Timeline of Key Events

(Pre)Colonial Foundations

~1790-1880: Wampar raid down the Watut and Wamped River
valleys and expand into the Markham Valley.

1884-1912: Germany annexes northeastern New Guinea, including
present-day Morobe Province, initiating colonial governance.
Governance is initially administered by the Neuguinea-Kompagnie
and later taken over by the German Empire. Australian administration
begins post—First World War.

1885-1909: Neuendettelsauer Missionsgesellschaft establish mission
stations throughout Morobe Province. By 1909 they convert and pacify
northern Wampar, ending their ‘reign of terror’ in the Markham.
1910s-1920s: Yanta and Hengambu begin moving into the east of the
Wafi-Golpu area.

1920: Wampar-speaking mission assistants enter the Wafi-Golpu area
and begin converting and resettling Watut speakers near the present-
day site of Wafi-Golpu.

1942: Civil administration of Papua and the Mandated Territory of
New Guinea suspended due to the Second World War.

Post-War Development and Economic Shifts

1946: Post—Second World War Australian administration introduces
village councils, laying the groundwork for local governance reforms in
Morobe Province.
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INK AND LAND

1950s-1960s: Infrastructure developments, such as connecting the
Highlands Highway from Lae to Mt Hagen, and agricultural expansion,
such as cacao farming, begin transforming the socio-economic landscape
of the region.

1960s: Initial conflicts between Hengambu and Babuaf as the former
move into the Watut region.

Resource Discovery and Initial
Legal Conflicts

1972: Papua New Guineass first large-scale mine, Panguna mine, begins
production.

1975: Papua New Guinea becomes independent.

1977: Conzinc Riotinto identifies the Wafi deposit as a potential
mineral prospect, marking the beginning of large-scale resource interest
in the region.

1981-1985: Key legal disputes among Yanta, Hengambu, Babuaf,
Wampar, Piu and other groups over land claims begin, setting the key
terms and points of contention in the decades to come. The courts
award ownership of the Wafi-Golpu prospect land to Hengambu,
Yanta and Babuaf.

Corporate Restructuring and National
Legislative Disputes

1990s: Initial drilling confirms significant copper and gold deposits at
Wati-Golpu. Ownership of the prospect changes hands multiple times.
1992: The Mining Act 1992 legalises benefit-sharing agreements for
future large-scale mining projects.

2001-2005: National-level legal disputes over Piu Land Group’s
Special Agricultural Business Lease, ultimately overturning it.
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Spreading Factionalism and Formal
Registration

2006: Thomas Nen and Bill Itamar agree to split their alliance into

‘Wale Babuaf Landowners Association and Babwaf Saab Landowners
Association, respectively. Each claims to be the legitimate winner of
the 1980s court cases.

2008-2018: National-level disputes over the Special Land Titles
Commission (STLC).

2016: Wafi-Golpu Joint Venture (WGJV) applies for a Special Mining
Lease.

2016-2017: Period of author’s fieldwork.

Environmental and Political Resistance

2018-2020: The Governor of Morobe disputes the signing of the
Memorandum of Understanding between WG]V and the national
government.

2019-2024: Sustained opposition from regional, national and
international actors to WGJV’s Deep Sea Tailings Placement plans.
2023: National Court dismisses Piu Land Group’s injunction on WG]V,
clearing the way for negotiation of WGJV’s Special Mining Lease.
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This text is taken from Ink and Land: Documenting Factionalism around a
Prospective Mine in Papua New Guinea, by Willem Church, published 2025
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.





