4

The violence of logging
and oil palm

Done right, palm oil should generate wealth and employment for
local communities. Done wrong, oil palm estates can lead to land
alienation, loss of livelihoods, social conflicts, exploitative labor
relations and degraded ecosystems.

(Colchester et al., 2006, p. 11)

Industrialisation came to West New Britain not with the cocoa economy,
but with the logging and oil palm industries. These were of a very different
order to what Maututu had experienced to that point. While smallholders
of cocoa and coconut plantings remained largely in control of the growing,
processing and marketing of their crops, the industrial transformation under
logging and oil palm was characterised by highly capitalised operations
that were largely divorced from local aspirations and engagement, geared
primarily not to the development of local peoples but to the benefit of
the national and district economy, and company shareholders. While the
introduction of cocoa allowed for a progressive engagement of Maututu
with outside forces, the later industrial developments entangled local
people, quickly stripping them of access to their soils, blunting their
political representation and threatening their social structures and cultural
expressions. The chapters that follow examine the dimensions of this
industrial shock, the ways Maututu responded to it and the transformations
of their lives and worldview as they sought to engage with it.
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As the quotation above suggests, there is an anomaly at the heart of oil
palm development. It promises to generate wealth for producers, both
company and smallholders. However, where the search for excessive profits
drives oil palm development, other values can fall by the wayside, leading to
land squeeze, loss of access to gainful employment, social marginalisation,
undermining of communal values, indebtedness, dependency and
‘degraded ecosystems’. The argument of the following chapters is that oil
palm was promoted by government administrations and companies to
improve the livelihoods of smallholders, yet, from the Maututu perspective,
it has tended to aid strangers to the Maututu world in ways that have
threatened indigenous wellbeing. For Maututu, this industrial program
instigated a period of rapacious destruction of a scale and character that
must have reminded them of the Pacific War. While that war destroyed
gardens and livelihoods and forced people to flee to caves deep in the forest,
industrialisation has destroyed the forests and confined Maututu to their
ever shrinking hamlet homes.

Logging as the precursor of oil palm
development

When I re-entered the Bialla area in 1972, a massive transformation was
under way. The forest interior was criss-crossed by roads and tractor trails
used by timber companies to extract every piece of valuable timber from
the area (Figure 4.1). Timber jinkers carried walnut, mahogany, malas,
taun, calophyllum and dillenia logs to the Bialla port for export. Village
hunters using these logging tracks to penetrate the forest in search of
game were rarely beyond the sound of chainsaw and timber jinker, and,
as a consequence, forest game was ever more difficult to find. The logged
areas were an unsightly mess of muddy tracks and broken branches. Locals
commented that even spirit beings had fled.

The logging industry was directed by Amplex, a subsidiary of Golden Pines
Sawmilling Company, which had obtained a lease over Bialla Plantation as
theirlogging headquarters in West New Britain. Further south the Stettin Bay
Lumber Company, co-owned by government and a Japan-based company,
had commenced operations in Buluma, near Central Nakanai, with access
to 434,500 hectares of forest extending from the north coast around Kimbe
to the south coast, and east into East New Britain (Filer, 1997b, p. 12).
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In a review of the logging industry in Papua New Guinea (PNG), Filer
(1997a, p. 7) drew attention to the unsustainable forms of land use caused,
among other things, by:

dislocation of forest-edge communities from traditional culture, and
their purposeful or forced absorption into a cash economy in which
they are not well equipped to participate, which then serves as an
incentive to sell their forest resource to the highest bidder.

This, indeed, was destined to be the experience of Maututu. Very few found
work in Amplex logging work. Amplex created its own labour force bubble,
with the vast scale of industrial equipment, its operators, mechanics, retail
and office staff largely cut off from surrounding populations. There was far
less contact with these foreigners than there had been with the former Bialla
Plantation manager, who had run the largest trade store in the area. There
was also tragedy. A school child’s life was lost when she fell from a timber
jinker while catching a lift home from school. It was yet another instance
of the threat of the wild to local people.

Figure 4.1: Logging roads traverse Bialla cocoa and coconut
plantation, 1974

Source: Author.
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In 1976, the trading company Shin Asahigawa based in Rabaul took over the
logging lease of Amplex, established a sawmill at Bialla and intensified
the logging of the Bialla hinterland.! They also brought logs from the
Ulamona area north of Bialla for milling at Bialla.? Shin Asahigawa renamed
Bialla Plantation as Ambusa. A logging conglomerate named Complex,
which linked a number of independent logging outfitss—Amplex (Golden
Pines Sawmilling Company) at Bialla, Payne and Chjpper in Bubuu,
Ulamona Sawmill Development, Buluma Logging (Hoskins) and Moimoi
Sawmill (Tairobi)—used Bialla as their port to export logs and supported
the sawmill there. Sawn timber was supplied from there to the wider market
in PNG and beyond, but local villagers could only access scrap timber for
their home construction. They often commented that the mighty trees
of ancestral forests had been lost to home livelihoods.

These industrial logging operations were in stark contrast to other logging
and sawmilling concerns that had engaged successfully with local villagers.
The sawmill further east at the Catholic Mission at Ulamona had operated
from 1898 (Saulei, 1997), providing sawn timber for the extensive
settlement of the mission, initially on the Gazelle Peninsular, and, from
1928, for the mission station and local village houses among the Meramera
population around Ulamona. It focused on employing local villagers in its
operations. Among the Maututu, Australians Bev and Norm Payne ran a
small operation from the beach alongside Bubuu village, where they built
a home with their young children. Payne floated his logs to ships anchored
outside the reef at Bubuu, with minimal impact on the beach surrounds. He
fostered relations with local people, employing men as chainsaw operators
and women in office and domestic work. Bubuu villagers enjoyed positive
relations with his family, supplying them with garden produce and seeking
their help in dealing with outsiders. Bev, who was a trained nurse, provided
medical care to the village.

1 Shin Asahigawa was established in 1969 with directors Yamashida and Yoshiaki Katori, Tomaschido
Ogawa, Kosi Asaoka, Farid and Fouad Wakim, Graham Francis and Lucien Edward Forbes. Lucien
Forbes had interests in fishing and port operations in PNG after earlier interests in sugar in Brazil and
became chair and CEO of the Forbes Group. Farid Wakim was secretary of Shin Asahigawa (1969-72)
and director of Bialla Plantations Pty Ltd from 1970.

2 In 1996, Shin Asahigawa still held the Hargy Consolidated timber permit TP-14-38 (Filer, 1997b).
This permit covered the period 1988-98 over an area of 25,300 hectares with an estimated timber
resource of 400,000 cubic metres. The indigenous Kumo Development Corporation was also listed as
holding a permit at Maututu (Hargy) TP-14-58, 1995-2005, over 14,045 hectares with an estimated

resource of 613,906 cubic metres.
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The logging industry was built on a distinctive ontological framework.
Minnegal and Dwyer (2017, p. 262) noted that foreign capital operations
were defined by commensurability (‘values being measured/recalibrated
against a common standard’), categorisation (‘the attributes of things
assuming definitional status’) and anonymisation (‘transactions foregoing
prior relational commitment’), all exemplified in the logging industry. The
forest was recalibrated in terms of the value of particular tree species, access
to those resources was categorised in terms of time and labour expenditure,
and the company projected their operations in anonymous terms by ignoring
those who had for generations traversed the forest domain and related to
its sacred being and ancestral sites. Such assumptions were in tension with
native ontological principles. Lattas (2011, p. 90) reported that a Malaysian
logging company further west along the coast of New Britain regarded local
villagers as ‘dumb and pigheaded; and so they were mainly employed as
labour assistants’. As a consequence, he observed, logging operations created
a ‘law and order problem that had not existed previously’, with local villagers
expressing their rage through violence and theft against what they perceived
as exploitative companies (Lattas, 2011, p. 88). The strangeness and
unpredictability of the loggers” ways incited wild responses from villagers.

In Bialla, Amplex’s disregard of village interests was highlighted in two
critical events: their failure to pay debts incurred for village logs and their
reluctance to furnish villagers with sawn timber for house construction.
Having extensively logged the Bialla area, Amplex contracted with Meramera
villagers at Lolobau, Noau and Nantambu to sell their logs to Ambusa.?
To do this, the villagers set up a local company, the Ulevun Association,
that included Pelevavu/Mengen villagers from Gigipuna and further inland
to Bago village.” But Ambusa failed to pay the Ulevun Association for their
logs. At the same time, they refused to supply Maututu villagers with sawn
timber, seemingly oblivious to local resentment and opposition to their
presence in the area. This resentment against the company grew, climaxing
in the 1990s with the sacking of the company office and the killing of
the Japanese sawmill manager by unidentified assailants; some allege the
assailants were unpaid labourers, others that they were migrant settlers
and raskol gangs, still others claim they were local villagers. The sawmill
was burnt to the ground and its office looted of documents.” Afterwards,
Shin Asahigawa withdrew permanently from Ambusa/Bialla and their

3 The Catholic sawmill at Ulamona was burnt to ground by its workers.
4 Ulevun (the Father volcano) is the active volcano overlooking the two villages.
5 I viewed some of these in Baikakea.
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accrued debt to the Ulevun Association and its president, Denis Galea,
of A$176,000 for logs supplied was repaid with the deeds to the Ambusa
Plantation. Denis’s son Nixon was appointed a director of Ambusa alongside
the Pelevavu/Mengen oil palm mini-estate grower Leo Nantoto. However,
Maututu raised objections to the Meramera Ulevun Association occupying
what they still saw as Maututu soil. In response, the Ulevun Association
abandoned operations on the Ambusa/Bialla site, although they made some
major investments in Bialla town.®

Establishment of oil palm companies
in West New Britain

The developments initiated by the administration’s acquisition of land
signalled expatriate priorities to attract foreign capital investment in
the PNG export economy. Only the growth of exports would provide
the finance to sustain the emerging nation-state. However, when self-
government was granted in 1973 and independence in 1975, the PNG
Government recognised that villagers had different ontological priorities and
needed to be protected against exploitation by powerful outside interests.
The Constitution of the Independent State of Papua New Guinea (1975)
stated as its fifth goal:

1. afundamental re-orientation of our attitudes and the institutions
of government, commerce, education and religion towards
Papua New Guinean forms of participation, consultation, and
consensus, and a continuous renewal of the responsiveness of
these institutions to the needs and attitudes of the People; and

2. particular emphasis in our economic development to be placed
on small-scale artisan, service and business activity; and

3. recognition that the cultural, commercial and ethnic diversity of
our people is a positive strength, and for the fostering of a respect
for, and appreciation of, traditional ways of life and culture,
including language, in all their richness and variety, as well as for
a willingness to apply these ways dynamically and creatively for
the tasks of development; and

4. traditional villages and communities to remain as viable units of
Papua New Guinean society, and for active steps to be taken to
improve their cultural, social, economic and ethical quality.

6 We return to this story later.
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The Constitution thus recognised the fundamental tension between
expatriate focus on economic growth and indigenous values of ‘participation,
consultation and consensus’. This safeguarding of home values against
the powerful incursions of outside interests proved difficult to achieve
in practice.

Logging in the Bialla area was planned from the beginning as the forerunner
of an even larger industrial transformation that posed a greater threat to
village interests. As domestic and international pressure grew on Australia to
accede to PNG independence, the Australian administration accelerated its
program to establish oil palm in West New Britain, first in Hoskins in 1967
and then Bialla in 1972 (Map 4.1).” In contrast to what was happening
in the Indonesian and Malaysian oil palm industries, the Australian
administration sought to provide for landless farmers throughout PNG by
prioritising smallholder settler blocks under the guidance of nuclear estate
companies. Although the administration was at the forefront of its early
development, the oil palm industry in PNG was eventually dominated
by just two foreign companies. In the Hoskins/Kimbe area, a British
company, Harrison and Crosfield, that had extensive oil palm plantations
in Malaysia and Indonesia (Jones & Wale, 1999) was selected in 1967 by
the colonial administration to establish a nucleus estate with an initial target
of 3,000 acres of nuclear estate at Mosa and 4,000 acres of smallholder oil
palm in blocks nearby. New Britain Palm Oil (NBPOL) was formed with
share capital of A$2.5 million, owned 50 per cent by Harrison and Crosfield
and 50 per cent by the PNG Government. The first stage of development
(1967-70) realised 1,210 hectares (2,988 acres) of nucleus estate and 1,620
hectares (4,000 acres) of smallholder plantings. The second stage (1970-75)
expanded this to 4,050 hectares (10,000 acres) nucleus estate and 4,980
hectares (12,300 acres) smallholder plantings (Fleming, 1972).®

7 Preceding that, in 1963-65, soil samples from four sites in the Maututu area—Lalopo near Tiauru,
Bialla plantation, Uase and Noau—were tested and research plots of oil palm planted at these sites.

8 The independent PNG Government later reduced its share and thus its capacity to control local
operations. Harrison and Crosfields purchased the government share in the late 1990s, and, after that,
the company passed into the hands of a succession of multinational companies before, in 2015, being
acquired by Sime Darby SDN BHD, the Malaysian multinational with plantations in Pahang, Johor
and Sarawak. The intense interest in oil palm expansion from international companies, particularly
from Malaysia, heightened the focus of executive boards on profit margins rather than partnering local
government or people in development.
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Map 4.1: West New Britain palm oil
Source: ANU CartoGIS Services.

In the Bialla area, lands department surveyors in 1965 began marking
out Tiauru settler allotments at the southern border of Maututu territory.
In 1969, South Pacific Palm Oil Development Pty Ltd (SPPOD) and its
key shareholder, Tokai Leveller Pty Ltd, under its first chairman, Saburo
Matsumoto, established a joint venture with the PNG Government
to develop an oil palm nursery and a nuclear plantation adjacent to the
proposed town of Bialla (Department of the Senate, 1973). SPPOD/TPPO
headquarters and seedling nursery were set up at Makikiwa (Makaiwa),
inland of Matililiu village, in 1972.” SPPOD was listed under the control
of Shin Asahigawa Pty Ltd, which, in other documents, was named as
a partner in the Bialla agreement. This was the same company that was a
major partner in the Complex timber operations based around Bialla wharf
and that had so blatantly ignored local interests.

9 SPPOPD set up a project company called Trans Pacific Palm Oil, named in the original 1972 Act.
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The agreement signed by SPPOD with the Australian Government included
the following:

*  Alease for a term of 99 years over Portion 9 comprising
2980 hectares

* The Project company to erect a mill with maximum capacity
to service 6500 hectares

*  Settlement of 700 indigenous farmers to plant 2630 hectares
of oil palm

* Encourage village farmers surrounding project company to
plant 800 hectares

* Encourage farmers inland of Bangula Bay (Uasilau-Silanga)
to plant 800 hectares of oil palm

* DPurchase of smallholder fresh fruit bunches at a price equivalent
to that paid to smallholders in Hoskins Peninsular.

(Department of the Senate, 1973, p. 9)

The company’s lease included three portions within the Ambusa/Bialla
Plantation, Portion 2 of 401 hectares, Portion 1 of 529 hectares, and
Portion 3 of 114.5 hectares proposed for the mill, workshops, tailings
pond, labour quarters and plantation nursery. Beyond this area lay the areas
assigned to settlers: to the north, the Wilelo block stretching across the Lovo
River as far as the Barema River; and, to the south, the Tiauru block as far as
the Tiauru River (Department of the Senate, 1973, p. 19). The agreement
differentiated ‘indigenous’ and ‘village’ farmers, the latter to be ‘encouraged’
rather than supervised. Given the company focus on establishing the nuclear
plantation and settler blocks, and the poor reputation of Shin Asahigawa
among Maututu, there was little chance that SPPOD would take its role of
‘encouragement’ very seriously.

There was little interaction of the company with villagers or local government
field staff when I lived there in 1973-75. The Japanese senior staff lived in
isolation in their enclave in Makikiwa, had little fluency in English or Tok
Pisin, and relied on the currency of gifts to gain local cooperation. From the
point of view of villagers and indigenous government officials, the company
held the advantage of seemingly endless capital and powerful contacts in
the capital Port Moresby. But the Japanese company managers at Makikiwa
confounded local Department of Agriculture, Stock and Fisheries (DASF)
staff with whom I worked because of their lack of transparency about their
field operations. For example, they brought in fishing boats, fish nets and long
hook lines to fish the surrounding seas, storing the catch in a huge freezer at
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Makikiwa prior to export. To gain access to these fishing grounds they offered
gifts of food, clothes and other goods to local big men, including a car each
to the Nakanai Council president, Mapulo, and the #halo auru, Mataimi,
in Mataruru. They approached these big men as though they were village
chiefs with final say over village resources, thus ignoring lineage and hamlet
structures and ‘customary’ village expectations of community consultation.
Indeed, these transactions were clouded in secrecy and thus encouraged these
leaders to keep the windfall for themselves. This heralded a very different
style of village prominence, more in the style of ‘big shots” (discussed below)
than ‘big men” (Martin, 2007)."° Not surprisingly given Maututu disdain of
arrogant Wallaby-style behaviour, this alliance of company and ‘big shots
fomented resentment among many villagers that such largesse was not more
generally distributed to benefit everyone.!' Many locals expected that these
strangers, who were cultivating what were still regarded as village soils, would
continue to recognise their obligations to local custodians of the soil in
exchange relationships. Resentment grew to the point that Matililiu residents
in 1974 barricaded access roads to prevent the company transporting the fish
to their headquarters.

The Somare government was quick to act, determining that SPPOD had
broken the terms of the contract signed with the Australian administration
in 1972, which stated ‘that their power should be restricted to those activities
which were directly related to the planting, harvesting, processing and
marketing of oil palm and palm oil products’ (Department of the Senate,
1973, p. 3). The PNG Government revoked their oil palm license in 1976
and took full control of the company’s oil palm operations. To replace
SPPOD, the PNG Government invited the international palm oil producer
SA SIPEF NV Belgium Group and Warren Plantation (Mount Hagen) to
each take a 25 per cent interest in the Bialla operations, with the government
holding the other 50 per cent. SIPEE established in 1919, was an agribusiness
group producing oil palm, rubber and tea in Indonesia, and bananas on the
Ivory Coast. They renamed the company as Hargy Oil Palm Ltd (HOPL)."
In 1984, Warren Plantation sold its 25 per cent stake to SIPEF and, in 1986,
HOPL signed a 99-year lease over the land. The government left it to HOPL
to manage the oil palm business and, in 2003, sold its 50 per cent stake to
SIPEEF, signifying their approval of HOPL operations.

10 This is discussed further below.

11 In 2008, the village court magistrate, recounting these earlier times, suggested to me that some
villagers expected the company eventually to distribute cars to everyone as well as construct an airport
(like the one at Hoskins) and a town like the district capital Kimbe.

12 Lake Hargy above Bialla was named after Fred Hargesheimer, the US pilot shot down in the interior
during WWII who had subsequently established a school in Ewasse.
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Table 4.1: Oil palm production in PNG, 1986

Hoskins Bialla Popondetta

Nucleus estate (ha) 4,000 2,000 4,000
No. smallholders 1,500 1,000 1,400
Smallholdings (ha) 8,200 4,400 -
Type smallholder settler 1,300 settlers 900 settlers 1,000 settlers

200 villagers 100 villagers 400 villagers
Palm oil product (tonnes) 40,000 30,000 42,000
Kernel product (tonnes) 6,000 4,000 7,000
Estate employees 1,050 900 1,200

Source: Grieve (1986, p. 73).

These 1986 data indicate the large number of settler households integrated
into the oil palm industry (see Table 4.1). In both Hoskins and Bialla,
smallholder blocks constituted over double the nuclear estate plantings.
Their total production, however, was below that of the estate, reflecting the
more intensive agricultural regimes instituted on the estates. The nuclear
estates in both Hoskins and Bialla hired about 1,000 employees, further
encouraging migration into West New Britain, with each estate labourer
assigned a specific area of the estate to manage. By 2009, HOPL estate
plantings had grown to 9,906 hectares and smallholder plantings to 13,183
hectares. HOPL estate production of fresh fruit bunches (FFB) at 211,416
tonnes continued to exceed that of the smallholder (200,699 tonnes)
(PN Nelson et al., 2010). No more settler blocks were assigned after that,
yet the nucleus estate area continued to expand. To the original two nucleus
estates of Hargy (near Bialla) and Navo (near Ulamona) were added Barema
(from 2006) and Bakada Mengen (from 2010), the four estates in 2012
comprising 11,005 hectares, with total production of 244,564 tonnes,
exceeding that of smallholder production of 205,798 tonnes (Thomas,
2013). The production increases necessitated two more mills at Navo east of
the Lovo River and Nivani near the Barema River to process the FFB, with
all produce shipped out of Bialla. By 2020, HOPL indicated that its estates
had grown to 13,707 hectares merged into three estates (James et al., 2012).
The national production of palm oil, concentrated in these two companies
(NBPOL and HOPL), increased between 1975 and 2005 at over 10 per
cent annually. By 2020, palm oil from West New Britain and Popondetta
comprised PNG’s second largest export earner.'

13 NBPOL also operated at Popondetta.
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The rapacious growth of oil palm along the Maututu coast demanded more
and more forest land be converted to the new crop. The infrastructure of
mills, roads and housing continued to expand, and the companies expanded
their operations even as smallholder expansion slowed. While no more settler
blocks were being created, the settler population was growing rapidly through
expanded households and a further migrant population attracted into Bialla
searching for income opportunities. This led to the expansion of the Bialla
town with further impact on the Maututu people.' The oil palm explosion
established HOPL as the dominant agent of change in the Bialla area, with
much larger resources than Bialla Rural Local-level Government (LLG).
HOPL staff, particularly the general manager and community relations
manager, took a keen interest in local affairs beyond the oil palm industry,
taking responsibility for upkeep on major roads and intervening when local
events disturbed law and order, as will be explored below. The company
came to challenge the standing of the LLG because of its superior access to
cash and equipment, and to the provincial government in Kimbe and the
central government in Port Moresby.

Settler smallholders

The Australian administration expected that the Land Settlement Scheme
(LSS) that complemented the HOPL nucleus estates would lead to an
individualised land tenure system, replacing customary land tenure with
something more conducive to agricultural commercialisation. According to

Curry and Koczberski (2012, p. 382):

The Australian Administration envisaged that by taking people
out of the sociocultural context of village life and settling them on
individualised land holdings on settlement schemes, the perceived
problems of traditional communal land tenure in constraining
agricultural development would be overcome.

As a result they would become ‘more market-oriented and market-driven
producers and consumers’ (Koczberski, Curry & Bue, 2012, p. 291)—that
is, their productive labour could be made legible to the global market and
could contribute to national revenue. The oil palm settler smallholdings
thus represented, in the capitalist logic of the administration and company,
a radically different way of conducting one’s life and livelihood, what Curry

14 Discussed below.
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and Koczberski (2012, p. 382) refer to as ‘an ontological transformation of
the very nature of social being and identity grounded in relational identities’.
By moving these families away from their home areas and settling them on
separate blocks, they would become ‘individuals’ defined by their oil palm
and food production.

In Bialla, settlers first arrived in 1975 from land-short areas in the Highlands,
Sepik and the Gazelle (Curry & Koczberski, 2007) and, by 1985, there
were 900 settler smallholders. This number doubled in the next two decades
to 1,851 settler households as the available leasehold land was cleared and
allocated. By 2005, over 2,700 LSS smallholders in Bialla were producing
an annual average of 9.94 tonnes of oil palm bunches on 12,206 hectares
(average 4.5 hectares per settler) (Curry & Koczberski, 2007).

LSS smallholders incurred large debts with the company for seedlings,
fertiliser and block development, as well as for a two-room timber house
with iron roof and corrugated iron rainwater tank. In the early years of the
LSS schemes, economic studies (Emmery, 1970; Grieve, 1986) suggested
that the returns on oil palm per person/day were higher than for cocoa or
coffee, and, due to the larger planted area, the net income per annum was
at least three times greater (Grieve, 1986). Company provision on credit
of roads, transport, extension advice, seed material and fertilisers allowed
smallholders to meet high set up costs. The company managed the spraying
of pesticides to prevent the spread of borers. These arrangements closely
bound the smallholders to the industrial regime instituted by the company.
The repayment of their debts to the company was dependent on continued
production and processing of oil palm bunches under supervision of the
company. This was an industrial discipline with an intensity much greater
than what smallholders had experienced through cocoa, coffee or copra
production in their origin areas. It was particularly geared to the industrial
requirements of this crop, with its strict growing and milling schedules.
From the company point of view, their oversight promoted greater discipline
from the grower in caring for their palms and harvesting maximum FFB
fortnightly. Smallholder production was expected by the company to
contribute something close to half of processed product through the mill,
ensuring that the company took an active interest in smallholder production.

On the settler blocks, the nuclear family was the workforce, and the
cultivation of oil palm took precedence over food production, particularly

for the male blockholder. All members of the household laboured each
fortnight to cut the bunches of fruit and carry them to the road where
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company trucks lifted each net of FFB for weighing before transporting
the fruit to the company mill. The earnings on each delivery of FFB were
reduced by deductions for transport to the mill, repayment of company
debt and contribution to the growers’ association fund, and were then paid
by cheque, requiring the settler to visit town to deposit the cheque in their
bank account or cash it through the town trade stores. Such arrangements
further squeezed the houschold economy, as the store proprietors
insisted that smallholders must spend K100 in the trade store when they
cashed their cheques.

The experience of smallholder households did not prove as positive as
government and the company had anticipated. In 1987, the government
predicted that smallholders would achieve an annual income of about
K1,500-2,000 from their 4 hectares of oil palm, substantially higher than
the average annual income for Papua New Guineans of K440. However,
in the first decade of palm production, settlers’ annual average income
fluctuated wildly, from K1,407 in 1976-77 to K2,463 in the peak year
of 1978-79 and back to K701 in 1980-81. In 198586, the global price of
crude palm oil dropped to 500 Malaysian ringgit (MR)" per tonne, and in
2001 to MR600. There were further abrupt drops in prices in 2008, with a
fall from MR4,000 to MR1,500 per tonne, resulting in a fall in the oil palm
farm gate price in West New Britain from K400 to K85 per tonne. At this
low price, deductions for transportation of bunches to the mill constituted
as much as 25 per cent of the farm gate price. At these low points, many
smallholders who were able to access food gardens ceased to cut their fruit
bunches, and their withdrawal of produce undercut the model of settler
integration into the oil palm industry.

HOPL managers encouraged growers to put aside savings both to cover
these lean times and to prepare for future replanting expenses at the end of
the 20-year cycle, thus lessening their debt to the company. To encourage
such savings, HOPL discontinued their replanting credit scheme during the
1990s in an effort to make smallholders take more responsibility for their
own production. But settlers did not respond as expected to such directives.
For the settlers, the blocks were less of a capitalist enterprise than a ready
source of cash when needed. Instead of putting their savings away for later
investment in replanting, they spent much of their earnings on immediate
needs, such as trade store commodities, school expenses, ceremonial
obligations and housing improvements. Exchange relations grew strongly

15 The Malaysian ringgit and PNG kina were of near equal value.
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among settlers, particularly within ethnic groups, and households set aside
earnings to fulfil these obligations. Indeed, smallholders were motivated to
harvest more FFB when large amounts of cash were required for communal
events, and they sometimes chose to contribute to a common fund to meet
these costs. Thus, social obligations within the exchange system could
actually spur on production. Indeed, Curry (2003, p. 417) reported that
‘failure to engage in exchange can result in reduced yields of cash crops’,
rather than their increase as envisaged in the company model. HOPL
reintroduced the credit scheme in 2001 in response to the meagre savings
smallholders had made in preparation for replanting.

Oil palm production affected the gender division of labour in the settler
households. The industry put the onus on men to manage the oil palm, and,
although women tended the palms and participated in harvesting, men were
disproportionately engaged in the cutting of the FFB from the palm as the
palms grew taller, and in the transport of the heavy FFB to roadside for truck
pickup. Women put more of their energies into food production on the 2
hectares initially reserved for subsistence gardens, and increasingly marketed
their produce to local markets (Koczberski, Curry & Bue, 2012). In addition,
the dependency on cheque transactions empowered the household husband,
who held the bank account and had first call on the cash when he went to
town. Similarly in West Kalimantan, Indonesia Tania Li (2015, p. 6) observed
how the expansion of oil palm was undermining women’s rights: the signing
over of settler blocks to the man of the household meant that women lost
‘their economic autonomy and decision-making power’. Many men ignored
family demands, such as school costs, clothes for the family or store-bought
food, to spend the cash on alcohol, to the dismay of their wives.

In West New Britain, there was increasing agitation from women for
more equal access to oil palm earnings, leading the companies and PNG
Government to institute the Mama Lus Frut scheme in 1997. The lus frut
(loose fruit) referred to here were the individual fruits dislodged from the
FFB when they hit the ground, which were often ignored by the men in
transporting the produce to the roadside (Figure 4.2). Under the scheme,
women (and children) were encouraged to collect these fruits to deposit
in a separate net at the roadside weighing station, with the income from
these separately calculated and paid by cheque to the female partner. In the
Hoskins LSS, both men and women spoke favourably about this innovation
and noted a reduction in household conflicts over oil palm income, despite
the fact that the mama lus fruit income was only 26 per cent of total
household income from oil palm (Curry et al., 2019; Koczberski, 2007).
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Figure 4.2: Young oil palm with fruit bunches forming, 2017
Source: Author.

The LSS households expanded as children raised their own families on their
parents’ block, prompting new tensions to emerge. With little alternate land
or employment available, all sought a living from the single block, leading
to greater demands on oil palm income and the intensification of garden
production on lands not converted to oil palm. Population density on the
Hoskins LSS blocks rose from 5.9 persons per block in the early 1970s to
13.3 persons in 2000 and 14.72 in 2010. In Bialla, by 2000, there was an
average of 11.1 persons per block (Koczberski & Curry, 2005; Koczberski,
Curry & Anjen, 2012). In response settlers converted their 2 hectares of
food gardens to oil palm, leaving themselves with only the margin around
the house on which to grow food. Increasing pressure on oil palm income
gave rise to a system of production known as wok bung wantaim where those
in the extended family associated with the block would work together and
even invite labour (Elahi & Michael, 2017) from adjoining blocks. Curry
and Koczberski (2013, p. 338) saw this as reflecting ‘alternative ways of
valuing labor ... labor is entwined in the relational economy and is strongly
embedded in networks of obligation and reciprocity that typically extend
well beyond the household’. But the wok bung wantaim strategy was not
without its tensions as younger generations sought a larger share in the
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family production. This led in the mid-1990s to married sons pushing for a
new form of production organisation called markim mun ‘monthly rotatior’,
a solution where co-resident families took it in turn, month by month,
to work the block and harvest the fruit. This arrangement appealed to some
as reducing the ‘stresses and conflicts over work and income from the block’,
but it led to lower production on the block as cooperative harvesting was
abandoned and the several shareholders were reluctant to expend on fertiliser
and other inputs (Curry & Koczberski, 2007, p. 37). By 2001, Curry and
Koczberski reported that 50 per cent of LSS smallholders in Hoskins
and 32 per cent in Bialla used the markim mun arrangement. Although
the oil palm industry was proving a boon for company and government, the
smallholders were struggling to realise the dreams that had brought them
from their origin areas (Elahi & Michael, 2017).

The town of Bialla and local administration

On the hills above the port and mill the provincial government developed
the new town of Bialla to accommodate the headquarters of the Bialla
Rural LLG (that, in 1995, replaced the Nakanai Council), high school,
hospital, police headquarters, bank, post office, market and two streets of
trade stores run by PNG and expatriate (South Korean, Philippine and
mainland Chinese) proprietors. An expanding fleet of privately owned
public transport vehicles ferried settlers and villagers to and from the town
to their settlements up to 30 kilometres away. The town also attracted
migrants from all over PNG secking their fortune in the rapidly expanding
economy. Many of these settled around the town in informal housing. The
town became the gathering point for the diverse groups of people who came
to constitute the Bialla LLG population—local peoples, migrant settlers,
migrant labour force, company and business households, and government
employees. This was reflected in the increase in the population of the
Bialla LLG area between 2000 and 2011 of 58.4 per cent, compared to
43.1 per cent for the same period in the Hoskins LLG area. According
to the 2011 census, there were 58,373 residents in the Bialla LLG area,
including 2,672 in urban Bialla. A World Bank report of 2023, however,
recorded the Bialla town (Figure 4.3) as ‘home to more than 13,000 people’
(World Bank, 2023).
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Figure 4.3: Bialla town, 2017
Source: Author.
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The Bialla LLG area comprises 20 rural wards, each represented by
a kansil (ward councillor). Apart from these ward representatives, women’s
organisations are also represented in the LLG. The Organic Law on
Provincial Governments and Local-level Governments of 1995 determined
that LLGs are to enact laws, maintain the peace and provide local
government and service delivery, including water and power supply, social
services, housing, aid posts and clinics, community sport, recreational and
cultural and industrial shows.'® LLGs are involved in the development of
roads and parks, refuse collection and disposal, environmental protection,
food markets, economic promotion and tourism. This is a formidable
workload for a council with only five or so staff who must contract out
many of these tasks. Only a few LLGs levy fees and rates, but they can apply
for grants. In 2014, each LLG received an annual budget of K500,000,
with the PNG Government proposing that this eventually be increased to
K2 million. Such funding proved totally inadequate to provide and support
all the services required in this rapidly expanding area. Throughout PNG,
LLG performance has been marred by funding shortfalls, lack of skills in
management, and in project and budget planning. Commenting on the
Organic Law on Provincial Governments and Local-level Governments,

Curry and Koczberski (2007, p. xvi) noted:

whilst the structures are in place, LLG activities are generally severely
constrained by funding shortfalls to the extent that basic services
for the community cannot be delivered. Typically, LLGs lack the
resources to perform even basic administrative functions.

The heavy trucks ferrying oil palm bunches to the mills wreaked havoc
on roads weakened by torrential rainfall, and the flooding of rivers in the
wet season took out bridges. The Kimbe—Bialla ‘national’ road annually lost
such bridges to floods, but the PNG Government struggled to maintain
it (Slattery et al., 2018). Secondary roads were the responsibility of the
provincial government in Kimbe, which was also short of funds for such
maintenance. The Bialla LLG was critically short of funds to support

16 Provincial, district and LLG staff are salaried members of the national public service. Bialla LLG
is one of six in the Talasea District, which, together with the Kandrian-Gloucester District, comprise
the West New Britain Province. The provincial staff manage key areas of health, fisheries, agriculture,
forestry and natural resources, trade and industry, and education, and in that capacity liaise with LLG
staff when required. Districts form an open electorate represented by a member of parliament and their
staff are largely focused on conducting census and demographic data. Hoskins and Bialla are included in
the Nakanai District.
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schools, health posts and local/village roads. Its offices were in a poor state
of repair and its staff, including the president, were frequently absent from

the office.

Increasingly, the PNG Government, at all three levels, surrendered
construction and maintenance of facilities to key companies. When SIPEF
bought the PNG Government’s 50 per cent share of Hargy Oil Palm in
2003, it joined the government’s tax withholding scheme, under which 60
per cent of that tax is withheld by the company to spend on building roads
and other infrastructure for the government. The LLG was able to request
such funds for the building of school classrooms and teachers’ houses,
but had little say in how the funds were managed. Because of the lack
of coordination between various levels of government and the shortage of
local funds to maintain and build public infrastructure, the company acted
as a quasi-government body to support its objective of ensuring smooth
development and the processing of oil palm. This resulted in the company
employing their own labour and equipment rather than contracting the
work to local businesses. This made business sense to the HOPL managers
but further undermined local interests. It consolidated the company and its
managers in the local Bialla area, not just as an industrial producer but as
an agency maintaining roads, health posts and school buildings, running
sports carnivals, and sponsoring ecotourism and health projects. In 2004,
in an attempt to augment LLG funding, the LLG president arranged with
HOPL to establish a 25-hectare mini-estate on government-acquired land,
to be run by the company as part of its nuclear estate but with the proceeds
accruing to the LLG to support its activities. Given the difficulty for the
LLG in accessing funds from the provincial government, this was a practical
solution to allow the LLG to maintain village roads, schools and health
clinics.

HOPL, on its website, stated:

The prime reason behind the local investment is to contribute to
the economy of the region by providing employment opportunities,
boosting revenue, supporting social projects and promoting more
local business participation.

(SIPEE n.d.)

This was the responsibility of the HOPL general manager at Bialla, who
sought improvements in the welfare of local populations by directing
company resources or using political influence at higher levels. Ultimately,
however, the general manager was responsible to the SIPEF Board of
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Directors and sharcholders based overseas, who demanded the company’s
commercial success. The manager commented to me that when they hosted
the executive directors from Belgium twice a year in Bialla, these men and
women were entirely focused on the production ‘bottom line’ in respect
of each plantation and each mill, setting ambitious production targets per
hectare. They had minimal interest in the social and political relations that
the site managers needed to cultivate across the area, nor in environmental
protection, even though these sectors were fundamental to the company’s
international reputation under RSPO (Roundtable on Sustainable Palm
Oil) stipulations.'” These concerns were left to the site managers, who had
the difficult task of wedding local village and smallholder interests with the
demands of their executive board.

Conclusion

The oil palm industry brought thousands of settlers to the smallholder blocks,
and additional population to the town of Kimbe. Many were attracted to
the area in search of opportunities and settled in informal accommodation
on the outskirts of the town or with wantok (own ethnic group) in the
settler areas. Increasing rates of landlessness and unemployment among
settler children resulted in the proliferation of rasko/ (hoodlum, criminal)
gangs and violence, at times escalating into clashes between settlers and
local villagers, or attacks on business premises. Many of the law and order
problems on the settlers” blocks were exacerbated by drunkenness (Curry &
Koczberski, 2007). Gang violence increased, resulting in the kidnapping of
the Bialla bank manager in December 2008 and the payment of a ransom
by the bank to the gang. In January 2020, the Chinese owner of the New
Town supermarket in Bialla was shot dead by a gang of eight who tried to
rob the store.' In addition, public transport vehicles were held up regularly
by raskol gangs on the long road south to the airport and Kimbe town and

17 Recognition of an oil palm producer under the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) gives
the company access to more lucrative European markets. It requires the company to protect primary
forests, respect customary ways and livelihoods and care for the environment. The RSPO guarantees
Certified Sustainable Palm Oil, representing about 19 per cent of global palm oil production in 2019
(RSPO, 2019).

18 The ‘criminal gang’ was apprehended within a few days on information from the local settler
communities.
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their passengers relieved of their cash, mobile phones and other valuables.
Any resistance of passengers to the raskol could be met with violence,

possibly death.

Oil palm production introduced different priorities into the lifeways
of indigenous people because of its large-scale investment in plant and
machinery and its constant pressures of production targets (Filer, 2007).
Processing of the oil palm fruit is done ideally within 24 hours of harvest,
necessitating the siting of the oil palm mill in close proximity to the plantings
of the crop and the hiring of a mill workforce to operate and maintain
machinery and transport vehicles 24 hours a day. This in turn requires the
maintenance of roads required for the heavy trucks. The palm oil is then
shipped directly to overseas markets by large tanker ships docking regularly
at the port. This scale of investment places particular demands on growers
and resident populations, of a kind more similar to the mining and logging
industries than to copra and cocoa production. The oil palm industry
ties farmers to a long-term, even multigenerational contract with the oil
palm company in which the company assumes control of the industrial
production as the sole supplier of seedlings, pesticide and fertiliser on credit
to farmers and the sole purchaser, miller and exporter of produce.

In their review of the oil palm industry in the Asia-Pacific, Cramb and
Curry (2012, p. 225) raised concerns about:

the allocation of vast areas of public land and forests for large-
scale commercial development, to the benefit of a small number of
agribusiness firms and their patrons in the political and bureaucratic
elite; the politico-legal undermining and overriding of customary
claims to land that has often accompanied this manifestation of the
so-called ‘global land grab’; the often unfavourable terms on which
landholders and settlers have been incorporated into large-scale
development schemes; the potential for conflict within unequal
local communities, between local and migrant growers, and hence
between different ethnic groups; and the precarious working and
living conditions of many migrant plantation workers.

In their overview of the industry, Cramb and Curry (2012, p. 228) add
that ‘the performance of these schemes has been highly variable, depending
crucially ... on the commitment and competence of the plantation
company in supporting its smallholders’, and on the contractual basis
of that relationship. Cramb and Curry (2012, p. 224) list the ‘perennial
problems’ facing government in the oil palm industry as:
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balancing the trade-offs between subsistence and commercial
farming, between commodity specialisation and diversification,
between smallholder and large-scale forms of production and
between private- and public-sector involvement in supporting or
managing oil palm development.

One outcome noted by oil palm researchers in Indonesia was the uneven
spread of benefits among indigenous populations. They drew attention
to growing inequalities because the benefits of the oil palm industry
were offered to local indigenous elites as well as powerful outsiders, such
as government officials, teachers or politicians who brokered deals with
indigenous groups for blocks of customary land (Li, 2015; McCarthy,
2010; McCarthy & Cramb, 2009). Aware of such negative outcomes, the
PNG Government sought to provide better monitoring of the relations
between oil palm companies and smallholders, but, as we have noted, such
companies have been able to assume a dominant position in local affairs.
While initially, PNG administrations had looked to oil palm to relieve land
shortages across the country and enhance settler welfare, the industry was far
more successful in building corporation profits than in establishing a viable
livelihood for PNG smallholders. Cramb and Curry (2012, pp. 228-29)
noted that ‘it is unlikely there will be any further state-sponsored land
settlement schemes’ in PNG, as the existing schemes are ‘struggling to
absorb an increasing population and workforce’, aggravated by the lack of
off-scheme employment opportunities. Oil palm is not a labour-intensive
industry. Even the large, 6-hectare blocks allocated to incoming households
did not provide adequately for the multigenerational households that
came to occupy them. Settlers constantly looked to augment their income
for survival.

Maututu thus faced enormous challenges as the might of the company and
overwhelming numbers of strange settlers invaded their soils. Particularly
in the early days, when government attention focused on the development
of an industry through smallholder resettlement schemes, Maututu
fortunes looked gloomy. Despite the promises of the company to protect
the indigenous villagers from the worst impacts of oil palm development,
this was not the key concern of company managers nor of the local-level
and provincial governments, whose resources were severely limited. The
following chapters examine how Maututu responded to these encounters
with the wild outside.

129



This text is taken from Wild Partners: Indigenous Worlds and Industrial Giants
in Papua New Guinea, by Patrick Guinness, published 2026 by ANU Press,
The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/WP.2025.04


http://doi.org/10.22459/WP.2025.04

