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students in higher education (Okole 1990). Many landowners, however, came 
to view the fund as operating for the personal gain of board members of the 
Panguna Landowners’ Association. 

Figure 2.1 Rorovana women resist the bulldozers moving in, 6 August 1969
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A combination of infighting among Bougainvillean political leaders who were on 
guard against adversaries gaining credit for getting a better deal for landowners 
(Griffin 1990:11) and a recession that was pinching BCL and PNG Government 
finances meant that the 1981 review of the mining agreement (provided for in 
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Somare’s 1974 renegotiation) never occurred. This did not help the legitimacy 
of the Panguna Landowners’ Association. ‘[H]ad the government under Prime 
Minister Sir Julius Chan renegotiated the BCA [Bougainville Copper Agreement] 
in 1981, the bloody Bougainville crisis may have been pre-empted’ (Momis 
2005:310). 

A new generation frustrated by not only BCL but the non-confrontational 
politics of their elders, led by Francis Ona and Perpetua Serero,8 formed the 
New Panguna Landowners’ Association in 1987. Melchior Togolo (2005:285) 
and some whom we interviewed alleged that greed was a motive, that some 
in the new association were ‘refused loans because of past loan delinquency’ 
after more rigorous accountability for its trust fund was introduced. What 
they demanded was massive and they were not taken seriously: K10 billion 
for environmental damage, 50 per cent of BCL profits and transfer of BCL to 
Bougainvillean ownership within five years. Carruthers’ (1990:41) summary of 
the relative share of wealth generated by the mine from 1972 to 1989 shows how 
unrealistic the K10 billion plus 50 per cent of profits claim was and how little of 
the wealth from the mine went to Bougainville—particularly the landowners:

•	 K million

•	 National government 1078

•	 Provincial government 75

•	 Landholders 24

•	 Non-government shareholders 577

•	 Total 1754

Carruthers’ numbers above also show that the national and provincial 
governments were making (in taxes, fees and dividends) twice as much from the 
mine as the mostly foreign private shareholders.9 These numbers are about the 
share of profits in the wealth created by the mine. There is also labour’s share—a 
large proportion of which went to citizens of Papua New Guinea. While the 
minority expatriate employees were much more highly paid, they spent a lot of 
their salaries in Papua New Guinea.

In August 1988, the New Panguna Landowners’ Association occupied the offices 
of the foundation controlled by the association and declared the appointment 
of a new board of the association. A key member of the old board, Mathew 
Kove, was allegedly murdered on the orders of his nephew, Francis Ona, in early 
1989. By then, the legal battle over control of the association was moot as the 
mine was about to close and the New Panguna Landowners’ Association had 
launched the BRA as a Bougainville-wide uprising led by Ona.

8  Perpetua Serero died soon after the civil war began.
9  Similar proportions apply in the numbers provided in a more detailed breakdown by Hilson (2007:29).
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Closure of the mine in May 1989 because of the violence was a massive setback 
for the PNG economy. The mine was providing 45 per cent of Papua New Guinea’s 
export income, 17 per cent of internally generated government revenue and 12 
per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) (Carruthers 1990:38). It had completed 
1000 apprenticeships and trained 11 000 PNG employees in industrial skills, 
which many had taken to jobs in other parts of the economy. Four hundred 
tertiary graduations had been funded. All this training input into the PNG and 
Bougainville economies stopped with the war. 

Immigration

Concern was widespread in the areas where immigrant workers were employed 
(by BCL and its contractors and also as plantation workers) over disrespect for 
local customs and local women, especially by Highlanders from New Guinea. 
Highlanders were seen as primitive, especially because of their quick propensity 
for payback violence. An incident in the Highlands in 1972 focused this 
stereotype. Two respected Bougainvillean civil servants—one a physician—
were beaten to death after they struck and killed a little girl with their car. Some 
research at the time among southern Bougainville students ranked a hierarchy 
of social acceptance that placed ‘New Guineans’ highest (after Bougainvilleans), 
followed by ‘Papuans’, ‘Europeans’ and, last, ‘Highlanders’ (Nash and Ogan 
1990:10; Moulik 1977:103–6). 

Immigrant workers from the mainland established many squatter settlements in 
Central Bougainville, some of which became violence hotspots or were perceived 
that way. The conditions of dislocation created by rapid urban development in 
fact also incubated a great deal of violence and property crime by Bougainvillean 
gangs. In addition to taking thousands of jobs at the mine, the migrants bought 
up many local businesses such as bus services. Howley (2002:33) alleges that 
mainlanders ran three brothels. Another ‘redskin’ ran an organised crime 
business based on gang members robbing houses. These were disturbing 
developments for the formerly well-ordered, low-crime Bougainvillean societies. 

The rape, murder and mutilation of a popular nurse from the hospital unleashed 
a fury against ‘redskins’ in 1988. The ‘Koromira Home Guard’ armed and cleared 
their area of ‘redskins’, killing any men who resisted (Howley 2002:35). 

Conclusion

There was a historical basis and a movement for Bougainville separatism before 
the mine. We will see in the next chapter that when dissatisfaction over the 
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mine and over the related issue of immigration boiled over as violence, Francis 
Ona was able to broaden his armed coalition by linking the mine issue and 
the immigration issue to the separatist movement. The Australian left and 
progressive forces within BCL itself were concerned about the mine causing 
injustice—or being seen by Papua New Guinea to cause it—from the late 1960s. 
But they viewed this injustice in the frame of a wealthy multinational exploiting 
a Third-World nation. Their emphasis was therefore on compensating the PNG 
Government for environmental destruction and guaranteeing Port Moresby a 
generous windfall from the profits. This involved a misunderstanding of the more 
local nature of the felt injustice that would endanger peace and development. 
Both BCL and its critics on the left in Australia failed in particular to grasp the 
importance of clumsy compensation policies that opened divisions between old 
and young local landowners and between landowners and ‘redskin’ immigrant 
workers. 


