land-owners by the production of cash crops, 
and [in: SM] this regard half a ton of seed peanuts of Virginia bunch 
variety, has been procured for distribution.40

Over the next two years as Korn extended its coffee plantings, an experimental 
block was established to ‘investigate the suitability of different varieties of 
coffee, shade trees, coffee spacing, pruning and fertilising’.41

With the Tolai experience in mind and in particular the legislation setting an 
official minimum of 500 cocoa trees in one block per registered grower (see 
below), the Korn Farm Coffee Project Manager:

[S]tarted a “Coffee Register” and he established gardens in each of the 
Census Divisions of Mt. Hagen Sub-district. He noted that the people 
were prepared to remove poorly established gardens and to replant them 
to approved standards with assistance from the Department’s staff. Farmer 
trainees were taught all phases of coffee culture and in subsequent years 
are mentioned [in DASF Annual Reports: SM] accompanying patrols and 
assisting villagers.42

Again, as with the Eastern Highlands, staff shortages, especially of European 
agricultural specialists, pushed the Administration to emphasise the importance 
of training indigenes in coffee cultivation at Korn Farm. During 1955–56, there 
were 38 indigenes from the Mt Hagen Sub-District, and nine from Wabag in 
general training, plus a further 23, from Wabag, Minj and Sepik, receiving 
specialist coffee training in a six-month course, which also included experience 
with other crops. As well, extension staff from the station spent a further 210 
days on patrol, providing agricultural advice, seed and encouragement.43

Coffee extension work continued from the Korn Farm base for the remainder of the 
decade. Dick is especially revealing, despite his criticism of the Administration’s 
part in the increased smallholder plantings, when he notes along with official 
concern about the standard of smallholder plantings, that:

40 DNA-WHD Annual Report 1955–56 p. 26
41 Dick A History of Coffee Planting p. 2
42 Dick A History of Coffee Planting p. 2
43 DNA-WHD Annual Report 1955-56 pp. 26–27
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Each annual [DASF: SM] report from Mt. Hagen from 1955 to 1960 
mentioned the increasing amount of smallholder plantings and the fact 
that much of it was of poor standard.44

By 1956/57 there were at least 30,000 coffee bushes owned by smallholders in 
the District, including in the Nebilyer and Baiyer River valleys.45 In 1958–59, 15 
tons of smallholder coffee was produced in the Western Highlands,46 and even 
‘[w]ithout active encouragement from the Extension Division of the (DASF) coffee 
plantings have continued at a brisk rate, particularly in the Minj Sub-District’.47

Dick argues that from 1960 the overall Administration policy in the District 
of providing extension assistance when requested but not pushing further 
expansion of smallholder plantings changed substantially.48 Two important 
factors, in addition to the growing indigenous interest in cash cropping, were 
at work. The first was a change in the top level of the District Administration. 
In 1960 a new District Commissioner, ‘the dynamic, autocratic Tom Ellis’ was 
appointed.49 At a conference in October 1960, Ellis told his local officers that, in 
the face of indigenous planting which was occurring without official support:

The policy towards coffee plantings by natives in this area is going to 
change and we will be actively encouraging native coffee planting and 
development.50

Secondly, and despite growing international and local concern about excess 
supply and falling prices, the behaviour of expatriate large holding owners 
had an unintended demonstration role for indigenous growers that is easily 
overlooked. Although the overseas marketing of the PNG crop was for the first 
time facing serious difficulties as prices declined to the 1962–63 low, senior 
Administration officials continued to encourage expatriate planters to extend 
their coffee plantings on already granted leases.51 Accordingly:

44 Dick A History of Coffee Planting pp. 2–3 
45 For an account of coffee’s establishment in the latter area, see Peandui Koyati Coffee growing in the Baiyer 
River Area of the Western Highlands Province History of Agriculture Discussion Paper no. 14 (Waigani: UPNG 
and Department of Agriculture, June 1978). 
46 Dick A History of Coffee Planting p. 3
47 DNA-WHD Annual Report 1955-56 p. 3. The same Report noted with satisfaction (p. 11) that as demands 
for cash cropping and political representation increased, ‘[t]here is no evidence of detribalisation of labour 
throughout the District’ even though there was a plentiful supply of unskilled, casual labour working mainly 
on coffee plantations proximate to villages and smallholdings.
48 By December 1960 there were over 400, 000 bushes, more than two thirds of them not yet bearing, in the 
District. Clearly there was increasing smallholder activity in coffee growing before the major Administration push 
of the early 1960s began, as discussed below. Department of District Affairs DNA-WHD Annual Report 1960–61 p. 2
49 Dick A History of Coffee Planting p. 3; cf. Sinclair The Money Tree p. 267
50 Dick A History of Coffee Planting p. 4
51 In the first issue of the Highlands Quarterly Bulletin, official journal of the Highlands Farmers and Settlers 
Association published in January 1960, Director of Agriculture Frank Henderson drew attention to the 1957–
58 decline in prices, well below the peak of five years earlier and noted that owners should increase the 
acreages planted to coffee on their large holdings for profitability reasons (p. 1). 
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There has been increased activity in the planting of coffee. Despite 
some doubt about the market for coffee, it was felt that the peoples [sic] 
desire to plant the crop should not be discouraged. The European farms 
around them were planting as fast as funds and labour permitted and it 
was most desirable that the native people be given the opportunity to 
plant if they desired.52

One consequence of this unintended demonstration, discussed in the next 
chapter, was that during the 1960s as the Administration changed direction by 
blocking continuing increases in bushes planted on expatriate large holdings, 
the pace of new smallholder plantings picked up. Even as official extension 
efforts to promote coffee declined, and attempts were made to shift attention to 
other crops, smallholder enthusiasm for coffee growing could not be switched on 
and off like a tap. During the 1960s and into the early 1970s Western Highlands’ 
smallholder growers became the most important producers of coffee. The later 
emergence of household producers in the Western Highlands, after the initial 
dominance of Eastern Highlands and Chimbu growers, paralleled what occurred 
in cocoa growing.

Cocoa in the 1950s—Spontaneity Confronts 
Official Intent

In Chapter Two, it was explained how the colonial administration played an 
important part in the initial postwar rebuilding of cocoa production. This 
activity included checking efforts to increase areas of land available for large 
holding growing and encouraging PNG growers to plant and replant with 
Trinitario stock which was in demand for fine and flavour rather than Forastero 
for bulk chocolate. The initial drive by wealthy Tolai to grow cocoa on the 
Gazelle Peninsula was also described. These indigenous growers could provide a 
demonstration effect for nearby smallholders. By the early 1950s, the policy and 
practice of uniform development sustained a surge in smallholder enthusiasm 
for cocoa growing, particularly but no solely on the Gazelle Peninsula where 
plantations and other large holding forms were also embracing a wave of 
expansion.

While cocoa production among the Tolai of the Gazelle Peninsula provided 
the most prominent initial instance of the official development priority, 
Administration intentions were always that growing and processing the crop 
would also be carried out by smallholders in other coastal and islands areas. 
During the 1950s, in particular, the Administration made substantial attempts 

52 DNA-WHD Annual Report 1960-61 p. 2
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to ensure that where climatic and soil conditions seemed suitable for cocoa 
growing, households were given what assistance was possible within existing 
resource constraints.

One specific measure undertaken during the 1950s by colonial officials, already 
noted, was especially fortuitous for the subsequent spread of cocoa beyond the 
Gazelle Peninsula. In 1954, a research program to improve cocoa stock had been 
established at Sohano in Bougainville. During the 1960s VSD disease attacked 
trees on plantations and smallholdings in East New Britain District, including 
the Gazelle Peninsula.53 While the disease destroyed up to one-quarter of the 
trees on the Gazelle Peninsula, primarily but not solely upon plantations where 
there was a greater proportion of mature trees more susceptible to the virus, 
it did not spread to other areas where cocoa was grown. Because of the cocoa 
research being carried out on Bougainville, it was possible to prevent stock from 
outside the District being brought in and also to continue to upgrade plantings 
in other parts of the colony with improved VSD-free material.

At one time or other cocoa also has been grown in Gulf, Central, Milne Bay, 
Northern, Manus, Sepik, Madang, Morobe, and New Ireland districts, as well 
as in New Britain outside the Gazelle Peninsula.54 At Independence, varying 
amounts of cocoa were still being produced by smallholders in most of these 
districts, with over 200 tonnes in each of Northern, Madang, East Sepik, 
New Ireland and West New Britain.55 Nevertheless the two main areas where 
cocoa was grown at Independence were in East New Britain, particularly the 
Gazelle Peninsula, and Bougainville. The following account concentrates on the 
development in these areas during the 1950s. The former provides an especially 
sharp instance of how spontaneous development constantly undercut official 
intentions, forcing the latter to be reformed to meet the challenges posed. 
Bougainville, on the other hand, provides the exemplary case of how the initial 
spread of cocoa growing provided a base which subsequently became decisive. 
The very rapid spread of smallholder cocoa during the 1960s dampened the 
effects of a major threat to the scheme of smallholder agriculture in the form of 
commercialisation represented by the giant copper-gold mine at Panguna.

The immediate postwar international shortage of cocoa continued into the early 
1950s and gave an impetus to the expansion of cocoa growing in PNG. Demand 
was further increased, with corresponding high prices, when in 1953–54 

53 GAR Wood and RA Lass Cocoa 4th edn (Harlow, Essex: Longman, 1989) pp. 322–329 for a brief description 
of the disease, its characteristics and effects, as well as the outbreak and its treatment in PNG.
54 For an account of indigenous cocoa growing on Karkar Island, Madang District, see Shand & Straatmans 
Transition from Subsistence pp. 73–91, and for the formation of the Nalkul Cocoa Growers’ Co-operative 
Limited within the southern Nalik villages of New Ireland, see Singh Co-operatives in Papua New Guinea pp. 
59–61. Both descriptions emphasise the early attraction of the crop in the 1950s and the more substantial 
plantings of the 1960s.
55 Densley & Wheeler Cocoa p. 10, Table 5
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rationing of chocolate consumption ended in Britain.56 As explained in Chapter 
Two, selecting higher yielding Trinitario rather than Forastero had important 
benefits for household growers in PNG. In aiming smallholder production at the 
fine and flavour market the Administration was attempting to ensure demand for 
PNG cocoa would not be governed by the size of the relatively small Australian 
market. Officials in the colony were also trying to secure higher returns for 
households in this colony by comparison to smallholders elsewhere, especially 
in West Africa, where Forastero was grown and sold into global markets for 
cheaper bulk cocoa.

The tussle between Administration officials in PNG and Department of 
Territories’ officers in Canberra over cocoa also extended to the extent of 
encouragement which should be given for increased production in the colony. 
Throughout the 1950s, while the former sought to encourage further expansion 
and recognised their limited capacity to check increased smallholder plantings, 
in Australia officials worried about the implications of producing more cocoa than 
could be utilised by manufacturers in the metropolitan country. An important 
concern was that should international prices decline but production increase 
PNG growers would be likely to demand financial support and a preferential 
arrangement into the Australian market from the colonial government.

This fear continued to manifest itself as the 1954–55 and 1958 Cocoa Action 
Plans were produced by the PNG Administration, under government advice 
transmitted from Canberra. Each time officers in the colony set production 
targets which aimed beyond the Australian market, in order to ‘prevent the 
Australian manufacturer taking advantage of being the only outlet for New 
Guinea production’,57 Department of Territories’ officials sought to restrain these 
ambitions. PNG-based officers did not want to confine production to the level 
of Australian demand for cocoa in either type or quantity. As Administrator 
Cleland noted in April 1955:

Our aim should be to develop as rapidly as possible and, as we are 
producing a crop marketable throughout the world, there is no need only 
to consider Australia’s requirements. In fact, it may be in the interests of 
Australia for the Territory to market its cocoa in hard currency areas and 
for Australia to buy its requirements in soft currency areas.58

56 F Helmut Weymar The Dynamics of the World Cocoa Market (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. Press, 1968) p. 13. 
Shand & Straatmans Transition from Subsistence p. 81, Table 4.11 provides an index of cocoa export prices (f.o.b.) 
from 1947–68. With a 1947–50 base of 100, prices were highest between 1952 and 1955, and again in 1958 and 1959. 
In 1955, the index reached 307.
57 NAA: A452/1 1957/3874 Cocoa Action Plan Undated Note Extract from Report by FC Henderson ‘Future 
of Papua and New Guinea Cocoa Marketing.’
58 NAA: A452/1 1957/3874 Cocoa 14/4/1955 Administrator to Secretary, Department of Territories. 
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In other words, let manufacturers in Australia continue to buy lower priced 
‘Accra’ bulk cocoa grown in Ghana and Nigeria, while producers in PNG tried 
to grow and sell as much higher priced fine and flavour as they could, including 
in markets outside the sterling area. Unsurprisingly, Canberra-based officials 
disagreed and continued over the next two years to restate their concerns that 
Australia would be pressed for subsidies when international prices declined. (As 
is shown in the next chapter, a parallel situation arose from the late 1950s with 
a major decline in coffee prices.) Only in 1958 did the Minister and Department 
capitulate, agreeing to an upper target of 25,000 tons of cocoa, well in excess of 
previously preferred limits.59

While keen to encourage a maximum rate of production increase, officials 
in the colony early recognised that they had limited capacity to restrain 
smallholder growers from planting more and more trees. It is clear that the 
local Administration was more attuned to the speed with which production 
was expanding, as well as the difficulty of limiting smallholder plantings once 
indigenous growers adopted the crop. The latter point had been central to the 
Administrator’s memorandum to Canberra of April 1955, cited above, which 
was composed as very substantial increases started to occur in indigenous 
smallholder as well as large holding plantings. Short of adopting authoritarian 
measures to restrict production, such as banning further planting and tearing 
out trees, the most that could be done was cutting back on extension activities 
and limiting forms of price support. Through direct experience coordinating 
and supervising household plantings, including in the first important area of 
indigenous growing the Gazelle Peninsula, the political implications of any 
official practices were becoming more obvious to local officials.

The difficulty for Canberra-based officials in understanding the fast emerging 
problem of how to restrain production lay partly in the nature of the evidence 
they were using to measure the success of the postwar policy to expand cocoa 
production. Export tonnages constituted a limited, rear-vision mirror view of 
what was happening and only gave a measure indicating the successful lifting 
of production in line with overall policy. The export measure did not show the 
amount of new planting taking place, particularly among households, and which 
was yet to produce crops. The export measure thus obscured the important 
difference between a considerable ability to limit large holding expansion, 
primarily by preventing further alienation of land, and a negligible capacity 
to constrain smallholder increases, even if the latter had been intended. As the 
importance of the Australian market declined for PNG cocoa exports, so too did 
the expatriate owner-occupiers and Australian-based plantation firms become 
even less significant cocoa producers. The shift to smallholder predominance, 
however, took some time (see Chapter Five and Table 5-1).

59 NAA: A452/1 1957/3874 Cocoa Cocoa Action Plan Amended October 1958 
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While much of the smallholder expansion occurred with limited official 
capacity to restrain plantings, attempts were made in three directions to affect 
smallholder production. Measures were introduced which were intended to 
graft ‘the advantage of plantation methods on to peasant production methods  
to give a quality product’.60 DASF policy was based on three principles formulated 
in 1948–49, by comparison with what was believed to have occurred in the 
major cocoa growing areas of Ghana. The principles required minimum areas 
of trees planted by each grower, grower registration and centralised processing 
in fermentaries. Any tendency to laissez faire, which was understood to have 
applied during the infancy of the cocoa industry in Ghana, was not to guide the 
production and processing of cocoa in PNG.

The search for an official policy direction was accelerated by the rapid 
spontaneous increase of indigenous plantings. Colonial officials were forced 
to respond, particularly because of the political significance of the early 
prominence of indigenous large holdings and the need to have cocoa processed 
at internationally acceptable quality standards. The initial postwar cocoa 
growing and processing by ambitious Tolai on the Gazelle Peninsula noted in 
Chapter Two was important in stimulating the official response. However the 
first step in this response, the passing of legislation intended to set parameters 
for smallholding growing had a limited effect, as is now shown.

The Cocoa Ordinance’s Limited Application

An early legal expression of the drive to shape household production away from 
what were seen as low productivity, low quality, unregulated peasant farming 
was the 1951 Cocoa Ordinance. Passed through the colony’s Legislative Council, 
the Ordinance included two of the terms specified above by DASF official 
Henderson. That is, there were to be minimum areas planted by each grower, 
which given the proper spacing effectively meant a 500-tree minimum number 
per grower, and registration of growers to make supervision of conditions, 
including diseases, easier.61

The Ordinance provided a largely ineffectual legislative underpinning for the 
work of Administration officials trying to supervise new plantings. One official 
was Francis Xavier Ryan, the officer who in 1949 led the agricultural extension 
services introducing cocoa to Vunamami on the Gazelle Peninsula near Rabaul.62 
Ryan encountered considerable difficulty and criticism instructing growers, 
households and largeholders, on the spacing and other cultivation requirements 
demanded by the legislation. In an undated letter, probably written shortly 
after the Ordinance came into effect in 1952, Ryan gave some indication of the 

60 PNGNA: AN12 16,497 F/N 1-4-99 Report of the Cocoa Conference—Rabaul 16th to 18th April 1958 p. 15
61 Cf. Connell Taim bilong mani p. 143
62 Salisbury Vunamami p. 56
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possibility for even more substantial opposition, if growers were unwilling 
to cooperate.63 Ryan’s letter also acknowledged the objection of the District 
Commissioner JK McCarthy to pulling out trees, and that concern over 
cultivation practices and standards was not confined to indigenous plantings. 
‘Bad plantations’ were also ‘cleaned up’ and complaints from one expatriate 
planter against another acted upon.64

Most importantly of all, in listing the number of non-specific and unsubstantiated 
objections to his work, Ryan made clear just how difficult it would be to police 
the Cocoa Ordinance’s regulations once planting of trees became widespread 
and extended beyond the growers of substantial numbers of trees. In Vunamami 
and nearby villages where large-scale planting was constrained by shortages of 
land and labour this was to be less of a problem: there a saturation level was 
reached in the early 1960s with somewhere around 20 per cent of the population 
growing cocoa.65

Even in parts of the District where the potential for widespread planting of 
cocoa trees was more substantial, the average number of trees planted per 
grower remained below the legal 500 tree minimum. A 1955 estimate was that 
‘the average Tolai grower cultivates less than half an acre of cocoa’.66 In such 
circumstances, the tussle between an Administration determined to control 
cocoa growing and the possibilities of a crop which could be grown so easily 
from seed obtained either through official or unofficial channels soon became 
apparent.

Despite the legal requirement that all growers be registered, and registration be 
restricted to growers of ‘not less than five hundred cocoa trees in continuous 
grove, planted as prescribed’, by 1954/55 ‘an agricultural survey of cocoa listed 
487,174 trees registered under the Cocoa Ordinance, and 697,285 additional 
trees reported’, giving over 1.1 million trees in five Native Local Government 
Council areas populated by Tolai.67 That is, the number of unregistered trees 

63 PNGNA: AN12 16,706 F/N 23-3-1(C) Cocoa Projects Other Than Tolai—New Britain District F Ryan, 
DASF, Rabaul to Chief of Division, Plant Industry, Port Moresby p. 1, states that he had: ‘pulled out trees 
in areas where they are neglected over a period, isolated trees, small areas which cannot be enlarged to 500 
[trees minimum], areas planted since the Ordinance and not in accordance with the Ordinance. The position 
has been explained to each group before cutting out commences and we have had the approval of the owners 
before pulling out’.
64 PNGNA: AN12 16,706 F/N 23-3-1(C) Cocoa Projects Other Than Tolai, Ryan to Chief of Division p. 2, 
noting that: ‘Steps are being taken to clean Mr Blake’s plantation as a protection for Mrs Coote, who has made 
a verbal complaint through her daughter’.
65 The 20 per cent figure is my own ‘guesstimate’ drawn from the picture presented in Salisbury Vunamami 
p. 137, par. 1
66 Wright State Practice p. 354 cites DC JK McCarthy, DC Rabaul from a paper ‘Managerial Staff for Native 
Economic Development Projects’ 20 August 1955. 
67 Epstein Capitalism, Primitive and Modern p. 115, citing KR Williamson ‘The Tolai Cocoa Project’ South 
Pacific 1958, vol. 9, no. 13, p. 595. For further consideration of why growers did not register plantings, see 
below.
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already exceeded registered trees, around 35 trees per head. In 1960, an estimate 
suggested that a total Tolai population of 40,000 people had planted almost 
three million trees, or about 74 trees per head.68

Extensive pulling out of unregistered trees and fining unregistered growers 
AU£50 as specified by the Cocoa Ordinance was never a serious option for 
Administration personnel, even had official policy supported such action.69 In 
any case, the small number of available agricultural extension and other officers 
who might have policed offences against the Cocoa Ordinance were at the same 
time struggling to deal with the growing demand for advice, information and 
improved seed stock from large and smallholders alike over many areas of the 
colony. Instead of fighting an unwinnable battle against smallholders planting 
relatively small numbers of trees among coconuts, vegetables and other crops, 
greater emphasis was placed on trying to maintain quality standards through 
centralising processing at a limited number of fermentaries.70

Processing Smallholder Cocoa

Cocoa pods can be left on trees for several weeks after they ripen but the 
risk that disease or pests will damage the ripe pods increases. A long delay in 
harvesting may also lead to beans starting to germinate inside the pod. Once 
cocoa pods are harvested, they need to be opened within a few days and the 
wet beans removed so that curing, which removes the mucilage surrounding 
the bean and much of the moisture content of the bean itself can take place. 
Curing involves two stages, the first when the beans ferment, as a consequence 
of chemical reactions in the bean pulp. During fermentation much of the pulp 
drains away. A further series of chemical reactions occurs within the bean, some 
continuing during the second, drying stage.

68 Epstein Capitalism, Primitive and Modern p. 115. As Epstein also shows (p. 131), as plantings continued 
to increase in the early 1960s, the proportion of registered trees continued to decline. 
69 PNGNA: AN12 16,706, F/N 23-3-1(G) Cocoa Projects Morobe District 18/1/1963 Agricultural Officer, 
DASF Extension, Finschhafen to District Agricultural Officer, Lae notes: ‘Cacao was established by the natives 
themselves before DASF became active in the area but these were subsequently cut out because of the incorrect 
methods which had been employed, so in 1953 two Finschhafen field workers were sent to Rabaul to gain 
some practical experience with the crop’. However, neither this experience nor the DASF presence stopped 
plantings on a small scale. The AO’s survey attached to the January 1963 letter reported that more than 41,000 
trees, many of them still immature, had been planted by 173 growers in 21 villages in the Mapi-Kotte area. 
Only 11 growers, or just over six per cent, owned more than 500 trees, while a twelfth had 499 trees. 
70 A similar point is made by Epstein Capitalism, Primitive and Modern p. 117, who concludes, after noting 
the rapid increase in plantings, especially by growers with a few trees: ‘Unless steps were taken to organise 
the native industry so that it had efficient processing and marketing procedures, there was the danger that 
it might become chaotic, which in turn might have had adverse effects on the overall development of the 
Territory’s cocoa industry’. Cf. for another connection between cocoa and the idea of chaos, Gwendolyn 
Mikell Cocoa and Chaos in Ghana (New York: Paragon House, 1989). 
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Processing of wet beans, whether fermenting or drying, can be carried out 
with fairly rudimentary equipment. The equipment can include simple baskets 
and holes in the ground where fermenting beans are covered with leaves, and 
wood or tin trays on which beans can be spread for sun or indoor drying.71 
The certainty of fermentation understates the considerable potential for 
unsatisfactory processing to occur. Insufficient sun and continuous rain, as 
well as inadequate attention to the need to turn beans during fermentation and 
drying are among the conditions which reduce bean quality and affect flavour. 
Where beans are inherently uneven in size and shape, as is the case with beans 
from Trinitario trees, processing requirements include even more attention 
during the fermenting and drying stages. Increased attention is associated with 
the use of well-constructed fermenting boxes and extensive drying areas, plus 
driers propelling hot-air through the beans contained in rotating cylindrical 
drums. The extra labour and better equipment is necessary to produce superior 
quality bean which obtains the greatest price advantage from fine and flavour 
cocoa.

That is, inherent in the type of cocoa grown and the market being aimed 
at by Administration officials and marketing firms was the need for more 
sophisticated equipment and a standardised curing process. Neither the labour 
nor the equipment necessary for standardisation could be provided by a mass 
of smallholders individually processing the crop of a small number of trees. 
Where the total output from nearby households was below the amount judged 
necessary to make a central fermentary viable, about the yield of 50,000 trees or 
1,000 growers under the Cocoa Ordinance’s terms, colonial officials were willing 
to accept other trading and processing solutions. When the volume of cocoa 
produced by households was too small to warrant a centralised fermentary 
dedicated to their crop, Administration officials often sanctioned arrangements 
between indigenous growers and plantation owners, including churches.72 
While the ease of constructing small fermentaries made out of bush materials 
or selling to nearby plantations could be and was used where relatively small 
amounts of cocoa were produced by smallholders, neither practice met important 
requirements set by Administration policy and international markets. With 
small amounts of beans fermented poorly, quality standards of processing were 
hard to police. When smallholder wet beans were sold to plantations acting as 

71 Wood & Lass Cocoa ch. 13 ‘From harvest to store’ by GAR Wood, esp. pp. 446–451
72 See for instances from New Ireland and Madang, PNGNA: AN12 16,706 F/N 23-3-1(I) Native Cocoa 
Projects—New Ireland District. For the accepted processing and marketing of smallholder cocoa by and 
through plantations on Karkar Island, Madang District, as well as the close watch kept on prices received by 
growers and the future need for an indigenous-owned central fermentary, see PNGNA: AN12 16,706 F/N 23-3-
1(L) Part 1 Cocoa Projects—Madang District 18/6/62 MJ White, Marketing Officer, DASF to Chief of Division, 
Extension and Marketing, DASF, Konedobu ‘Report on the Marketing of Native Owned Cacao Kar Kar Island’. 
Shand & Straatmans Transition from Subsistence pp. 87–89 note how, at least until the early 1970s, indigenous 
smallholder cocoa on Karkar Island was processed in plantation fermentaries.
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traders for processing in plantation fermentaries, a layer of merchant capital was 
interposed between the grower and exporter of beans, reducing the return to 
smallholders below what the Administration considered optimal.

In other cases, to encourage cocoa growing in more remote areas where there 
were no nearby plantations, joint ventures between Native Societies, the 
Department of Cooperatives and DASF operated fermentaries, pooled the profits 
accrued (between purchase price paid for wet beans and income received out 
of the sale of dry beans) for future use by the Native Societies.73 Once more, the 
prices received by individual households for beans were not what the colonial 
administration intended as the optimum.

Administration policy was subsequently further reshaped to meet Henderson’s 
third condition for ‘grafting plantation methods’ on to ‘peasant methods’. 
Centralised fermentaries were established to improve quality and increase 
prices paid to smallholders. The Tolai Cocoa Project74 on the Gazelle Peninsula 
provides the most substantial case of how colonial officials worked to establish 
and operate such fermentaries.

Export Standards, Households and the Tolai Cocoa 
Project

The connection between cocoa production and the construction of five 
Local Government Councils (LGCs) in the Gazelle Peninsula was particularly 
important for official efforts to coordinate and supervise smallholder cocoa. 
In 1950, Native Local Government Councils were proclaimed for the Rabaul, 
Reimber and Vunamami areas. Two years later, the Vunadidir-Toma-Nangananga 
Council was proclaimed and next year the Livuan LGC was proclaimed. These 
five LGCs were subsequently amalgamated into four councils, with Reimber-
Livuan joining together, and in 1964 a further concentration produced one 

73 For an instance where the colonial Administration initially encouraged indigenous producers to sell to 
plantations, while output of unfermented beans remained too small to warrant the construction of a central 
fermentary by growers, see PNGNA: AN12 16,706 F/N 23-3-1(C) Cocoa Projects Other Than Tolai 20/2/58 JC 
Lamrock, Senior Agricultural Officer, Regional Agricultural Office, to District Officer, District HQ, Rabaul re 
Native Cocoa Plantings—Bainings Coast.
74 There is as yet no comprehensive history of the Tolai Cocoa Project (hereafter the Project), despite the 
extensive documentation which is available. The brief summary presented here has been drawn from a large 
number of official files available in PNG and Australia, secondary sources, published as well as unpublished 
material and interviews with former colonial officials involved in administering the Project. See also: 
Williamson ‘The Tolai Cocoa Project’; KR Gorringe ‘The Tolai Cocoa Project, New Guinea’ Cocoa Grower’s 
Bulletin 1966, vol. 6, p. 27; Epstein Capitalism, Primitive and Modern ch. 6; Salisbury Vunamami ch. 7; Wright 
State Practice pp. 348–356; PNGNA: AN12 16,705 F/N 23-3-1(a) Part 6 Cacao Fermentaries-Gazelle Peninsula 
(Tolai) Tolai Cocoa Project ‘A summary report prepared by the Department of the Administrator from material 
submitted by the Departments of Agriculture, Trade and Industry and District Administration and outlining 
developments up to March, 1966’; MB Allwood A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project (Port Moresby: Department 
of Law, May 1971). 
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single Gazelle Peninsula Local Government Council. In 1969, the transformation 
of this Council into a multi-racial organisation which covered non-indigenous 
residents of the Peninsula as well as indigenes, with the former also eligible to 
vote and hold office, prompted widespread protests and gave further impetus 
to nationalist expression through the Mataungan Association (see Chapters Five 
and Six below). As noted in Chapter Three, the principal initial purpose of 
forming LGCs in the colony was to secure increases in the labour productivity 
of households. Where output of smallholder cocoa was an important measure of 
these increases, coupling the establishment of fermentaries to the development 
of LGCs in the most substantial area of cocoa production seemed to provide an 
especially significant opportunity to further the economic and administrative 
objectives of colonial rule.

Almost from the outset of cocoa growing on the Gazelle Peninsula, numbers 
of trees planted as well as anticipated output suggested the need for new 
fermentaries and drying facilities close to the areas of most rapid expansion. 
Conditions on the Gazelle Peninsula that give rise to a relatively brief period of 
the main cocoa flush when pods ripen, further strengthened this requirement.75

However centralisation of processing in factories could take a number of forms, 
including on plantations and separately constructed by private owners and 
operators. The form initially preferred by the Administration, some of the 
most influential and successful Tolais and many household growers resulted 
in the construction and operation of 18 LGC-affiliated fermentaries. These 
were operated under the Tolai Cocoa Project, which processed and then sold 
to exporters the largest proportion of the smallholder crop during the early 
period of cocoa growing. However as will also be shown, the Administration’s 
commitment to individual property rights and competition meant that other 
Tolai as well as non-indigenous traders and fermentary operators were always 
able to build and operate private fermentaries. These continually attracted a share 
of the total smallholding output and threatened the viability of the TCP. That 
is, the constant tension between spontaneous and intentional development was 
manifested over cocoa processing. In the 1950s the tension was already obvious. 
However during the 1960s matters came to a head with the Administration 
forced to confront the demands of indigenous large holding growers more often 
(see Chapter Five).

75 Cocoa pods ripen over a fairly lengthy period, of anywhere between 165 and 200 days and on average 
about six months after fertilising the flower takes place. Because of weather and other factors, while some 
cocoa ripens over much of the year, there tends to be one or possibly two flush periods varying from a few 
weeks to around two months when most pods ripen. In the Gazelle, the main flush and thus the greatest need 
for fermentary capacity occurs each year over a short period, of six to eight weeks in May and June. Allwood 
A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project pt 9 `Production and Marketing’. The main flush period occurs slightly 
earlier on the Gazelle Peninsula than it does in the other main cocoa producing areas of Bougainville and 
Madang. See DL Godyn An Economic Survey of Cocoa in Papua New Guinea Part iii village cocoa Port Moresby: 
DASF, June 1974, Table 2, p. 4
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Wright, following and elaborating upon Scarlett Epstein, explains that the 
Project went through three phases.76 The first phase began in 1951 when 
the Vunamami Council utilised revenues to build a cocoa fermentary. This 
construction followed a failure by individual growers to process their beans at 
Malekuna/Malakuna.77 Salisbury notes a similar impetus for setting up a cocoa 
fermentary at Ngatur on a plot of land which had previously been planted to 
coconuts.78

The initial prestige of the Councils among many Tolai encouraged Administration 
officials, Councillors and leading cocoa growers alike to agree on the need for 
‘non-profit fermentaries’ based upon elected LGCs which would ‘process and 
market individual growers’ beans’.79 The Vunamami LGC provided AU£240 
from revenues for the Ngatur fermentary, and AU£64 for the construction of sun 
drying facilities. Two years later, the Reimber/Livuan LGC allocated funds for 
a processing centre at Pelegir. Critically, at this stage, no growers individually 
provided funds. Each grower who decided to have wet beans processed and 
marketed to an exporter by a fermentary, was required to register with that 
fermentary. The fermentary subsequently marketed the beans under its own 
name, but ownership of the beans remained with individual growers. Until 
the late 1960s, growers were paid in two tranches, an initial advance or part-
payment upon delivery of the wet beans and a final payment once the beans had 
been sold and operating costs of the fermentary deducted.

The early difficulties of the cooperative movement in the Gazelle, which was 
primarily involved with copra marketing and consumer goods retailing, ensured 
that in this area the cooperative model was not adopted for cocoa processing 
and marketing.80 Instead the emphasis was placed upon the construction of LGC 
fermentaries which would maximise returns to growers who retained individual 
ownership of ‘their beans’ at all times. Even if subsequently the public utility 
appearance of the fermentaries and the maintenance of individual ownership 
of beans would undercut the Project, at the outset each made the Project more 
attractive to most growers as well as to the Administration.

76 Wright State Practice pp. 348–355
77 Williamson ‘The Tolai Cocoa Project’, p. 594 generalises the early experience with growing and processing, 
stating: ‘Although marketing of beans did not reach substantial proportions, there was already evidence that 
processing of beans was haphazard and standards were generally low. Production was distributed among 
numerous growers on smallholdings acting independently and in consequence there was no strength in the 
marketing procedure from the producer’s end’. Williamson then emphasises the consequences of inefficient 
processing and marketing procedures for the local and Territory economies, repeating points noted previously 
of the need to produce a uniformly high quality product to maximise prices on world markets and ‘avoid at 
all costs the disasters which had occurred among peasant cocoa producers of Ghana’.
78 Salisbury Vunamami p. 256, states that: ‘the Council had set up the fermentary on the same plot of land, 
ostensibly to provide for the active individual politicians and entrepreneurs who were privately growing cocoa’.
79 Allwood A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project pt 1 ‘History of the Project’ p. 2, citing Department of 
Agriculture 1965 History of Tolai Cocoa Project 
80 Epstein Capitalism, Primitive and Modern p. 118
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In the second phase of the TCP, the Administration provided loans, both low 
interest and non-interest bearing, to Reimber/Livuan, Vunamami and Vunadadir 
LGCs to further increase capacity and improve equipment. As well, some funds 
were provided by growers who relinquished final payments from a number of 
consignments that had been sold. These growers were subsequently repaid.81

However the rapid increases in output as more and more trees were planted 
and earlier plantings matured, soon exerted pressure for fermentaries with even 
greater processing capacity in all LGC areas. A serious overestimation of yield 
per trees, which amounted to almost doubling the actual yield of dry beans 
received, to 4 lbs per tree instead of 2.2 lb made the position appear even worse. 
A 1955 estimation of fermenting and drying capacity needed in the Gazelle 
concluded that 12 fermentaries would be required to process smallholder 
output, at a cost of approximately AU£80,000.

Funding the expansion was beyond the capacity of the LGCs and the 
Administration. The third phase, which effectively continued until the TCP was 
privatised in 1971, involved private capital underpinning the increase in the 
number of fermentaries built and the greater sophistication of the equipment 
employed to process wet and dry beans. Provided with the appropriate 
collateral of assets from the councils, which could not include titles to land and 
a guarantee by the Administration, the Bank of New South Wales (henceforth 
the Bank) agreed to lend up to AU£80,000 to the councils at 4.75 per cent interest 
per annum.82 The first loan was made in 1956. Over the next four years, there 
were two further increases in borrowings. The peak of the loan commitment by 
the Bank reached AU£227,000 in 1960, while the maximum actual borrowing 
occurred in the following year at AU£177,930. In 1961 the balance in the 
redemption account, representing repayments from the levy of AU£35 per ton 
of dry bean sold, was AU£78,133. The net balance of indebtedness was less 
than AU£100,000. As a consequence of the prudent operation of the Project, 
the Bank agreed to a reduction in the redemption rate, from AU£35 per ton to 
AU£30 per ton.83

The Bank loan for plant and equipment was not the only money capital 
employed. In 1958, a Bank overdraft of AU£20,000 for other operating expenses 
was negotiated: three years later, the overdraft limit was raised to AU£30,000. 
With this support from the Bank, plus the continuing absorption by the colonial 
government of the salary and other costs of Administration personnel working 
on the TCP, the Project was able to expand the number of fermentaries. By 1964, 

81 For two versions of how the growers were repaid, see Allwood A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project pt 1 p. 4
82 Allwood A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project pt 1 p. 5, gives January 1956, after the Administrator 
provided the guarantees to the Bank of New South Wales as the end of the development phase and the official 
commencement date of the Tolai Cocoa Project.
83 Allwood A Report on the Tolai Cocoa Project pt 1 pp. 5–6



Securing Village Life

144

at which time the four LGCs had been consolidated into a Gazelle Peninsula LGC, 
the TCP consisted of 18 fermentaries. At its peak, just a few years later, the annual 
output of these fermentaries was more than 1500 tons of dry bean. The Tolai Cocoa 
Project became the largest non-plantation exporter of cocoa, with the produce 
from some fermentaries obtaining premium prices on international markets.

As will be seen from the later account of the TCP, provided in Chapter Five, 
the 1950s and early 1960s represented the peak of official efforts to centralise 
processing in order to maximise returns to smallholder growers. It is now 
appropriate to outline the beginnings of cocoa growing in what was to become 
the largest producing area, and also the exemplar for what was intended by 
the scheme of smallholder agriculture. It was on Bougainville during the 1960s 
and early 1970s that the expansion of cocoa growing by households extended 
commercialisation of indigenous existence but without most of the population 
leaving their smallholdings to work for wages at the Panguna mine. Cocoa 
was important for sustaining rural existence on Bougainville during the most 
substantial industrial change experienced in late colonial PNG.

Cocoa on Bougainville During the 1940s and 1950s

While there is some disagreement over the date of the first indigenous cocoa 
plantings on Bougainville, it seems likely that the process was similar to that 
elsewhere in PNG, including on the Gazelle Peninsula. John Connell notes that:

The first man to grow cocoa in south Bougainville was Widokuma of 
Mosigeta … who planted a thousand cocoa trees in March 1953. He had 
previously worked on a Rabaul plantation, and possibly also at Keravat 
agriculture station where the cocoa seeds came from ….84

The similarity between this initial planting on Bougainville and by Scarlett 
Epstein’s first Rapitok grower, also a migrant who had plantation experience and 
Administration support is striking. Connell also describes subsequent plantings 
in Buin, again involving former plantation workers, and in 1955 and 1956 in 
Siwai following Administration patrols.85

In Nasioi, eastern Bougainville, cocoa plantings began through a similar process. 
As Eugene Ogan explains:

84 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 108; cf. Donald D Mitchell II Land and Agriculture in Nagovisi Papua New 
Guinea Monograph no. 3 (Port Moresby: IASER, 1976) pp. 82–83, and Marion Ward Road and Development 
in Southwest Bougainville New Guinea Research Bulletin no. 62 (Port Moresby and Canberra: New Guinea 
Research Unit, ANU, 1975) p. 41, whose earlier conclusion was ‘Cocoa was first introduced into the area [of 
southern Bougainville] about 1959 and was rapidly absorbed into the subsistence gardening economy’. 
85 See also the case of Kepoama, whom Connell (Taim bilong mani pp. 147–148) describes as ‘the first cocoa 
based Siwai businessman’ who served with the ANGAU, was given encouragement by colonial policeman 
Barry Holloway, planted cocoa in the early 1950s, travelled to Rabaul to see cocoa growing there and became 
one of the first directors of the Siwai Rural Progress Society.
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Villagers began to plant cocoa in the South Nasioi census division in 
1952 with the encouragement of European plantations …. The 1959 
DASF patrol report estimated that there were 22,600 cocoa plants in 
the South Nasioi census division …. Ownership of cocoa trees was 
generally associated with greater Europeanisation, as indicated by long-
term contact with a European employer and/or fluency in Pidgin. All 
cocoa owners listed had coconut holdings above the mean, suggesting 
personal qualities of industriousness.86

Initially cocoa had a limited attraction for most smallholders, especially in areas 
where there were few roads and limited means of getting the crop to markets 
or stores where consumer goods were available. Not suitable for immediate 
household consumption, its attractiveness as a cash crop was for wealthy 
growers, particularly in Nasioi, near several plantations and the port at Kieta. 
For much of the 1950s, rice, peanuts and revitalised coconut plantings were 
more attractive crops for the bulk of households in southern Bougainville, 
where there was only one plantation, a limited market for wet beans and little 
fermentary capacity.

Connell describes the mid-1950s in southern Bougainville as:

a period of uncertainty. External assistance was almost non-existent, 
markets were absent and the potential of crops such as cocoa was little 
known. Consequently enthusiasm for cash cropping was no longer as it 
had been in the first post-war period; migration to work in plantations 
restarted and there was a measure of disillusionment with the low cash 
returns that followed greater incorporation in the market economy.87

Donald Mitchell goes further, claiming that in Nagovisi the first plantings 
were opposed by colonial officials.88 Whether there was opposition from 
officials, and if it was directed primarily at planting cocoa, the formation of 
an ‘unofficial cooperative’ or the ambitions of the planter as a member of the 
would-be bourgeois, is hard to resolve from this distance. However colonial 
officials throughout PNG had been alerted to the terms under which cocoa was 
to be grown and processed according to the 1951 Cocoa Ordinance (see above), 
which attempted to regulate spacing of trees, minimum numbers planted and 
encourage the establishment of central fermentaries. The 1954 opening of the 
Sohano experimental station at Buka Passage, where experiments on cocoa 

86 Ogan Business and Cargo pp. 124–126
87 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 110 
88 Mitchell Land and Agriculture in Nagovisi p. 82 where it is argued that: ‘According to Nagovisi tradition, 
the first plantings were made at Mosigeta by a man named Widokoma, who had learned cultivation techniques 
while working on a plantation on the east coast [of Bougainville]. He had few imitators at first; in fact, the 
Administration actively opposed his efforts, which were also at that time connected with the formation of an 
‘“unofficial cooperative”, a type of organization which the Administration strongly discouraged. Nevertheless, 
he persisted, and over time other Nagovisi began to plant cacao also’. 
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growing under Bougainville conditions began,89 aided the dissemination of 
information to agricultural officers and growers. Without processing centres to 
properly ferment and cure the crop, and adequate means for getting dry beans 
at a suitable quality to market, it is unlikely that at this early stage, colonial 
officials would have given much support to any grower producing a small 
quantity of beans at some distance from a plantation or other fermentary.

It was a different story within a few years. Even where Bougainvilleans from one 
district had worked for other indigenes in a nearby district, including Nagovisi 
employed by Siwais during the mid to late-1950s, this ended ‘primarily because 
Nagovisis began to develop their own cocoa plantations’.90

Donald Mitchell extends and supports this description, stating:

although planting did begin prior to 1960, I use the date 1960 to mark 
the beginning of intensive cacao plantings. The knowledge that money 
could be earned at home, on one’s own land (more precisely, on one’s 
wife’s own land) was a powerful force in recalling Nagovisi from work 
elsewhere. During the first half of the decade 1960–70, nearly every 
married man returned to work on cacao. Young unmarried men who 
would not in any case be planting cacao were free to work elsewhere 
and many continued to do so, although not on plantations. Instead, 
they worked in Rabaul, in Kieta town or, in increasing numbers for the 
copper-mining company and its subcontractors.91

Fermenting and curing of beans, as well as marketing, also took a distinct route 
on Bougainville. The cooperative society model associated with processing 
and trading became predominant. Tussles subsequently occurred in these 
organisations over control of the processors and trading opportunities. The 
differences between Bougainville and East New Britain were striking, as 1973 
figures for the different types of marketing and processing indicate. While in 
East New Britain:

only 3% of smallholder production was sold through indigenously 
owned co-operatives and companies, 50% through traders and 20% was 
sold directly to exporters … [in] the [N]orth Solomons [i.e. Bougainville] 
67% was sold to indigenously owned co-operatives and companies, 
32% to traders and only 1% was sold directly to exporters.92

89 Connell Taim bilong mani pp. 108–109 
90 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 151. Ward Road and Development ch. 4, develops the point even further, 
noting possible variations in external employment patterns between areas in the southwest according to 
the periods when the most substantial cocoa plantings commenced and then were completed. Nevertheless, 
Ward indicates (p. 91) that except in two census divisions, ‘the proportions of absent male workers [in the 
southwest] are … at the lower end of the national range’.
91 Mitchell Land and Agriculture in Nagovisi p. 16
92 Densley & Wheeler Cocoa p. 18
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With minimal buying and processing of smallholder cocoa by plantations and 
non-indigenous traders, the standard of processing in small bush fermentaries 
was generally low. To counter this, the colonial administration pushed for 
improved fermenting in the main south Bougainville growing area. Along with 
the setting up of an agricultural station at Konga in Siwai, to replace a station 
closed at Buin, in 1956 the first agricultural officer was permanently posted 
to the area. Kevin Tomlin played a major role in establishing the Siwai Rural 
Progress Society (later the Siwai Cooperative Society) to encourage and organise 
production and marketing in an area which he saw as having ‘great potential’.93

Initially heavily involved with rice and copra production and marketing, the 
leadership of the Society was in the hands of the emerging bourgeoisie with work 
experience away from Siwai. These cooperative officials were already growing 
cash crops, including cocoa, and were not the old guard of traditional leaders. 
Tomlin, with knowledge of how Rural Progress Societies operated in the Sepik 
and Madang, arranged for the first seven directors to visit East New Britain ‘to 
see the Native Cacao Scheme, Local Government Council organisation, Vudal 
Land Settlement Scheme and anything else of interest’ as part of being ‘“well 
and truly indoctrinated on the subject of economic development and what is 
entailed in bringing it about”’.94

In the late 1950s, along with the general disinterest in cocoa growing in south 
Bougainville, the Society was little involved with the crop, and languished as 
an organisation.95 Only from 1960, when the Siwai Local Government Council, 
with the Teop-Tinputz LGC, were set up as the first on Bougainville, did 
there occur the necessary political changes which were more favourable for 
increased agricultural activity by smallholders. A direct connection between 
administrative authority and household production was forged, with cocoa 
and to a lesser extent expanded production of other crops and marketed goods, 
embodying the link. As Connell indicates, by August 1960 at the seventh 
meeting of the Siwai LGC, the Council:

were becoming more ambitious; they requested [of the Administration] 
an aircraft landing strip [to cut out carrying cocoa and coffee over the 
long road to Buin] but they were [also] beginning to evolve their own 
ideas on the organization of commercial agriculture.96

93 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 112
94 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 117. The latter phrase regarding indoctrination appears in a direct quote by 
Connell from a memo Tomlin wrote to the District Commissioner, ENB.
95 In nearby Nagovisi, the Rural Progress Society formed in 1957–58 had a brief existence, going into 
liquidation two years later. The 1966 formation of the BANA (BAitsi/NAgovisi) Local Government Council and 
the most substantial form taken by the BANA Society occurred simultaneous with the major increase of cocoa 
output in the area. See Mitchell Land and Agriculture in Nagovisi pp. 16, 82–84 
96 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 126
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These ‘ideas’ included opposing the 500 tree minimum required under the 
1951 Cocoa Ordinance, in favour of allowing smaller plantings as the basis 
for subsequent expansion, and pushing for all households to be required to 
devote more labour time to growing cocoa.97 The Council also appointed its own 
indigenous agricultural officer, a director who already had planted his own 
cocoa holding. In the early 1960s, the overlap between the LGC and the Society 
became considerable, with similar subjects and activities being discussed and 
proposed at meetings of each. Still, with few mature trees and cocoa bean to 
buy and sell to exporters, the Society developed little momentum. Standards 
of processing in small bush fermentaries continued to be so low that the first 
cocoa from local sellers taken by the Society to Rabaul was rejected by the 
Administration’s cocoa inspectors.

Experience of the importance of fermenting and curing quality, combined 
with the rapid increase in trees planted and maturing, pushed the Society into 
constructing and owning fermentaries, as well as continuing to purchase beans. 
The expansion took the Society beyond Siwai into surrounding areas, including 
Nagovisi and Buin,98 where there were either similar existing organisations or 
embryonic forms of cooperatives. Not only did the standard of Siwai Cooperative 
Society marketed cocoa improve dramatically during the late 1960s and 1970s, 
the Society itself became a model for other indigenous operations.99

However contrary to the Siwai direction of better quality cocoa processed at larger, 
centralised fermentaries, at the same time the increase of cocoa growing on widely 
dispersed smallholdings also made it possible for more small fermentaries to be 
constructed throughout Bougainville. These remained unregulated. Only cocoa 
inspection at major centres and the quality standards demanded by exporters 
imposed sufficient discipline on the processing which was occurring at these 
other fermentaries. The explosion of cocoa growing in the 1960s and the 1970s, 
discussed in Chapter Five, would increase the need for greater supervision of 
processing at the moment the ability of the colonial administration to coordinate 
and supervise smallholder growing and processing was declining.

Coffee and cocoa were intended to raise indigenous living standards through 
providing perhaps the most important means for commercialising consumption 
in areas where the crops could be grown. Cash income would make it possible 

97 Ogan Business and Cargo p. 126, states the idea of expansion, to eventually reach a 15 acre, 3,000 tree 
holding, from the 2.5 acre, 500 tree minimum became a DASF guideline for a man and wife plus two adult male 
children household. Cited also in Connell Taim bilong mani p. 143.
98 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 153
99 Connell Taim bilong mani p. 153, states that: ‘by 1965 the developments in Siwai were considered to be 
the best in Bougainville. Just as Siwais had gone to New Britain to see how cocoa was grown and societies 
operated, so, in its turn, the Siwai Society became a model of integrated development, based upon cocoa, and 
there were official visitors from Buin, Kieta and Buka, all areas which had hitherto been in advance of Siwai 
in terms of cash crop expansion’.
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to purchase food and other products, some of them imported. However as noted 
previously, colonial policy also aimed to improve welfare through the increased 
production of foods which either entered directly, immediately into household 
consumption or were marketed locally. The latter could be exchanged for other 
locally produced foods or sold for cash, which in turn would allow increased 
purchases of a growing range of consumption goods.

Rice—Success or Failure of Colonial 
Development Practice?

As noted in Chapter Two, since the 1920s attaining rice self-sufficiency in the 
colony had been an objective of authorities in Papua, and this aim continued 
for 15 years after World War II. During the uniform development phase of the 
1950s, considered in this and the previous chapters, Minister Hasluck repeatedly 
stressed the centrality of rice production to plans for bringing development.100

Despite the official attention and considerable commitment of resources, between 
1946 and 1975 the gap between domestic production and consumption grew. In 
1950/51, in the context of postwar international shortages and high prices, PNG 
consumption was approximately 13,100 tons, of which more than 12,700 tons 
was imported. While international supplies increased, and despite an intensified 
effort of the colonial administration guided by the 1954 Rice Action Plan, in 
1956/57 total consumption had reached nearly 18,000 tons, of which almost 
17,000 tons was imported.101 Between 1966 and 1975 PNG production was often 
less and never more than 2.7 per cent of total consumption requirements. By 
Independence, about 55,000 tonnes were being consumed, with PNG production 
only providing about 1.5 per cent of this total.102

Such figures might suggest ‘failure’ of the intention to bring development, a sign 
of the relative impotence of state efforts in the face of more powerful markets, 
including the international rice market in which prices fell and availability 
rose after the wartime shortages. However any preference for simple, even 
simplistic conclusions regarding the power of markets versus the state should 
be held in abeyance in the face of the following. As pointed out throughout 
this account, development as officially conceived in postwar Australia and PNG 
always contained two united processes, one spontaneous the other intentional. 
Further these processes were always subject to the external authority of capital. 

100 A more detailed consideration of rice production and consumption from the 1950s until 1975 is 
presented in MacWilliam Development and Agriculture ch. 5. 
101 NAA: A452/1 1958/1327 Rice Action Plan—Papua and New Guinea 22/1/58 Folio 68 ‘Figures and Notes 
on Rice Requested by the Minister at Folio 57’ 
102 Hale Rice p. 47, Table 5 
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Rice growing and processing in PNG was not accompanied by barriers against 
the importation of rice from Australia, where production was increasing 
substantially beyond that country’s domestic requirements. Even within PNG, 
the use of imported rice at Administration posts to provide rations for employees 
and indigenes incarcerated in local gaols, undercut local growing of foods, 
including rice. Official concern for raising living standards in the colony and 
thus the capacity to labour took priority over any particular means of feeding 
the local population. Where imported rice trumped domestically produced rice 
and other food in price, storage and other terms then colonial development 
policy supported the former over the latter.

It is within the above context that the very substantial attempts to grow rice in 
PNG during the 1950s should be considered. Personnel, mechanical and other 
resources were devoted to trying to expand production in the Mekeo where 
the first major postwar efforts began. In the Mekeo the tensions between dry 
and wet rice production, family labour processes and industrial processes with 
mechanisation first became pronounced. Even including rice grown at Epo 
Agricultural Research Station and on nearby expatriate-owned and operated 
farms, the total area planted probably reached a peak of around 800 acres in the 
1953–54 season. Despite continuing efforts to improve the Project, initiated by 
senior local officials,103 total plantings did not ever exceed 1,000 acres before the 
Project finally folded in 1959.104

Even as efforts in the Mekeo failed to produce desired results, colonial policy 
gave priority to dry rice growing as the focus changed to other areas and 
populations. Extension services continued to focus upon rice, including research 
efforts to find the most suitable varieties and growing conditions, but without 
providing the degree of mechanisation which had facilitated cultivation in the 
Mekeo. While there was greater long-term success, especially in the Sepik with 
smallholder production for immediate consumption and local markets increasing 
into the 1960s, the changed focus did not bring total production any nearer 
to meeting the objective of colonial self-sufficiency. Up until Independence 
there were sporadic efforts to increase production, including in a few cases by 
households using irrigation, which never became substantial.

A central feature of Hasluck’s behaviour was a continuous willingness to 
respond to the empirical conditions which he encountered either directly 
or through advice received. During the second half of 1951, as the Minister 

103 NAA: A452/1 1958/628 Mekeo Rice ‘May 1954 Extract from Monthly Report of Territory of Papua 
and New Guinea’. For an enthusiastic and overly optimistic account of the future of the Project after some 
reforms to the Project had been initiated, see James McAuley ‘Economic Development Among the Mekeo’ 
South Pacific January/February 1956, pp. 217–220.
104 Jeffreys Mekeo Rice pp. 42–63 provides a more detailed account of the project’s revitalisation in 1953–
54, a brief period of increased production and then subsequent decline until finally terminated in 1959. 
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found his feet at the head of a department not noted for its vitality,105 there was 
considerable concern in Canberra and Port Moresby at the failure to increase 
food production, including rice, in the Territory. Simultaneously, the first and 
most concentrated attempt to raise rice production in the colony, the Mekeo 
Project, was making only hesitant progress despite the devotion of substantial 
resources to mechanisation. Few pictures could have appealed less to the new 
Minister than the stagnation of indigenous production and the emphasis upon 
highly mechanised Administration-dependent production which had become 
dominant in the Mekeo.

In a press statement following his second trip to PNG, from 26 July to 8 August 
1951, the Minister conceded that village rice production alone could not meet 
the Territory’s domestic requirements. Thus he was: ‘looking to the individual 
settler and to the big plantation companies for a substantial contribution of 
capital, enterprise and work to increase [rice] production’.106 Nevertheless, the 
press release left no doubt that what had really caught Hasluck’s attention was the 
expansion already underway in smallholder agriculture, as well as what seemed to 
be its potential for further growth including in rice production in native villages 
of the Sepik and Madang districts.107 The Minister urged immediate attention by 
the Administration to a special project to expand village rice production ‘to some 
thousands of tons’ in these districts. Most importantly, Hasluck directed that 
the expansion occur through an increased Administration presence, including 
‘extension officers of the right type to work in conjunction with District Service 
officers in encouraging, instructing and supervising village rice production’.108

Hasluck was not alone in his enthusiasm for the agricultural potential of 
smallholders in the Sepik and Madang districts. Production increases already 
underway also fuelled the enthusiasm of important local officials, who proposed 
a modest project for the area.

As had happened in the Mekeo, the introduction of forms of mechanisation, 
which reduced the labour time necessary to perform elementary tasks, began 
to change attitudes in favour of rice production. In early 1951 rice was milled 
by powered equipment at Amele, under the supervision of a cadet agricultural 

105 Hasluck A Time for Building pp. 7–10
106 NAA: M338/1 3 Visit to New Guinea, April 1952 29/4/52 ‘New Guinea—Ministerial Visit. Statement 
by the Minister for Territories, Mr. Paul Hasluck’. On 22 April, at the beginning of the visit, Hasluck had 
given an additional twist to the role he expected from increased large holding production of locally consumed 
food. He told three Europeans, members of the Madang Advisory Council, that he was most anxious to see 
mono-crop coconut plantations diversify by planting other crops. In particular, said the Minister: ‘Plantation 
costs could be reduced by local production of rice and meat’. NAA: M338/1 3 Visit to New Guinea Report of 
22/4/52 Meeting.
107 NAA: M338/1 3 Visit to New Guinea 29/4/52 ‘New Guinea-Ministerial Visit. Statement by the Minister 
for Territories, Mr. Paul Hasluck’. Nearly 25 years later, in his autobiographical A Time for Building pp. 
133–134 Hasluck would again stress the effect upon him of this visit to Madang and the Sepik.
108 Hasluck A Time for Building pp. 133–134
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officer of DASF.109 This procedure was subsequently extended to Aitape and 
Bainyik agricultural stations. However the forms of mechanisation bore little 
resemblance to those utilised on the Mekeo Project, being primarily limited 
to providing elementary processing in villages where small five to fourteen 
horsepower engines were available. DASF officials were anxious to check the 
introduction of machinery for clearing, soil preparation and planting.110

Mechanisation was instead to be reserved for the lightly populated but extensive 
Sepik valley plains where future European development was being proposed. 
Here heavier tractors and ploughs, and possibly even managed irrigation could 
be considered. This possibility, of switching priorities from dry land to irrigated 
production, was exactly what the Minister did not want and he did not hesitate 
to make his priorities known.

In accepting departmental advice, to reject the PNG officer’s suggestion that a 
research station be established at Marui, where trials could be conducted ‘in the 
mechanised management of the Sepik Plain soils … and [to] test the possibility 
of growing flooded rice under these conditions’, Hasluck confirmed his 
predilections. The Minister emphasised that: ‘This task [of expanding upland 
dry rice production] is mainly a task of agricultural extension and encouragement 
of native enterprise’.111 The first Rice Action Plan, the forerunner of other crop 
Action Plans was approved on 30 June 1954, and then largely ignored.

For a year or so after the formulation of a proposal of late 1952 to commit 
further resources to rice growing in the Madang and Sepik districts, there were 
encouraging signs hinting at possible success. As the numbers of villages in 
the Madang and Sepik districts incorporated in official efforts to increase food 
production grew so too did rice production. In 1953 about 450 tons of milled 
rice was grown and processed, and the target for 1954 almost doubled.112 In 
a few years the two districts came to dominate rice production in the colony, 
with households consuming locally grown crop and marketing produce as 
well.113 European rice growers in the Markham Valley, Morobe District could not 

109 NAA: A518/1 AM927/4 Development of the Territories—Agricultural Village Rice Production 1952–1957 
21/10/52 REP Dwyer to Government Secretary, Port Moresby ‘Native Agriculture-Village Rice Production. 
Madang and Sepik Districts.’ p. 2
110 NAA: A518/1 AM927/4 Development of the Territories 21/10/52 REP Dwyer to Government Secretary p. 2
111 It needs to be re-emphasised that by native enterprise, Hasluck principally meant smallholders 
employing family labour processes to increase production rather than indigenous employers of wage labour. 
See also Wright State Practice.
112 NAA: A518/1 AM927/4 Development of the Territories 18/3/54 Press Statement ‘Rice in New Guinea 
Villages. Statement by Minister for Territories—Mr. Paul Hasluck’
113 NAA: A452/1 1958/1327 Rice 3/11/55 DM Cleland, Administrator to Secretary, Department of Territories 
‘Rice Action Plan’
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exceed output by smallholders in the two more northerly districts. Further, this 
primacy appeared to have arisen precisely because of the successful coupling of 
smallholder production and state supervision which the Minister advocated.114

However the ability of the Administration to provide more and more agricultural 
extension staff was limited.115 While the programme outlined in October 1952 
by DASF Director Dwyer estimated that about 20 agricultural extension officers 
would be needed, by June 1954 only two full-time and four part-time staff were 
employed. Less than two years later, eight DASF officers were working part-
time on rice, supplemented by seven Department of Native Affairs staff. Other 
forms of cash cropping being taken up by smallholders demanded attention and 
drew support away from rice growing.116 Rice no longer ‘held pride of place in 
the area as a cash crop for village producers’.117 As well, despite the Minister’s 
continued emphasis upon the priority to be given to rice growing, field staff 
often encouraged planting of permanent bush/tree crops which provided higher 
returns instead of promoting rice growing.118 For 1955/56, estimated production 
of marketed milled rice for the two districts was only 570 tons, from fewer than 
5,000 families with small stocks of padi (unmilled rice), about 170 tons, held by 
‘various native societies’.119

In December 1957, due to the continuing dissatisfaction of the Minister and 
Department officials at the lack of progress, another adviser Mr CS Christian of 
the Australian Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
was employed to investigate and recommend means for increasing rice 
production. This time the terms of reference required finding a means of linking 
irrigated rice growing with family labour processes. A five volume Report was 
presented in November 1958, and was almost immediate described as ‘long and 
not easy to follow’.120 (The next month the Soviet Union’s representative on the 

114 NAA: A518/1 AM927/4 Development of the Territories 18/3/54 Press Statement ‘Rice in New Guinea 
Villages. Statement by Minister for Territories-Mr. Paul Hasluck’
115 NAA: A452/1 1958/2847 Native Village Rice Production—Madang and Sepik Districts 3/5/55 EJ Wood 
Assistant Secretary, Industries and Commerce, Dept. of Territories to the Minister
116 NAA: A452/1 1958/2847 Native Village Rice Production 11/10/56 EJ Wood to the Minister 
117 NAA: A452/1 1958/2847 Native Village Rice Production Report on Native Village Rice Production—
Madang and Sepik Districts (n.d. covering period from 1 July 1955 to 30 June 1956) p. 1
118 In July–August 1957, EJ Wood from the Department of Territories went to PNG to discuss progress under 
the first Rice Action Plan. In addition to hearing senior local officials re-emphasise their commitment to smallholder 
production of dry upland rice rather than irrigated production, he was also informed that in Madang Co-operatives 
officers ‘actually discouraged rice growing by the former Rural Progress Societies because (they) believe natives 
should go in for permanent tree crops, not annual crops’. NAA: A452/1 1958/1327 Rice ‘Report on Visit to PNG’
119 NAA: A518/1 AM927/4 Development of the Territories 16/8/1955 A/Assistant Secretary, Department 
of Territories EJ Wood to First Assistant Secretary, copy of submission to Minister reporting on Village Rice 
project, with Minister’s minute of 3/8/1955 
120 For summaries of the Report, including the ‘not easy’ comment made by EJ Wood, Assistant Secretary, 
Industry and Commerce on 2 February 1958 and subsequent correspondence, see NAA: A452/1 1958/1327 
Rice. Hale Rice p. 39 concludes that: ‘The report is the most detailed done on rice in Papua New Guinea. After 
twenty years it is still relevant … Unusually for such a report, there is great sensitivity to social values among 
the farming communities’. 
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Trusteeship Council of the United Nations made a wide ranging attack on the 
Australian Government for not making the colony independent of agricultural 
imports. Rice in particular was cited as a case of a crop which was neglected in 
the interests of Australian rice growers.)121

The Report resulted in the preparation of the second Rice Action Plan, approved 
in early 1960. The Christian Report presented an analysis of and recommendations 
on existing rice growing and proposal for a major resettlement project, utilising 
sparsely populated heavy tropical forest in Madang District. The two directions 
were joined, however, by a common premise adopted by Christian that existing 
efforts were too scattered. In order to increase the output of rice grown by 
smallholders, production should be centralised in a large irrigated rice project, 
with a further major commitment of funds to underpin this new direction.

The Report’s suggestion that irrigated rice production could be adopted, 
either in a large holding form or by smallholders was dismissed.122 Despite 
his continued efforts to increase smallholder production of dry, upland rice in 
PNG, Hasluck also became aware that departmental pressure forcing Australian 
producers to accept lower prices for their exports to PNG would reduce the 
incentive for rice production in the colony.123 As efforts to substantially raise 
marketed production in PNG failed and domestic consumption of imported rice 
increased in conditions of greater international production and lower prices, 
the importance of rice growing diminished for the Minister and the colonial 
administration. Despite the international shortages and high prices, there 
were no indications that private firms would make the necessary investments 
in PNG to produce rice for export. In any case, alienating large areas of land 
which required substantial numbers of wage workers to grow irrigated rice was 
complete anathema to the colonial administration.

Conclusion

In Chapter Three, it w as indicated how by the mid to late 1950s, the Minister, the 
Department and the Administration began important policy shifts intended to 
further raise the rate of growth in smallholder production. Moving from a focus 
upon village level administration towards individual households buttressed by 
intensified extension services was central to a changed direction which still 
aimed to secure households upon smallholdings at improving standards of 

121 NAA: A452/1 1958/1327 Rice; South Pacific Post 5 December 1958 ‘Russia Alone in Criticism of 
Agriculture’
122 NAA: A452/1 1958/2847 Native Village Rice Production; South Pacific Post 26 September 1958 ‘Rice 
Project Welcome’
123 Hasluck A Time for Building p. 135 notes how efforts by Secretary Lambert and himself ‘lessened one of 
the arguments for replacing imports with home production’. 
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living. Accelerated development became the expression which, from the late 
1950s into the 1960s, summarised the movement away from uniform or even 
development. The next chapter takes up the description of what occurred.

Accelerated development retained the primarily agrarian character, even in 
the face of important industrial changes which were to occur in the 1960s 
and 1970s. Most importantly, increasing the rate of growth was to occur first 
and foremost upon the base of expanded household production which had 
begun during postwar reconstruction and into the 1950s. As will be shown 
in the Chapter Five, accelerated development presumed the earlier plantings 
of bushes and trees which characterised even development. As these matured 
and provided enlarged harvests of cherries, pods and nuts, there was greater 
incentive to continue with further plantings even as international markets 
became less attractive. Both the production increases and the declining prices 
for agricultural produce required a more substantial, if changed, role for the 
colonial administration.

However increasing the rate of growth further also required the colonial 
government to recognise what was already apparent to local officials, that crops 
such as rice which furnished lower returns to households could not remain 
central for policy or practice. Further, if households were not to become trapped 
in over-reliance on a small number of crops, already in danger of oversupply 
on world markets, then diversification was necessary. Chapter Five details the 
continuing involvement of officials in trying to maintain returns to smallholding 
growers from crops already in production as output of these increased. Also 
shown are the attempts to maintain large holding output of existing crops, 
as an important revenue source, and to diversify crop production into forms 
which combined nucleus estates and smallholder production. The accelerated 
development phase was when important limits to growth based on smallholder 
agriculture became even more obvious.




