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Anticipating Gold:  

Spreading Factionalism  
and Documentation

This book has traced how the promise of benefit streams in Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) compels and institutionalises factional competition, 
creating durable social stratification among landowning groups. Driven 
by a combination of historical court rulings and bureaucratic procedures, 
local communities in Wafi-Golpu have found themselves enmeshed 
in increasingly formalised legal battles and official incorporations that 
structure their claims to resource benefits. Throughout these disputes, 
documents—legal, bureaucratic and corporate—do more than reflect pre-
existing social forms: they actively reshape them, giving rise to a stratified 
order in which only certain factions gain pathways to resources. More 
generally, I have attempted to provide a concrete qualitative account of how 
this takes place: novel bureaucratic kinds are anchored by document-acts, 
which incentivise changes in how people understand themselves, affiliate 
and collectively act. These dynamics, in turn, loop back to drive yet more 
document-acts through the medium of factional competition. Thus, a new 
order of paper is successively inscribed both about and through competition 
over benefit streams.

Since I departed the field in 2017, the story of Wafi-Golpu has expanded 
and intensified, drawing in an array of new actors and contestations. Most 
notable has been the shift from a triangle of parties—landowning claimants, 
Wafi-Golpu Joint Ventures (WGJV) and the national government—
to a  wider set of regional actors. As the project nears construction, 
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communities anticipating impacts along the mine’s projected ‘infrastructure 
corridors’, along with the provincial government and the governor himself, 
are increasingly entangled with the project. In the account that follows, 
Wafi-Golpu continues to be an intensifying centripetal force that drives 
competition and aligns factions within a document-constituted order, 
where claims and counter-claims formalise into legal disputes, official 
incorporations and contested agreements. Through repeated consultations, 
official incorporation and disputes over who signs which agreements, actors 
at every level contest a social reality partially constituted by documents that 
will shape, but not determine, the distribution of benefit streams in the 
years to come.

True to form, the politics surrounding Wafi-Golpu since I left the field 
were as tangled as they were during my time in the region. To create a 
manageable narrative, this chapter is divided into three main sections, each 
of which historically ran in parallel. The first focuses on a morass of court 
cases that emerged when Ginson Saonu, the Governor of Morobe until 
2022, challenged the Memorandum of Understanding signed between the 
national government and the prospect owners.

The second section concerns the progressive widening of Wafi-Golpu’s 
‘sphere of impact’ around its associated infrastructural corridor—a region 
where the developer plans to construct an access highway, tailings pipe, 
mine slurry pipe and deep sea tailings disposal. Here, as with the prospect 
itself, anticipation of these plans has prompted a flurry of legal action and 
political conflict. These responses have ranged from, adjacent to the highway, 
registrations to try to gain access to compensation streams to outright 
opposition to the prospect’s plan, particularly near the planned tailings 
dispersal site. The process also reinforces the long-term economic geography 
of the Markham Valley, in which Wampar speakers living adjacent to the 
Highlands Highway in the north are more likely to gain compensation 
from the future mine compared to their southern Sâb counterparts, who are 
contesting ownership of the prospect land proper.

The final section revisits the trajectories of Bill Itamar, Naga Jason, and the 
Babwaf Saab Landowners Association (BSLA). Here, repeated setbacks have 
tested the solidarity of core members, revealing how the pressures of legal, 
financial and social demands now pull at the seams of the formerly cohesive 
core group.
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The Governor
One set of actors has been conspicuously absent from this book’s narration: 
the provincial government and other regional political representatives. 
Appropriately, perhaps, provincial politics became central when, in late 
December 2018, Newcrest and Harmony Gold signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) with the national government without the presence 
of the governor of Morobe Province, Ginson Saonu, or local landowners. 
Saonu was furious, describing the move as ‘an insult to the leaders of Morobe’ 
(Nalu 2018), and immediately asserted that the provincial government’s 
absence from the agreement invalidated the terms. In familiar terms, Saonu 
stressed that Morobe could not be ‘a bystander’ (Nalu 2018) and that 
‘As governor, I want the three impact districts of Bulolo, Huon, and Lae to 
benefit in a substantial sense, not by lip service’. To this end, he promptly 
requested a judicial review of the MOU and called on the ‘Wafi-Golpu JV 
partners (Newcrest and Harmony Gold) and the Government to come to 
their senses and withdraw the MoU’ (Nalu 2018).

Echoing the strict separation of process stressed in the warden hearings 
in the previous chapter, WGJV maintained that, ‘The MOU does not 
determine any issues of benefit sharing between the national and provincial 
governments or landowners: it only deals with matters between the PNG 
State and the Developers’ (Anon. 2018a), stressing that, ‘the Morobe 
provincial government is an important participant’ in the project. However, 
unlike the individuals in the warden hearing uncomfortable with consenting 
to prospect plans, the governor held significant political and legal clout—
the National Court promptly granted the judicial review of the MOU 
agreement, stalling the approval of WGJV’s Special Mining Lease, and 
leaving WGJV looking politically flat-footed.1

While legal challenges ground through the courts, Governor Saonu 
ingratiated himself with local landowners. In February 2020, Saonu visited 
the Wafi-Golpu region, presenting the Hengambu, Yanta and Babuaf 
landowners associations each with 500,000  kina and a transportation 
vehicle, the Special Mining Lease (SML) Women’s Landowners Association 
30,000 kina and the Pipeline Landowners Association 100,000 kina (Bailey 
2020). This publicised distribution of resources ensured that key landowner 
executives—those who wield a degree of power over Wafi-Golpu’s social 

1	  Saonu v Tuke [2019] PNG National Court Judgment.
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landscape—were financially vested in his political gambit. While incumbent 
association leaders have often been critical of legal delays, in this case, the 
funds and vehicles were secured with the provincial government until local 
association elections were held, dissuading any would-be leader that might 
criticise, rather than support, the governor’s actions. Framing his actions 
as preventing ‘bloodshed and loss of life during the lifespan of the Wafi-
Golpu project when it comes into operation’, Saonu thereby consolidated 
his alignment with local political actors (Bailey 2020).

After over a year of political turbulence, which included the resignation 
of former prime minister Peter O’Neill, WGJV decided to withdraw the 
contentious MOU in early 2020 (Anon. 2020a). This decision allowed 
the newly established national government, led by James Marape, to take 
a fresh approach. In May 2020, Marape’s government signed an agreement 
with Governor Saonu to recommence talks with the developer, now with 
Saonu’s involvement. By September 2020, a new MOU was signed, this 
time in the presence of the Morobe governor (Kana 2020).

Although this episode might seem like just another instance of legal 
manoeuvring with little impact on the overall outcome, it reflects a broader 
trend: regional actors effectively set the rhythm on the progress of the 
extractive project, often at the expense of national interests. The Morobe 
Government’s intervention reshaped the project’s progression, albeit 
temporarily, asserting its ability to disrupt and reconfigure national-level 
agreements in ways that altered the political landscape for developers. At the 
same time, Governor Saonu’s success in stalling the MOU through local 
alliances, and the formal rhetoric of Saonu’s ‘stand’ for Morobe, all constitute 
a tug-of-war between provincial elites and the central state.

Infrastructural Corridor
The Wafi-Golpu prospect sits in the middle of a mountain range, and at 
the time of my fieldwork, it was accessible by a single, treacherous dirt road, 
entered by turning west off the Wau–Bulolo Highway about a 30-minute 
drive south from Wamped. The road is narrow, winding and full of blind 
corners spotted with mirrors so that drivers can check whether another 
vehicle might be hurtling towards them. When I took the route, my 
companions pointed out the various parts of the road that had seen fatal 
accidents, ‘there, a school bus crashed’. WGJV plans to construct an access 
road from the mining site straight down the mostly flat Watut Valley across 
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the Markham to meet the Highlands Highway, as well as a copper slurry and 
tailings pipeline along the access road before bending towards the coast. The 
slurry pipeline will pump copper slurry to tankers at the docks for export.

As with all aspects of Wafi-Golpu, the road construction plan was 
contentious, as villages near the highway would benefit from a functioning 
road and receive compensation. Since the plan’s announcement, various 
groups have tried to lobby WGJV for changes. On 20 September 2016, 
while I was in the field, people from various Wafi-Golpu claimant groups—
including Hengambu, the nearby village of Timini and leaders from the 
Yanta Landowners Association—visited Wamped to seek support from Sâb 
leaders. The problem for the disgruntled parties is that for Sâb Wampar, 
Yanta and Hengambu, as well as Bano-speaking villages to the east of the 
mountain range, the infrastructure plan completely bypasses them.

The projected plan for road and pipelines will travel near the Watut River, 
crossing the Markham River to join the Highlands Highway near the 
northern Wampar village of Dzifasing. For many of my informants, this 
was yet another injustice that would compound intra-Wampar inequalities. 
Notably, the Wampar villages through which the pipeline was planned 
to pass—Dzifasing, Gabsongkeg, Ngasawapum and Munun—were all 
adjacent to the Highlands Highway and wealthier than their southern 
counterparts. As one older man grumbled to me: ‘Dzifasing will get all the 
services. Wamped and Montamrenan [Mare] will just sit and get nothing. 
The landowners [of Wafi-Golpu] will get nothing, just scraps’.

While WGJV insisted that the location was selected for its favourable 
geography—the infrastructure corridor initially follows the river plain of 
the Watut River before then turning and running along the Markham 
Valley—this did little to allay suspicion of foul play. Many suspected that 
the member of parliament (MP) for Huon Gulf until 2022, Ross Seymour, 
had his hand in the affair. Seymour, a long-time rival of the figureheads of 
the BSLA and Saab Landowners Association (SLA), is also from Dzifasing. 
He controls land along the pipeline route, having leased and ‘purchased’ 
it under contested circumstances (Schwoerer, personal communication, 
27 August 2024). Thus, for many Sâb Wampar, the plan was part and parcel 
of their general struggle over mining benefits. As one older man asked the 
crowd, ‘Whose land is it? Whose land is it?’, the assembled group cried 
in reply ‘Ngaeng Sâb!’ [Sâb people]. Appealing to the group, he stressed: 
‘Ngaeng Wamped, Ngaeng Mare, Ngaeng Sâb [The people of Wamped, 
the people of Mare, the Sâb people] are the landowners’. The repeated 
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concern was that the neglected owners of the mine were not Wampar as 
a whole, but Sâb Wampar, distinct from their northern counterparts. For 
a brief moment, it appeared there would be a ‘forum’ designed to ‘unite 
Montamrenan [Mare], Wamped, and Tseats’. However, the attempts to 
form a coalition across factional lines ultimately came to nought, with each 
Wampar landowner association accusing the other of vetoing the event.

While Sâb Wampar factions squabbled to build a unified front, on the other 
side of the Markham, a familiar pattern of registration and competition 
along the proposed infrastructural corridor has unfolded. With WGJV’s 
encouragement, Joseph Tetang, another rival of Bill Itamar and widely seen 
as the power behind the SLA (Chapter 4), spearheaded the creation of a new 
‘Wampar Pipeline Landowners Association’ to represent Wampar interests 
along the pipeline route, alongside six newly incorporated land groups 
(Zurenuoc 2019). Tetang had long-held ambitions in local politics and had 
repeatedly challenged Ross Seymour, the Huon Gulf MP, as an electoral 
rival. Despite the political differences between the two men, in September 
2019, Seymour presented the Wampar Pipeline Landowners Association 
with a vehicle, ostensibly to facilitate the association’s preparatory work 
along the proposed corridor (Anon. 2019b).

Tetang’s position, however, remained fraught with controversy. Notably, he 
was born in Wamped, not Dzifasing, having married into a lineage with 
considerable economic weight. His father-in-law was one of the founders of 
the Zifasing Cattle Ranch (the ranch that substantially funded the BSLA, 
see Chapter 4) who only had daughters, all of which remained unmarried 
except Tetang’s wife. Accordingly, as his father-in-law aged, the lineage 
leadership has increasingly fell upon Tetang, notwithstanding the fact that 
two of the unmarried daughters are leaders in their own right (Schwoerer, 
personal communication, 4  September 2024). Accordingly, many 
Wampar in Dzifasing view Tetang as something of an outsider—as one 
vocal opponent in the Post-Courier argued, ‘this association [the Wampar 
Pipeline Landowners Association founded by Tetang] was formed by two 
prominent people from Zifasing [Dzifasing] village. But the problem is that 
these two people have no land of their own along the pipeline corridor at 
Zifasing. So how can they be legitimate pipeline owners?’ (Anon. 2020c). 
This sentiment echoed suspicions that Tetang’s association—and his sudden 
collaboration with Seymour—amounted to a strategic move to undercut 
southern Wampar claims to benefit streams.
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The formation of the Wampar Pipeline Landowners Association is part 
and parcel of the spreading legalisation and formalisation of sociality across 
the Wafi-Golpu infrastructural corridor, scaffolded by both the WGJV 
and the state. As David Masani, the head of the Community Affairs 
Department (Chapter  6) explained, ‘Usually landowner associations are 
established after production begins, and when royalties are paid … But for 
WGJV, our priority is the people. The people in their communities must 
be ready to take part in development activities, and leaders must be ready 
to represent their people’ (Zurenuoc 2019). Accordingly, WGJV began 
funding and assisting local groups along the infrastructure corridor to 
set up landowners associations. In parallel, from June 2020, the Morobe 
Provincial Government established a 22-member ‘ILG [incorporated land 
group] taskforce’ to guide communities in creating legally recognised land 
groups. In the Wampar villages of Dzifasing and Tararan, the process of 
forming ILGs was already in full swing in response to expanding eucalyptus 
and palm oil plantations (Schwoerer 2022). As Governor Saonu articulated, 
‘Through the ILG registration process, we will achieve many things critical 
to meaningful participation’, which included formalising traditional land 
boundaries, registering populations, and providing legal protection for 
these communities (Anon. 2020d). By linking ILGs to legally sanctioned 
associations, Saonu and the provincial government aimed to have these 
bodies serve as ‘mouthpieces of the people’ across Morobe’s affected 
districts (ibid.).

Environmental Disputes and Further 
Legal Challenges
Running in parallel with such conflict and registration were growing 
debates surrounding Wafi-Golpu’s tailing dispersal plans. WGJV initially 
investigated the possibility of a tailing storage facility near the Watut River, 
not far from the village of Babuaf. However, this plan was dismissed due to 
concerns about geological instability and the possibility of rare but periodic 
flooding of the Watut River overtaking the facility. Eventually, as mentioned 
in the introduction, WGJV settled on deep sea tailings placement (DSTP).

For mineral extraction projects, tailings disposal is consistently a central 
point of contention, given the vast volume of chemically processed waste 
generated as ore is refined. The by-product, ‘tailings’, often contains toxins 
and must be stored or disposed of in ways that avoid contaminating water, 
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soil and air. However, achieving such ‘safe’ disposal has proven elusive, 
especially for large-scale mines in remote or ecologically sensitive areas. 
In  PNG, this issue has particular resonance due to a legacy of mining-
induced environmental damage. The first large-scale mine in the country, 
the Panguna mine, discharged millions of tonnes of tailings directly 
into the Jaba River. Consequent environmental grievances were one of the 
many reasons that led to the Bougainville civil war (1988–98) that shut 
down the mine. Likewise, the Ok Tedi’s tailings dam was never finished, 
as the planned location was destroyed by a massive landslide in 1984, 
likely provoked by excavations for the foundations of the dam. The mine 
owner, BHP Billiton, argued it would be too expensive to rebuild the dam, 
pressuring the government to allow riverine tailings disposal directly into the 
Ok Tedi River. With the Panguna mine closed due to the aforementioned 
Bougainville conflict, the PNG Government agreed, and, over the course of 
decades, billions of tonnes of mining waste were discharged into downstream 
river systems, causing massive ecological damage and spawning a series 
of litigations (Kirsch 2014).

This legacy has left a strong public memory of environmental risks 
associated with mining, making proposals like the DSTP at Wafi-Golpu a 
flashpoint for not only local residents but for a broad coalition of national 
stakeholders, activists and regional leaders. Thus, while local communities 
have been broadly supportive of the Wafi-Golpu prospect, with most 
conflict coming from fears over benefit distribution, WGJV’s deep sea 
tailings plans have proved substantially more contentious. The DSTP plan 
has given rise to sustained and concerted opposition not only from local 
figures of government and coastal communities but also from national and 
international activists and mainline churches, including Jubilee Australia, 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of PNG and the Centre for Environmental 
Law and Human Rights. These groups cite fears of ecological harm to local 
marine and river systems while also critiquing what they view as hasty 
political endorsements of the project’s tailings dispersal plan.

Initially, both former and sitting governors voiced their opposition to 
DSTP, expressing support for a land-based tailing storage alternative; former 
Governor of Morobe Kelly Naru opined that mining developers should be 
required by law to ship waste back to their country of origin, ‘If you [the 
developer] want our copper and gold, you can take it but take the rubbish 
with you’ (Anon. 2020b), while Saonu, at least initially, opposed DSTP, 
stating that ‘I do not want the country to repeat any mistakes from the 
previous mining projects with Wafi-Golpu project’ (Mauludu 2020).
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Over time, however, Governor Saonu’s position appeared to waver under the 
combined influence of developer pressure and internal political dynamics. 
By 2021, he had conditionally approved the environmental permit to signal 
his commitment to the project’s development, albeit only ‘in principle’, 
with the understanding that further negotiations could address outstanding 
environmental concerns. Saonu admitted that this shift was influenced by 
the developer’s insistence on moving forward with DSTP to commence 
operations, as WGJV expressed that without permit assurance, it would 
be unwilling to continue its capital investments. Saonu, recognising the 
economic potential and facing prolonged project delays, ultimately relented, 
stating, ‘The developer made their stand clear—if this document was not 
signed, they would not spend money to start operations’. By contrast, 
Mining Minister Johnson Tuke presented the question as answered: ‘The 
environment permit has been granted and that supersedes all the agreements.

Likewise, inland landowner associations have openly supported DSTP. 
Tetang, of the Wampar Pipeline Association, expressed specific concerns 
over the safety of a tailings dam due to the flood-prone and seismically 
active terrain around the Markham Valley, ‘I support DSTP  …  eight 
communities live around [the] Markham River. They will be the first to 
be killed if the [terrestrial tailings] dam breaks’. Likewise, BSLA President 
Bill Itamar, endorsed DSTP as the most viable and least hazardous solution 
given the local geography, if ‘rainfall increases, it will not support waste 
from Wafi-Golpu … if the waste is placed on a mountain, you are sitting on 
a time bomb because at any time it will explode’ (Anon. 2021).

Despite clearing the legal hurdle initially mounted by Governor Saonu 
and the issuing of the environmental permit, Wafi-Golpu has continued 
to stumble between a series of legal disputes and environmental concerns. 
The latest phase of contention revolved around an injunction secured 
by representatives from Piu, the group that had acquired a Special 
Agricultural Business Lease over the prospect area, as discussed in 
Chapter 5. On 25 October 2023, the National Court granted the interim 
injunction, temporarily halting the state’s ongoing negotiations with WGJV 
and delaying further progress on issuing the SML.2 Rhetorically, the Piu 
representatives claim that the state and the developers had failed to address 
crucial constitutional land rights and consultation processes, although it 
is hard not to read the injunction as a last-ditch attempt to acquire Piu 
speakers more leverage in future negotiations.

2	  Piu Land Group v Wenge [2023] PNG National Court Judgment.
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On 22 December 2023, the National Court dismissed the Piu temporary 
injunction. In theory, the end of the Piu injunction clears the government 
to continue negotiations over the mine and issue the SML. National-level 
political actors have shown great eagerness to advance the project. There 
has been a steady stream of assurances that the mine is ‘back on track’, 
‘imminent’, or ‘nearing start’. It is, therefore, difficult to foresee exactly when 
and how such formalisation will take place. In the meantime, Newmont, 
the world’s largest gold-mining corporation, purchased Newcrest in 2023 to 
become the joint owner of Wafi-Golpu with Harmony Gold. Nevertheless, 
barring significant changes in the global price of gold, it seems likely that 
the mine will eventually be approved, even if exactly when remains unclear.

The Fate of the Babwaf Saab 
Landowners Association
In April 2018, Landowner Association President Bill Itamar and his allies 
made another push to gain recognition as landowners of Wafi-Golpu. In a 
coalition of the ousted and the ignored, the former leaders of Yanta and 
Hengambu, like John Nema, along with representatives from Mararena, 
formed the Wafi-Golpu Mine Area Landowners Association and registered 
Wafi-Golpu Holdings Limited. This umbrella landowner association and 
landowner company claimed to represent all the landowners of Wafi-Golpu.

The move immediately provoked outrage from the other Wafi factions. 
The president of the Yanta Landowners Association complained, ‘The 
name must not be used unless the group is under Yanta, Hengambu and 
Babuaf … If you want to set up an association or business group, do so 
under your own village, clan or tribe name  …  The association and the 
company names must be removed’, while Babuaf representative Nen warned 
businesses, ‘Beware that these groups are not part of us. You might end up 
losing money’ (Anon. 2018b).

The ploy had little practical impact, with Mineral Resources Authority 
officials and WGJV’s community affairs officers all too familiar with 
the fractious politics around the mine. David Wissink, commenting on the 
attempts by this new group to interrupt mining-related meetings, wrote on 
Facebook, ‘Trick is having the right people in the discussions instead of self-
appointed individuals who don’t speak on behalf of anyone but themselves. 
When was the last time you heard someone say he’s not the landowner, 
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that guy over there is … ’. At the same time, WGJV were probably not the 
audience the association had in mind. Rather, the hope was likely a last-ditch 
effort to force the Minister for Mining to invite them to the Development 
Forum. Despite this long shot, the Development Forum began on 11 July 
2018, with no invitation forthcoming.

In October 2018, the Supreme Court finally handed down its long-awaited 
decision about the Special Land Titles Commission for Wafi-Golpu.3 
The  court quashed the National Court’s earlier reinstatement, arguing 
that the Commission had no grounds for ruling on already decided cases 
from the 1980s, solidifying the murky status quo regarding land ownership 
and making the chances of Sâb Wampar representatives’ involvement in the 
project even more slim.

Meanwhile, for Sâb Wampar, the lack of court victories has provided 
fewer and fewer indications of future benefit streams for their followers. 
Consequently, they have watched their support base gradually atrophy, and 
whatever unity the loyal core of the BSLA had has finally cracked. Naga 
Jason, the long-time ally of Bill, finally broke away from him in 2021 and 
replaced him as the new chairman of the BSLA. Bill responded by laying a 
complaint with the police, which saw Naga (and Jessy Apollo) ‘charged with 
false pretense with intent to defraud the association’ (Anon. 2023a).4 With 
control over the BSLA gone, on 19 April 2023, Bill was able to register 
the Babwaf Saab ILG, with a claim that it represented ‘12 clans across the 
Huon-Gulf ’s Wampar’ with an interest in the SML area (Anon. 2023b). 
He  notably distanced the new ILG from the association he no longer 
chaired, saying, ‘An association has no substance compared to an ILG on 
proof of legitimacy [of land ownership]’ (ibid.).

Like the earlier registration of the association, this prompted uproar, with 
Deputy Prime Minister John Rosso quickly opining, ‘Many people are 
going straight to Port Moresby and getting ILGs and it’s overlapping a lot 
of boundaries, so I’ve issued instructions (since last year) not to issue any 
ILGs until all the land investigations are done properly’ (Anon. 2023c). 
However, unlike the earlier attempts to wrangle recognition, the Babwaf 
Saab ILG ran directly afoul of the 2017 court ruling recounted at the end 
of Chapter 6. Five months after the ILG was registered, Bill was arrested for 
using the name ‘Babwaf ’ and sentenced to six months imprisonment with 
light labour (Anon. 2023d; Kalebe 2023).

3	  Somare v Nen [2018] PNG Supreme Court Judgment.
4	  The charges were later dismissed.
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For someone who lived and worked closely with the different actors in this 
book, I find it difficult to see this overall arc as anything but tragic. Across 
PNG and sometimes abroad, the dominant discourse about what is wrong 
with resource extraction in PNG is that there are insufficient rewards for 
‘real’ customary landowners, with mining companies, governments and 
brokers, like Naga and Bill, taking too large slices of the pie. I hope this book 
has demonstrated that this is a fundamental misreading of the situation. 
Factionalism may have driven the rise of stratified political factions. 
However, the driver for that competition is the anticipated existence of 
the mine, the broken procedures of a bureaucratic state, coupled with the 
very distribution of resources that seek to alleviate the negative effects of its 
presence. Given the history of mining-related conflicts in PNG, it is unclear 
how extractive projects would ever have been approved if benefit streams 
to landowners were not increased. Indeed, the legal requirement for local 
representation populations constitutes an ethical position on who ought to 
benefit from resource extraction. Yet, these benefit streams are the source of 
the conflict at the centre of this book. This book and the history of resource 
extraction in PNG provide ample examples of corporate and state actors 
aggravating or failing to adequately deal with this tension—whether through 
shortsighted policies, mismanagement or outright neglect. Nevertheless, this 
fundamental contradiction—where resource flows simultaneously attempt 
to mitigate harm while exacerbating division—remains unresolvable.

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that resource extraction in PNG drives 
competitive rent-seeking by its very presence, drawing in the passions, time 
and energy of those around it. I recall near the end of my fieldwork in 2016, 
I was once again sitting outside of Naga Jason’s house, when he was the 
then Wamped co-director of the BSLA. His house was incomplete, sheet 
metal roof and plywood still bare to the outside world. He apologised to 
me: ‘Sorry, my house is not finished. We have spent all our money, on 
lawyers, going and coming to court. For Wafi. I have not had time to rest, 
time to work on the house.’ Likewise, perhaps the most lasting legacy of 
Bill’s political career is not the fight for Wafi-Golpu, but Mare’s water 
distribution system. Unlike any other Wampar village, and without the 
financial support of any company or outside aid, Mare’s residents raised 
funds to construct a functioning, clean water supply piped directly from 
the hills that surround the village. Rather than trudging several kilometres 
to collect water from a spring, women in Mare simply walk to a standpipe 
outside their houses. Without Wafi-Golpu, people like Bill and Naga might 
have spent their political careers on different economic or political projects. 
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Instead, a generation of Sâb Wampar leaders have spent their supporters’ 
money, their own time, all their political influence and a good part of the 
latter half of their lives gambling on an unprecedented chance to deliver a 
better life to themselves and their communities. With Wafi-Golpu on the 
eve of construction, it is unclear what, if anything, will come of it. However, 
for many key actors in this book, the struggle was about something more 
enduring than their own frustrations or immediate gain. In a reflective 
moment, Naga turned to me and explained:

The court [cases] are for all our children. Wafi will not help me. 
See,  I already have grey hair. Wose is dead. When I die, and they 
bury me, and our grandchildren have a good life, they will thank 
Grandfather Naga and Grandfather Wose, who fought for Wafi. 
We  cannot be spectators to this change. We cannot become 
spectators on our own land.

Post-Colonial Governance and Expanding 
Bureaucratic Fields
Much of this book has, necessarily, focused on the highly visible, 
factionalised contestations that animate the story of Wafi-Golpu. Disputes 
over land claims, high-stakes litigation and court-ordered injunctions 
are the events that naturally draw attention in a narrative. Yet, while the 
high-profile drama centres on these local battles, focusing solely on the 
cut and thrust of factionalism runs the risk of missing a larger sociological 
process—namely, the successive transformation of social relations through 
the recursive weaving of legal and bureaucratic categories into daily life 
across the project’s reach. To this extent, the story of factional competition 
and organisational stratification is part and parcel of creating new forms of 
organisation, new identities and new ways of being in the world—a process 
I have described as antagonistic documentality.

Some of the factional fission and fusion around the Wafi-Golpu prospect 
looks markedly similar to how pre-colonial formation and dissolution 
of groups sometimes occurred, with skilled and charismatic individuals 
pulling together allies to pursue collective goals, before collapsing when that 
individual’s fortune fell. However, unlike the past leaders, the presidents of 
the associations around Wafi-Golpu will have the opportunity to massively 
scale up fleeting successes into more persistent hierarchies. In contrast to 
many pre-existing forms of collective action, the involved entities of this 
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book were not merely constituted by and reinforced through their members’ 
practices and beliefs. As Filer (1990:  9–10) notes, in precolonial New 
Guinea, ‘the rules of these games’ of warfare, of initiation, of large-scale gift 
exchange ‘were no more permanent than the social groups whose continuity 
depended on the outcome’ of these activities. In this book’s language, such 
dependency existed because the practices of initiation and gift exchange 
were locally anchored. These anchors would be reinforced by conforming 
practice or collapse should those practices cease or, as Filer indicates, should 
the underlying populations disperse.

Today, the documents that lay out such means and manners of affiliation, 
such as laws and procedures for registration and incorporation, are distinct 
from the fissioning and fusing of groups on the ground. Critically, many 
of the properties of these emerging organisations—the requirements to 
form a landowner association, what qualifies as a customary landowner 
and who was (and was not) a landowner—were not anchored solely by 
those taking such competitive actions but also by courts, parliaments and 
patrol officers. In this way, while figures like Bill, Nen, Nema and Yanam 
undertook concrete document-acts to create associations, the shape of the 
association and the incredible value that came from being a landowner 
were created by laws and actors not part of the associations themselves. 
The salient features of the associations at the heart of factional competition 
around Wafi-Golpu—what they came together to work together as—were 
not anchored solely by daily enactment. As a result, the bureaucratic order, 
itself constituted by unevenly enforced precedent and bureaucratic practice, 
scaffolds a qualitatively different form of cooperation and conflict.

In doing so, there is a transformation that is not merely administrative but 
ontological; an introduction of bureaucratic kinds that, over time, inscribe 
themselves into the social fabric in ways that profoundly affect how people 
understand themselves and relate to one another. From the mine prospect 
itself, along the infrastructural corridor, all the way to the port, we witness 
a pervasive (re)inscription of social life into the formalised language of 
incorporated land groups, landowner associations and registered claims. 
PNG has historically resisted wholesale land mapping and customary 
land titling. Here, however, through the iterative demands of factional 
competition, the  process of registering, adjudicating and incorporating 
land claims effectively performs the work of land and social mapping by 
other means, creating a fragmented but functional map of ownership 
and influence.
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8. ANTICIPATING GOLD

More broadly, throughout this book, I have sought to draw insights 
from legal realism, science and technology studies and the anthropology 
of bureaucracy and documents to build an account of antagonistic 
documentality which emphasises how the practical and conflictual 
implementation of bureaucratic orders ontologically underwrite the nature of 
the resulting social forms. The land courts, factionalism and state-mediated 
consultations around Wafi-Golpu are marked by misinterpretations and 
under-resourcing. These factors are not incidental; rather, they practically 
constitute the field of bureaucracy. Nevertheless, even if bureaucracy is not 
as rational and rule-governed as idealised depictions would have it, I have 
sought to underscore the products of this bureaucratic field—documents in 
one form or another—possess a particular persistence that facilitates them 
being lodestones in the surrounding social landscape.

To that end, I have sought to provide an account of how concrete document-
acts—a magistrate’s decision, the signing of a Memorandum of Agreement—
create bureaucratic kinds, or instantiations of them, which go on to orient 
social practice that, in turn, loops back to reaffirm, invalidate or transform the 
originally created entity. In highly competitive environments like the Wafi-
Golpu case, the looping effect of documentation becomes a defining feature 
of local life. While grounded in the specific dynamics of resource extraction 
in PNG, this account suggests that the recursive influence of conflictual 
bureaucratic documentation may serve as a model for understanding how 
emerging social orders take shape in various post-colonial and conflict-
prone contexts. In these settings, the power of documents as anchors not 
only creates new possibilities for social alignment and exclusion but also 
establishes a form of social life that extends beyond the immediate domain 
of the state. This recursive process, where past documents inform present 
disputes and shape future identities, creates a kind of cumulative impact 
that exceeds human memory and everyday practice. Documents thus create 
a durable orienting point, a record that people can subsequently point to, 
dispute and reinterpret but ultimately cannot ignore.
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