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5
Village oil palm as 

engagement with the wild

Examining success stories such as the West New Britain oil palm 
experience, where three decades of migration and settlement on 
customary land have occurred in a relatively peaceful fashion, might 
provide lessons that could be applicable elsewhere.

(Allen & Monson, 2014, p. 13)

The above quotation seems overly positive as an assessment of the Bialla or 
Hoskins experience of oil palm. While the oil palm industry itself flourished, 
incorporating thousands of smallholders, the industrial expansion was not 
always viewed by those smallholders as a success. This chapter will focus 
particularly on how Maututu over the last 50 years have responded to 
the industry.

It is important to understand the various perspectives and aspirations that 
different agents—villagers, smallholders, companies, local-level government 
(LLG)—brought to their industrial engagement and to follow the passage of 
such aspirations through the realities they encountered. Building on Tsing’s 
(2005) concept of the ‘friction’ in such encounters, James et al. (2012, 
pp. 22–23) referred to the politics arising from three different ontological 
‘formations of being and becoming’—tribal, traditional and modern—that 
can exist coterminously within a cultural setting. ‘Both-ways politics’ and 
‘both-ways learning’ entailed ‘a lived reconciliation’ across the frictions of 
change, ‘with all the continuing discomfort and tension that such a process 
entails’. In Stead’s analysis, ‘modern and customary forms of social relations 
can exist coterminously’ (Stead, 2013, p. 19). Her end goal is to recognise 
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in the ‘multiplicity of entanglement’ tensions and deep ambivalences as well 
as instances of powerful customary authority. Filer (2007, p. 145) recognises 
such ‘customary’ authority:

the social dynamics of the ‘customary’ landscape are not determined 
by the capacity of customary landowners to resist or roll back the 
process of alienation, but rather by their capacity to enter into, and 
benefit from, the social relations of compensation which reflect and 
condition the process of resource development.

In a similar vein, Minnegal and Dwyer (2017) indicate that ontologies 
and epistemologies are always co-productive and dynamic. They point 
out that Kubo peoples both resist and accommodate to these contrasting 
perspectives, and, in doing so, their own and the company’s ontological and 
epistemological perspectives become labile.

The political ontological approach I am exploring here reflects some of the 
same tensions. I have outlined in previous chapters a Maututu ontology 
at variance with those of colonial administrators or oil palm executives. 
The Maututu perspective expounded in the myths and demonstrated in 
their entanglements with colonial governments, Christian missions and 
cash crops favoured neither a retreat into kastom as a ‘home’ prison nor 
a radical conversion to outsider perspectives. Instead, Maututu resembled 
their mythological ancestors in accosting the wild and strange and seeking 
a beneficial engagement to bring a transformation of home life. Such 
pioneering seemed to be more ‘on their own terms’ in the earlier village 
and cocoa developments but their efforts faced more formidable challenges 
during the Pacific War and when industrialisation, with its massive logging, 
oil palm monocropping, settler migration and town development, got under 
way. The following chapters dissect this ‘multiplicity of engagement’. There 
are signs that Maututu are finding ways to engage with these wild incursions 
and forge new mediations with the strange outside. Fifty years after oil palm 
was first introduced to the Bialla area, Maututu retain creativity in forging 
important partnerships with outsiders.
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Early Maututu engagement with the oil 
palm industry
The colonial administration during the early 1970s discouraged Maututu 
village communities from participating in the industrial transformations 
taking place all around them. From the perspective of government officers, 
first under the Australian administration, then under PNG self-government 
(1973–75), the villagers were better left to farm their cocoa and copra and 
tend to fishing, hunting and sago processing. They had access to cash through 
cocoa and copra, and the administration concluded that they did not have 
the individual drive and discipline to make a success of oil palm blocks. 
The colonial administration was convinced that economic transformation 
had to be built on individuals rather than communities, and, thus, initially 
favoured land-poor families from elsewhere in PNG who were willing to 
leave their kin relations to forge a new life. The land settlement schemes 
planned by both colonial and independent governments envisaged that, 
by taking people away from their village subsistence farming and settling 
them on household blocks oriented to commercial crops, the perceived 
constraints on agricultural development from communal obligations could 
be overcome (Hulme, 1984; Koczberski, Curry & Anjen, 2012; Koczberski 
et al., 2009).

In my role as a Department of Agriculture, Stock and Fisheries (DASF) 
field officer during 1973–75, I was asked to hold village meetings to prepare 
Maututu for the pending transformation of the area. Although Maututu 
were permitted to apply as oil palm settlers, there was little interest from the 
administration in encouraging either that or village oil palm (VOP). Rather, 
during the period of self-government when expatriates still dominated the 
DASF, the administration encouraged Maututu to consider expanding 
their subsistence activities, improving their pig and fish production, and 
extending their gardening activities so that they could sell to the incoming 
population of settler farmers. These administration officers expected that 
the incoming settler population would marginalise Maututu economically 
and dominate them politically and so, to address that, they encouraged 
alternative financial opportunities for villagers, allowing them to remain at 
home with their customary pursuits and shielding them from the impact of 
capitalist development taking place on the slopes of their ancestral domain. 
The administration’s effort among villagers was low-key: it left matters to 
the business development division, which had no officers in the area and 
little coordination with DASF or with oil palm companies. Such efforts 
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demonstrated, if such was needed, that oil palm development was directed 
primarily towards raising national and corporate revenue and mitigating 
land and political pressures elsewhere in PNG, rather than improving the 
welfare of local populations.1 As one Maututu leader commented later to 
me, ‘we were dismissed at first as mere spectators of the oil palm boom’.

To Maututu villagers, the main threat of the oil palm industry lay 
in the thousands of settlers the administration planned to introduce into 
the area. They represented the wild outside far more powerfully than the 
crop itself. At a Nakanai Council meeting on 30 May 1969, one of the 
kansil remonstrated that the proposed settler blocks must be acquired by 
Maututu to prevent the entry of vast numbers of outsiders into the area. 
Such people would engage in fights with locals and rape local women, he 
said. He encouraged local girls to get married quickly to fellow Maututu 
in order to increase the village populations and proposed that the settler 
population should always be represented on council by a Nakanai. At the 
time, villagers told me that they feared the influx of stranger settlers because 
of their sorcery and their love magic. These strangers would be entering the 
Maututu domain, not at the behest of villagers but of the administration 
that villagers accused of promoting stranger interests over their own. At a 
later village meeting at Matililiu in May 1972, locals again urged young 
women to marry Maututu men and have many children to build up the 
local population. They expressed regret about the long-term alienation of 
their soil to settlers from different ethnic groups and called for all young 
men to take up oil palm blocks to counter the entry of vast numbers of 
outsiders on their soil. These objections to oil palm development were not, 
therefore, focused on the crop itself, but on the incursion of dangerous 
strangers in large numbers into the Bialla population and onto Maututu soil. 
The financial success of these strangers could sideline Maututu enterprise 
and the intermarriage of Maututu women with the strangers could produce 
a new generation with little commitment to ‘being Maututu’. The focus 
of concern was to sustain relations within the ‘home’ community because 
these thousands of settlers could not be trusted to forge such relations.

The work by villagers in clearing the forest and planting diverse crops amply 
demonstrated their hard work, skills and knowledge, and their adaptability 
and enterprise were already evident in their expansive cocoa plantings. 
In 1969, I heard Maututu remark that young women no longer sought 

1	 At the time, the Mataungan Association in Rabaul was campaigning strongly for the return of 
commercial properties on the Gazelle.
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a partner with shiny skin (attributed to men resisting fatty meats) but, 
instead, sought a man who had proven himself through his cash crops and 
his access to money. Thus, contrary to administration expectations, from 
the very beginning of the oil palm developments, Maututu indicated their 
interest in experimenting with the crop. In meetings I convened in 1972, 
Maututu were already discussing the importance of adopting oil palm, just 
as previously they had adopted cocoa, and were acknowledging that oil palm 
was about to become a key crop in their lives. When the administration 
finally in 1975 called for indigenous applications for settler blocks, many 
Maututu responded, seeing it as a means to access cash incomes and ‘modern’ 
status. Maututu demonstrated they were open to the opportunities that the 
oil palm crop might bring as a supplement to their production of cocoa 
and copra.

Maututu as settler smallholders
It was after the transition from colonial government to PNG self-government 
and then independence in 1975 that the incoming PNG Government took 
up the challenge of incorporating local villagers into the cultivation of oil 
palm. This reflected the different perspective that the independent PNG 
Government brought to the development of people and resources. At a village 
meeting at Bubuu in April 1975, leaders noted that government was offering 
loans of A$1,000 to Maututu who joined the settlement scheme and was 
guaranteeing high prices for fresh fruit bunches (FFB) until the loan was paid 
off. At the time, oil palm was promoted as a government scheme, with no 
mention of company interests. It was not explained how such high prices 
might be guaranteed. Mirroring the principles of the PNG Constitution 
that protected customary rights and village integrity, the new government 
displayed a level of understanding of the ontological perspectives of village 
farmers that was refreshing. It appeared to want to protect the welfare of 
local populations in terms of their customary priorities alongside the new 
economic opportunities.

Maututu interpreted the government approach as seeking a partnership 
with them and they responded boldly. Almost 50 Maututu applied, and, in 
1977–78, were granted 6-hectare blocks in the settlement scheme. In the 
Hoskins Land Settlement Scheme (LSS) in 1977, fewer than 0.5 per cent 
of blocks were allocated to local villagers (Valentine & Valentine, 1979). 
In Bialla, the proportion was much higher—46 among the 700 smallholders 
(7 per cent). Twenty-three men from the villages of Gomu, Apupul, Baikakea, 
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Bubuu and Uase were granted blocks in Tiauru Section to the south, and 
another 23 from Gomu, Apupulu, Baikakaea and Bubuu in Wilelo Section 
to the north. According to Kau, who gained a block in Wilelo, other villagers 
declined the offer because they did not recognise it as a partnership. Instead, 
they imagined it as wokman blong gavman (government labourers).

Each blockholder paid an annual K75 lease fee to the lands department. 
They were required to move as a family to the block and join the population 
of settlers, committing their children to the settlement school. They were 
thus physically separated from the hamlet community that had provided 
their strongest sense of identity, support and inspiration, and placed in a 
heterogeneous collection of settlers living separately, each on their own block, 
and required as individual nuclear families to provide for their own welfare. 
This was in stark contrast to village life where so much of daily activity was 
done through relationships within the community. At first, men and women 
laboured heavily in clearing and burning the trees and undergrowth on the 
blocks and planting the allocated palms, 240 palms on the first 2 hectares. 
They also cultivated food gardens and built their houses there. There was 
little cooperation with settler households in these tasks, as Maututu and 
other ethnic groups remained wary of each other.

At ‘home’ in the hamlet, a site as large as 4 hectares would never be cleared as 
an individual project but as a cooperative task involving up to 20 ‘dividuals’ 
under the leadership of a ‘big man’, probably with the intent of holding a 
mage feast. Together they would fell and burn the timber and then divide the 
block into many smaller allotments for husband and wife teams (or other 
partnerships) to clean the soil and plant the crops. In contrast, the clearing 
and planting of these large oil palm blocks entirely by the leasehold couple 
represented an unwelcome ‘individualisation’ of garden activity. It also 
differed from the planting of their other cash crop, cocoa, which generally 
occupied only half a hectare and was planted in an abandoned food garden 
already cleared of larger vegetation. In addition, the maintenance of oil 
palm was far more intensive, requiring constant pruning and removal of 
dead palm leaves to prevent disease, as well as the cutting of all undergrowth 
that impeded the growth of the palms. Such work was initially monitored 
closely by DASF and Oil Palm Industry Corporation (OPIC) officers and 
company supervisors anxious to guarantee maximum productivity and to 
ensure rapid repayment of debts.2

2	 OPIC was established by the PNG Government in 1992 to provide field extension and development 
services to smallholders in the oil palm industry. It replaced DASF supervisors.
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Oil palm dictated a cycle of indebtedness. The debts incurred to the 
government or company for planting stock, fertilisers and pesticides were 
paid off as instalments deducted from oil palm earnings by the company. 
Then, after 20 years, the debt started all over again when the block was 
replanted. This was in contrast to cocoa, which Maututu rarely replaced—
and, when they did, used seedlings grown themselves. Ideally, oil palm 
smallholders could hope to pay off their primary debt to the company 
within 11 years, afterwards realising a surplus income for up to 10 years 
over and above their continued outlays on fertiliser and insecticide. This, 
of course, depended on stable world prices for palm oil and the continued 
productivity of the palms, neither of which proved predictable. The world 
prices for both cocoa and palm oil fluctuated quite unpredictably, at least in 
the eyes of smallholders with little knowledge of the world events affecting 
those prices. They tended, rather, to suspect the company of manipulating 
both mill gate prices and transportation costs to improve corporate profits.

When I returned to the area in 2009, Maututu reported to me that they 
had initially done well as settlers, but that most of them had since left the 
blocks. One of these early Maututu settler smallholders even claimed that 
he had received a ‘top producer’ award in 1990. They were helped initially 
by being able to access food from village gardens, to which they returned 
regularly. Over time this dependence declined as they established food 
gardens on their blocks, to the point of only gathering coconuts from the 
village, some of which they were able to sell to settler neighbours. However, 
they recounted the difficulties they faced getting their children to school, 
with the children having to walk from their blocks to a central school in 
the LSS at Wilelo or Tiauru. Concern for their children’s welfare among 
outsiders became one of several factors motivating families to move back 
to the village and, by the mid-1990s, all but a few of the original Maututu 
settlers had returned with their families to the village. Some had missed the 
daily involvement in village social relations; others preferred their children 
to attend the village school where some teachers spoke Maututu and the 
children had their best friends. Even the ‘top producer’ mentioned above 
did not continue on his block but hired an outsider to manage it while he 
returned to village farming. Very few Maututu remained long enough on 
the block to pay off their initial debt to the company. A key year appears 
to have been 1986, when farm gate prices for oil palm bunches dropped to 
‘near zero’ and many Maututu stopped harvesting or tending their blocks. 
Such poor prices would have prolonged the time it took to pay off their 
initial loans, delaying the longed-for income streams expected from oil 
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palm. But the mid-1980s also generated an enthusiasm for plantings of 
VOP (see below), such that their withdrawal from settler blocks probably 
indicated their preference to grow the crop closer to home on village soil.

Their withdrawal from the settler blocks might have confirmed company 
perceptions of the ‘lazy native’; however, as we shall see, these villagers 
did not abandon their blocks to escape agricultural work but to enjoy the 
social relations and securities of village life, while committing to grow oil 
palm at ‘home’. These early settler smallholders appear to have rejected the 
assumptions of industrial growth models and made choices fashioned by 
their indigenous priorities. Rather than relentlessly pursuing the financial 
rewards of individualised farming, they opted to value their social networks 
and their obligations to take part in communal affairs. Their intent was to 
bring benefits from the wild outside into the domestic community, rather 
than divorce themselves from that community.

While only a few Maututu settler farmers remained in residence on their 
blocks, some retained their leases and appointed an outsider to manage the 
block, dividing the income with them as leaseholder. Lapou from Bubuu 
recalled planting 2 hectares of his block in Wilelo in 1980 and caring for 
the palms until they flowered, learning how to pollinate the flowers and 
later introducing the weevil la viri as a pollinating insect. He then planted 
a further 2 hectares with another 240 palms. Although he continued to 
manage his settler block, even he abandoned residence on the block to return 
to the village. Lapou narrated how he and his family had been terrorised on 
their block by a giant python, which they designated a taua spirit.3 Lapou 
sub-leased the block to a Chimbu settler but was shocked in 2015 when this 
man sold the block without Lapou’s knowledge, leading to a court case at 
which he sought, successfully, to reclaim the block. Despite these tensions, 
Lapou remained critical of his village mates. He insisted that if they had 
held onto their blocks, as he had, they might have had the success he had, 
but they were greedy, he said, choosing to realise quick cash rather than 
pursue a steady income that might have supported their children’s future.4 
In his view, their rejection of settler production was more about short-term 

3	 As narrated above, he killed the python but a drop of its blood fell on his daughter causing her to 
fall sick and die.
4	 Lapou built a modern, permanent materials home and acquired a car, which was maintained by his 
son who was a mechanic in the company workshop. For several years, he was kansil for Bubuu-Baiakea-
Gigipuna.
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financial reward than repairing social networks. This was evidenced by 
the fact that he had chosen to retain ownership of his settler block while 
returning to live with his social networks in the village.

This tension between individual pursuit of financial gain and obligations 
to kin and neighbours continued to challenge the blockholders, just as 
Chao (2020) had noted of an earlier stage of oil palm cultivation among 
the Marind. International oil palm companies, with government support, 
were seeking to exploit the land and labour of indigenous people to generate 
revenue, both for themselves and the national economy. In thinking about 
indigenous capacity for involvement, government failed to recognise 
that villagers, even as they engaged with the new crop, would prioritise 
their ‘home’ social identity and reciprocal exchanges over the pursuit of 
individualised profit-focused production.

Village oil palm
The agreement signed in 1972 by South Pacific Palm Oil Development Pty 
Ltd (SPPOD) and the colonial administration had included the following 
clauses: ‘encourage village farmers surrounding the Project company and 
settlement scheme to plant 800 hectares to oil palm’ and ‘encourage the 
existing settlement scheme farmers located inland from Bangula Bay (Silanga-
Uasilau) to plant 800 hectares to oil palm’ (Department of Senate, 1973, p. 9). 
Local villagers, in Bialla, and in Silanga and Uasilau, were thus envisaged as 
contributing 38 per cent (1,600 hectares) of smallholder plantings, while the 
settler population contributed 62 per cent. However, initially, the colonial 
administration and SPPOD focused only on settler smallholders.

That changed in 1977 when the PNG Government invited members of the 
Nakanai Council and several big men from the Maututu villages to visit the 
Mosa plantation at Hoskins run by the New Britain Palm Oil (NBPOL). 
There, after inspecting the palm oil mill and its nuclear estate, they signed 
an agreement with the government to establish VOP in Bialla. Each of them 
returned to Maututu with an oil palm seedling for planting. In 1978, the 
PNG Government approved the establishment in Bialla of VOP. In doing 
so, they instructed Hargy Oil Palm Ltd (HOPL) to negotiate with villagers 
to open up village land to oil palm cultivation. This finally activated the 
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terms of the original agreement to encourage Maututu to adopt VOP.5 OPIC 
field staff were assigned to guide the village cultivation in consultation with 
company staff.

The situation that faced Maututu VOP growers was somewhat different 
from that faced by the settler smallholders. While they were dependent on 
company provisions and controls and entered debt arrangements like those 
of the settler smallholders, they retained the cooperation of their village 
communities and the ability to combine oil palm with other cash crops such 
as cocoa. Reflecting this, villagers rarely planted more than the required 
minimum of 2 hectares in oil palm, and, even though many replaced their 
cocoa with the new cash crop, much cocoa was retained. As with the earlier 
establishment of cocoa plantings, households did not necessarily plant on 
their lineage soil, but on soil where they had made food gardens. They did 
not, at that point, foresee a future situation in which soil was in short supply 
and the lineage or hamlet claimed the soil back. In addition, some lineages 
did not have soil contiguous with the roads used by company trucks, with 
the result that the company refused to support oil palm on their inaccessible 
soil. They were thus forced to approach other lineages to access suitably 
located soil.

Maututu villagers did not uniformly adopt VOP. The two villages closest to 
the company nursery and the Tiauru settler blocks, Mataruru and Matililiu, 
were the first to plant.6 One village grower in Bubuu reported to me that, 
initially, there was a lot of opposition to VOP and only 30 households in the 
village adopted the crop. He opted to grow both oil palm and cocoa, planting 
7,000 cocoa trees on 12 hectares in the late 1970s. Those who hesitated 
to plant oil palm included Baikakea farmers who remained committed to 
cocoa and did not plant VOP until 1991. Villagers’ ambivalence in the early 
years focused on how much work was entailed in preparing the large blocks 
and their doubts as to whether oil palm would prove better than cocoa. 
As the palms grew higher and harvesting became more dangerous, some 
farmers began to speak favourably of communities in the island of Buka 
who had decided against oil palm in favour of cocoa and copra.

5	 Kean (2000) indicates that it was only in the late 1980s that the West New Britain Government 
initiated village oil palm production among Bileki villagers of Hoskins, providing loans for the clearing 
and planting of 2-hectare blocks.
6	 Neither of these villages were represented in those who took up settler blocks, perhaps indicating 
their early preference for village production.
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Figure 5.1: Village oil palm, 2017
Note: The mature palms have been poisoned and are being replaced by young palms 
interspersed with food crops.
Source: Author.

Company and government efforts were initially directed towards establishing 
‘individualised’ responsibility for each VOP block through registration 
and titling in the name of the husband. However, after the 2004 Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations Land in Africa Conference, 
there was increasing recognition in the international community that ‘full 
individualization and registration of customary tenures has often failed to 
deliver the anticipated increase in agricultural investment and productivity’ 
(Koczberski, Curry & Anjen 2012, p. 183). With that international recognition 
came a greater focus on an ‘adaptation approach’, supporting and building on 
existing customary tenure, something acknowledged in PNG, at least ideally, 
in the 1975 Constitution. But this ran counter to the commitment of the 
oil palm industry to individualising smallholder production and the debts it 
incurred, built on their assumption that maximum production was attained 
only through individual ownership of land (Figure 5.1).
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After the slow early uptake, village plantings increased through the 1990s as 
oil palm revenue began to compare favourably with cocoa revenue (Curry 
& Koczberski, 2012). In 2005–06, there were 1,593 blocks of VOP in 
Bialla, covering 3,669 hectares (average 2.3 hectares).7 This was already 
over double what was initially proposed by the Australian administration, 
and comprised 31 per cent of the total smallholder oil palm area (Curry 
& Koczberski, 2007, p. 14). Once established, a 2-hectare block required 
about eight days labour per month, four days harvesting for the fortnightly 
pickup and four days cleaning vegetation around the palms and pruning 
excessive palm fronds. This left ample time for work in gardens and other 
pursuits. With the alternatives of garden and cocoa production, villagers 
could refrain from harvesting oil palm when prices were low. Household 
cash income was augmented from marketing of food crops and betel nut, 
and off-farm work. In 2004, 13 per cent of settlers and 20 per cent of 
village smallholders in Bialla benefited from household members employed 
off-farm (Koczberski & Curry 2005, p. 331). This occasional preference 
for other income sources reflected home priorities but contributed to 
village smallholders’ reputation as ‘much more fickle producers’ than settler 
smallholders (Curry & Koczberski, 2012). Yet, such ‘fickleness’ reflected the 
ways they were incorporating oil palm into their ‘home’ situation.

As with cocoa, oil palm production relied on the labour of the nuclear 
household. As in the clearing of forest for subsistence gardens, inter-
household labour was only invited in the initial clearing and planting 
stages; afterwards, each household took responsibility for maintaining 
and harvesting their own block. As all produce in the village was weighed 
and transported the same day, it was unlikely that much inter-household 
cooperation could emerge. Only single men could be recruited from outside 
the household for the task.8 I only observed larger groups of kin working a 
single block when that block was planted in the name of a widowed woman, 
or when the blockholder was getting too old to manage the harvest on his 
or her own. Thus, as Michael Dove (1983) pointed out for the swidden 
societies of Kalimantan, production was limited by labour rather than land 
availability.

7	 Including VOP of Maututu, Mengen and Meramera villages.
8	 Bileki, with its lower take-up of VOP, may have had more kin labour available. Curry and Koczberski 
(2012) observed in Hoskins that ‘the lineage and often other members of the broader kinship group 
contribute labour’ in these blocks, and that oil palm became ‘central to reproducing intra- and inter-
household relationships’.
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In village garden and cocoa plots, both men and women cooperated in 
cultivation, harvesting and consumption. This gender partnership was 
threatened under VOP arrangements where blocks were formally registered 
in the husband’s name. In the initial years of oil palm production, the 
company accounted the income by cheque to the husband who might cash 
the cheque and spend the money without his wife’s knowledge, even though 
she had laboured with him on the block. In some cases, husbands purchased 
cartons of beer to drink and were inebriated by the time they returned 
home. The Mama Lus Frut scheme introduced in 1997 acknowledged 
this imbalance, although the ‘loose fruit’ comprised only a small portion 
of the total harvest, usually one of six or seven nets harvested on each 
block. Overall, loose fruits constituted only 14 per cent of the total harvest 
(Curry et al., 2021). Recognising this continued imbalance, many Maututu 
men topped up their wife’s net with FFB, recognising these earnings as hers 
to spend as she wanted. They still acknowledged that the ‘mama’ earned at 
best half what the ‘papa’ earned. A further benefit of the Mama Lus Frut 
initiative was that the names of both the woman and man were written on 
a wooden sign nailed to a tree where the weighing of the nets occurred. 
This informed the truck driver of the names of both accounts to be credited, 
but it publicly announced their partnership in working the block.

In 2007, approximately 46 per cent of the total area of smallholder oil 
palm (in Hoskins, Bialla and Popondetta) was classified as VOP plantings 
(Curry & Koczberski, 2007). After the mid-1990s, there was no further 
release of land for settler smallholdings but VOP continued to expand, 
although their production levels fell short of nuclear plantation and settler 
outputs. Curry and Koczberski (2007) reported that, in 2006 in the 
Hoskins scheme, LSS smallholders achieved only 60 per cent of nuclear 
plantation levels of production, while VOP growers achieved a paltry 38 per 
cent. It was this poorer productivity that the new HOPL manager sought 
to address on his appointment in 2008. At the time, world prices were 
fluctuating wildly. The world market price reached 4,000 Malaysian ringgit 
(MR) at the beginning of the year, only to fall to MR1,500 at the end of 
2008. In the first week of December 2008, the market price of palm oil 
dropped to K530. At the time, the mill gate price for bunches was K154.39 
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a tonne, but at the farm gate farmers were receiving only K103.21 a tonne.9 
In such circumstances it was difficult to persuade villagers to harvest FFB 
when they had other, easier sources of livelihood, such as cocoa, fishing and 
food gardens.

One VOP smallholder’s fortnightly receipts (Table 5.1) indicate the 
unpredictable fluctuations in income that producers experienced. These 
receipts indicate that, with loan repayments to the company reducing the 
farm gate price by a further 30 per cent, the grower was left on 7 December 
2008 with just over K70 a tonne. By January 2010, the mill gate price had 
almost doubled while transportation costs had fallen by a third, making the 
returns from oil palm much more attractive. In February 2013, the mill gate 
price had fallen again, to only K133 tonne, and Maututu were comparing 
this unfavourably to the price of a bag of dry cocoa beans at K400 or a tonne 
of copra at K500.

Table 5.1: Village oil palm smallholder’s receipts for a fortnight’s 
production (kina per tonne)

December 2008 January 2010

Mill gate price 147.26 269.00

Transport 44.05 28.00

Farm gate price 103.21 241.00

Cheque deduction 0.50 –

Less BOPGA contribution 2.00 2.00

Loan repayments 30% 30.00 71.70

Cash received 70.71 167.30

Notes: BOPGA (Bialla Oil Palm Growers Association) represented smallholders in 
consultations with company and government.
Source: Author’s research, based on village oil palm growers’ fortnightly dockets.

9	 The mill gate price of K154.39 was improved by a value added tax (VAT) of 1.43, and reduced by 
an OPRA levy of 1.77, a sexava pesticide levy of 2.50, and OPIC levy of 4.00, and a 10 per cent VAT on 
OPIC of 0.40, leaving a mill gate price of K147.26, and, once a transport cost of K44.05 was deducted, 
a farm gate price of K103.21. From this, a further deduction was made from the total amount for the 
cheque K0.50 and a BOPGA (Bialla Oil Palm Growers’ Association) fortnightly levy of K2.00 was 
made. After this, a further deduction was made of 30 per cent for repayment of any outstanding loans to 
the company. In one case, the husband was repaying a loan of K11,189 and his wife from her account a 
loan of K1,091. Thus, the farmer received about K70 a tonne, when some months previous to this he/
she had received K400 a tonne.
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Maututu were troubled by two aspects of oil palm production. The first 
was the wild fluctuations in the prices they received, interpreted by many 
smallholders as driven by the arrogance of the company. When prices fell, 
many Maututu chose not to harvest, demonstrating their relative autonomy 
from the industry. Second, they questioned the many deductions made 
by the company from their farm gate earnings. There were deductions 
for transport, for loan repayments (for seedlings, fertiliser, pesticide and 
other inputs), and for the services of BOPGA, OPIC and OPRA (Oil Palm 
Research Association) (Curry & Koczberski, 2012).10 Their suspicions about 
the company were enhanced by a lack of information on world market 
prices. Neither HOPL nor OPIC made these available and farmers had no 
internet access to monitor world market prices. As a consequence, village 
discussions concluded that either the company was exploiting them for its 
own profit or the truck driver who weighed the produce of each block was 
under-reporting the weight and then booking an additional weight under 
his own or a relative’s name. Villagers also noted that, while the company 
insisted they cut the stork off the bunches, the bunches from the nuclear 
estate were delivered with long stalks; on the basis of that observation, they 
suspected that the stork contained oil content that they were not allowed 
to claim. There was also resentment that everyone was charged for a set 
delivery of fertiliser even though many did not apply all of it in their blocks.

The wild fluctuations in farm gate prices thus generated distrust of the 
industrial partners and undermined partnership benefits. In November 2017, 
villagers remarked to me that the company ‘had them by the nose’ (ubi la 
maisumiteu).11 At the time, the farm gate price of bunches was K278 a tonne, 
before deductions for fertiliser, pesticides and nets reduced that further. 
In comparison, they claimed, NBPOL at Hoskins was paying K280 a tonne 
at the farm gate and making no further deductions for fertiliser and pesticide. 
On one occasion, Bialla VOP producers petitioned NBPOL to purchase oil 
palm bunches from Bialla, because they had lost trust in HOPL, but HOPL 
successfully took NBPOL to court to stop such purchases out of their allocated 
crop area. Better-informed farmers at this point were calling for the release of 
the growers’ fund, a contribution deducted from each grower’s fortnightly 

10	 OPRA is a not-for-profit research arm of the oil palm industry, under the direction of the two PNG 
milling companies (NBPOL and HOPL) and OPIC as a representative of smallholders. All oil palm 
producers pay a volume related levy, calculated through the milling companies.
11	 Some domesticated pigs had string inserted in their noses to enable their control.
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income to cover such emergencies.12 Neither the company nor government 
provided information about the use of this revenue, and many growers were 
unaware it was being deducted. The call was unsuccessful, as neither the 
company nor OPIC supported the suggestion to release the funds.

VOP growers regretted that they had no leaders capable of standing up to the 
might of the company. In 1982, five Maututu village producers sat on the Oil 
Palm Central Committee under the Department of Primary Industry (later 
Department of Agriculture and Livestock), alongside representatives of the 
Tiauru and Wilelo Division settlers. The Central Committee later became 
the Bialla Oil Palm Growers Association (BOPGA). Although nominally 
included in oil palm deliberations, these BOPGA representatives often lacked 
the knowledge to pursue village concerns. Communication with OPIC field 
officers was poor and BOPGA’s representation of growers’ interests was later 
undermined by the inclusion of officers from HOPL and OPIC. Distrust 
of OPIC and BOPGA grew. For example, when OPIC conducted a village 
survey in Baikakea in December 2008, few villagers were present to respond 
to the survey, and even the village BOPGA representative was absent.

As a result of the oil palm industry, Maututu became a minority on their own 
‘soil’. Only 4 of the 20 wards in the Bialla LLG included Maututu villages. 
Although a Maututu from Urumaili village, John Ilisi, son of Mapulo Gaa, 
was LLG president for the first four terms (1995–2015), his leadership of 
the council led to few improvements in village facilities. After the 2015 
elections, a settler replaced him as president; as a minority, Maututu may 
not gain the presidency again. Indigenous villages have not fared well under 
the LLG administration or HOPL management of tax funds. Up to 2018, 
there was no piped water to village populations and only Uase, Matililiu 
and Mataruru had access to electricity, despite the fact that the hydro-
electricity turbines on the Lovo River were located on Maututu land. The 
village health posts were in poor condition, without supplies and unstaffed, 
with no indication of strategies to deal with this and regain community 
confidence. Needless deaths occurred within the village from illnesses such 
as malaria and diabetes. Maututu raised a variety of issues with their LLG 
representatives. These included the indigenous claim on the Ambusa/Bialla 
land, management of the Bialla airstrip, repair of local roads, maintenance 
of local school buildings and health posts, the negotiation of electricity 

12	 Initially each grower had K1 per tonne deducted from their fortnightly cheque, and this amount 
increased to K5 in 2004. In August 2002 the fund totalled K240,000.
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supply to all villages, and the increasing pollution of local streams and 
marine environments. Village dissatisfaction led to accusations that LLG 
presidents were self-seeking, reflecting a general distrust of LLG processes.13

Conclusion
Despite their distrust of both the company and LLG, Maututu village 
production continued to grow. Some smallholders in Gomu village in 
2010 were harvesting up to 13 tonnes a fortnight, the largest fortnightly 
cheque received being K3,000, with the average receipt for FFB around 
K300 per producer. A local schoolteacher compared this to her salary 
of K200 a fortnight, which she said was barely enough to cover the cost of 
food and other necessities for her family. VOP farmers were also able to 
negotiate a bank loan, with repayments deducted from their fortnightly 
produce cheque at the rate of 20–30 per cent of the total income received. 
A company executive informed me in 2017 that a VOP blockholder with 
2 hectares of oil palm could expect to earn K15,000 a year, an average of 
over A$500 a fortnight. In 2017, there were 1,963 VOP blocks supplying 
the HOPL mills, an increase of 23 per cent over the decade. Those years saw 
a large number of village houses improved with sawn planks and corrugated 
iron roofing sheets and an increase in the villages of consumer goods such as 
mobile phones, footwear and fashion clothes. Oil palm had contributed to 
a material improvement in village life.

Maututu responses to oil palm suggested that the capitalist priorities of the 
company were secondary to the ‘home’ ontological priorities of relationality. 
They incorporated oil palm within ‘home’ regimes that continued to 
promote cooperation, exchange, and kin and neighbour relations as the 
fundamentals of a dividual’s way of knowing and being. However, oil palm 
put pressure on these core values. People raised particular concerns with me 
about the new crop. First, oil palm took up more land because the blocks 
demanded of each grower needed to be larger to meet the requirements set 
by the company. Second, oil palm required growers to become dependent 
on the company for materials and finance and, because of the debt incurred, 
to become compliant with company directives on how they managed their 

13	 One example was a 2003 PNG Government grant of K300,000 to the ‘Maututu Corporation’ to 
purchase shares in HOPL. Only the LLG president and one other director were said to know what had 
happened to these funds. Another accusation mentioned A$50,000 given to the Maututu LLG president 
from Chico University for access to Lake Hargy that was never distributed.
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blocks. Third, oil palm was demanding on their labour because of the need to 
clean and trim the much larger blocks, and, perhaps more importantly, such 
labour was more demanding on men and tended to exclude women, except 
in tidying up the loose fruit. Fourth, this encouraged unequal financial 
benefits for men and women. While cocoa income was paid in cash to 
whomever delivered the wet beans, oil palm income was disproportionately 
paid to the male blockholder. Fifth, they evaluated oil palm in terms of 
their own priorities rather than the production targets and quality issues 
emphasised by the company. For them, the oil palm block was one part of 
their being in which they were focused on meeting the social obligations 
of ritual, exchange and family livelihood rather than profit-making.

There was a sense of anger and disillusionment as Maututu pointed out to 
me that they could neither fly on planes nor travel to Australia, and that they 
had no electricity supply to their homes or sealed roads to their villages; nor 
did they have access to jobs and schooling. Their collective disappointment 
led them to a sense of inferiority, which increased their low political standing 
in the LLG. A key conclusion of a social report commissioned by the PNG 
Centre of Environmental Law and Community Rights (Anderson, 2006) 
was that oil palm had not provided the improvement in lifestyle that was 
expected in the discourse of industrial expansion and resettlement of land-
short populations. Many village homes remained of bush material; electricity 
and piped water was yet to reach many villages; and farmers struggled to 
repay their oil palm debts over many years, only to face the prospect of 
further huge debts when replanting took place. In 2010, I discussed at 
length the developments of the last four decades with one elder who had 
been kansil for Bubuu and Baikakea, held a settler block and had extensive 
VOP. He was highly critical of the Australian land purchase of the 1960s 
and categorised oil palm as ‘extraction’, not ‘development’. There had been 
little development in the Bialla area, he said, despite the wealth that oil palm 
had created, by which he referred to the lack of true progress for Maututu in 
the terms in which they evaluated progress.

Curry (2003, p. 406) explored in his research among village and settler 
oil palm producers in West New Britain how their engagement with the 
new crop:

can be transformed or recast by place-based practices to create an 
alternative modernity that, in practice, bears little resemblance to 
the idealised notions of market economic relationships and the 
economically rational, utility-maximizing individual.
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Curry (2005, p. 130) concluded that ‘indigenous communities are able to 
shape how capitalist development is to be embedded in their communities 
to accord with indigenous sociocultural values and practices’. He challenged 
development planners to seek, rather, the enhancement of oil palm 
production in terms of how it becomes ‘embedded in local place-based 
practices of exchange’, and, thus, to enable the flexibility of the industry 
to better accommodate local priorities (Curry, 2003, p. 420). The next 
chapters explore how villagers articulated their priorities with the demands 
of industrialisation (Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2: Village food garden under poisoned oil palm, 2017
Source: Author. 



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.2025.05

http://doi.org/10.22459/WP.2025.05

