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9
Restoring the wild  

as partner

The previous chapter explored the Christian revival that changed the way 
Maututu communities expressed their ‘home’ communities and how they 
related to the spirit world in the expanding world of outsiders. The revival 
emerged at a time when Maututu were overwhelmed by the industrial 
developments that had stripped them of soil, regimented their oil palm 
plantings and attracted thousands of strangers to the formerly quiet outpost 
of Bialla. The Christian revival was a reassertion of spirit power that enabled 
Maututu to reshape relationships with the outside.

This chapter examines another industrial-era transformation in Maututu 
relations with the wild, in this case the forest itself. Maututu view the forest as 
a resource, but a resource only made beneficial to them through partnership 
with the beings who inhabit its dark spaces. Their stories portray buata, 
taua, frog, spider, birds and the like as beings interacting with humans as kin 
or partners or enemies. They are wild in their location outside the domestic 
world of the hamlet, and unpredictable in their interactions with humans, 
but they are also potential partners. Maututu stories suggest that wild plants 
and animals ‘are endowed with agency, volition and the capacity to form 
mutual relations within and beyond their own species’ (West, 2016, p. 517).

Industrialisation initially marginalised Maututu to ‘the shadow of the palms’ 
(Chao, 2022). The vast expanse of oil palms distanced them from the 
forest realms of the hinterland and, like the industrial companies that had 
devastated the area, many Maututu began to see the remaining forest and 
their village domains as a mere capital asset to be exploited. This chapter 
maps that degeneration and the subsequent revival of respect for the wild.
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Negotiating wild waters
As industrialisation boomed, Maututu hamlet residents were isolated 
further and further from the forest domain. Oil palm stretched from Bialla 
northward beyond both the Lovo and the Barema rivers to the villages of the 
Meramera and Gigipuna peoples. To the south, it stretched 100 kilometres 
to the Hoskins Peninsular and beyond to Kimbe town. Inland, it stretched 
onto the slopes of the Nakanai Mountains. What remained of ancestral 
forests was restricted to the soils surrounding the villages on the coastal 
strip and a mountainous hinterland area above the oil palm where the 
major rivers formed. The Lovo River, particularly, was sacred in Maututu 
mythology. The foundation myth told of Kalakala and Koi who emerged 
from the domestic and wild betel nuts and, in their efforts to free their sister 
from a violent husband, drowned his village, creating the magnificent lake 
in the crater of Mount Ivi and the river Lovo that flows from the crater to 
the sea. The brothers guided this ‘flying’ river (lovo) as it cascaded out of 
the caldera through a series of waterfalls, finally slowing in coastal swamps 
before entering the sea.

In 1983, the Lovo River was designated by government as a site for the 
generation of hydro-electricity, its flow considered strong enough to 
eventually power both Kimbe and Rabaul towns. Maututu welcomed the 
prospect of electricity in the village but the proposal raised quite different 
issues. The lake and the river have great mythic significance, and the wild 
environment through which the river courses is home to diverse spirits, 
most importantly ancestral spirits. These negotiations between government, 
its agency PNG Power and the indigenous people became the catalyst for 
a reawakening of Maututu consciousness of their foundational relationship 
with the forest and its ‘wild’ forces.

In those early discussions with government, the Baikakea community 
advised that the river and Lamo Auru caldera were affiliated with nine 
lineages and, because these lineages had been co-resident in the original 
hamlets of the caldera, they would partner as one coalition in negotiating 
the hydro development. But the state-owned electricity supplier PNG Power 
ignored this community advice in their bid to facilitate the development. 
The agency determined to deal only with the lineage that was affiliated with 
the soil on which the turbines would be built, the Lolo lineage. Lolo leaders 
from the villages of Baikakea and Urumaili formed the Kumo Development 
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Corporation as an incorporated land group (ILG) to negotiate with PNG 
Power. The sidelining of the other lineages not only fractured the home 
communities but also invited the ill will of the ancestral spirits.

The agreement consisted of a small annual payment of K10,000 over a 
25-year period (1988–2012) to the Lolo lineage, who would then distribute 
the money as they determined. Many Maututu were mystified that, 
while PNG Power had millions of kina, the landowners were only being 
paid K10,000 a year. The contract provided no guarantee of the supply 
of electricity to Maututu villages and no transparency of how the annual 
payment would be distributed, if at all, to the wider community of nine 
lineages. Villagers later claimed to me that only in the first year of the scheme 
was the lease money distributed to other lineages. After that, the Kumo 
Development Corporation kept it all within their own lineage, suggesting 
that the Kumo leaders had chosen to ignore their relationships with others, 
in the style of ‘big shots’.

Many villagers both in Baikakea and neighbouring villages objected to 
this secrecy between Kumo and PNG Power. John Ilisi, the former LLG 
chairman and an Urumaili big man, disputed the Lolo claim. The origin 
of the Lolo lineage, he claimed, was in Tamoru, a hamlet some distance to 
the north-east of the Lovo River; therefore, any affiliation they had to soil 
was limited to the north bank of the river. The waters of the Lovo River, 
he said, could not be claimed by any one lineage, as these waters and those 
from tributaries of the Lovo pass through many lineage territories. Villagers 
were particularly incensed that PNG Power had undermined community 
relations through preferring one or two individual entrepreneurs over the 
lineage coalition.

Approaching 2012, the agreement came up for renegotiation and the nine 
lineages again sought to establish their rights to the area. Four lineages 
claimed primary rights in the Lovo River area where the turbines were 
situated, with the other five lineages claiming secondary links by affiliation 
with the wider catchment area. A senior woman from the Uge clan flew to 
Port Moresby to put their case to PNG Power, but reportedly was ignored 
as the government agency again chose to negotiate solely with Kumo. 
However, in January 2013, a Maututu lawyer representing the nine lineages 
reportedly reached an agreement with PNG Power for payments to a wider 
group, recognising affiliations not only to the soil but also to the water used 
to generate the electricity. However, the Kumo directors countered this with 
a new offer to PNG Power that retained the existing arrangements for an 
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increased payment. The village magistrate who was telling me the story said 
that PNG Power executives were surprised at the temerity of the Kumo 
directors in demanding a much-increased share of electricity revenue, but, 
once again, they preferred to renew the contract with Kumo. In 2014, a new 
contract was signed that named a much smaller annual lease than that 
demanded by the directors, and again with no guarantee of electricity to 
the villages. It made no mention of Maututu demands for the training and 
employment of village youth. Instead, there was merely an arrangement for 
village youth to provide security at its hydro site and town offices. But even 
this did not continue. For months, PNG Power failed to pay the youths’ 
wages or to make roadworthy the PNG Power vehicle assigned to them for 
such work. The state-owned company had favoured as its business partner 
the Kumo ‘big shots’ who, in their greed, were prepared to ignore wider 
relationships within the lineage coalition and even within the Lolo lineage.

The hydro development grew in significance without any of its benefits 
flowing to the community. In 2016, aid funds from the New Zealand 
Government and an A$1.4 million loan from the Asian Development Bank 
facilitated the installation of 150 kilometres of high voltage line delivering 
1.5 megawatts from Lovo to Kimbe town, the capital of West New Britain. 
The local regional member of parliament, who opened the refurbished 
hydro plant, suggested that with two further turbines it had a capacity 
to produce 10 megawatts of power. But there was still no certainty that 
Maututu villagers would receive electricity, nor offers of employment, nor 
an improved distribution of financial benefits. Like the logging and oil palm 
industries, this development marginalised local indigenous interests in the 
interests of the national economy.

Over three decades, the frustration of dealing with an unresponsive outside 
agency had alerted the wider Maututu community to the significance of 
their forest and its wild rivers, both in terms of the development priorities 
of  government and their existence as a people. The wider community 
saw not only the greed in the Kumo conduct but also the poor financial 
results from a relationship with outsiders that was disrespectful of Maututu 
concerns. Emerging from their frustration, however, was the coalition of 
nine lineages, a modern transformation of lineage cooperation and an 
enlightened sense of relationship with the forested hinterland that was rich 
in beings and sites sacred to them.
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Lineage respect for forest resources
The Kumo big shots were undeterred by community hostility to their greed. 
The Kumo Development Corporation also entered into an agreement in 
2003 with a Malaysian company, TSL, to log in their lineage estate north 
of the Barema River.1 The agreement was made under a Special Agricultural 
and Business Lease that gave lessees access to all the timber on a block 
of primary forest on the understanding that such a lease would then be 
converted to cash crops such as oil palm.2 The Kumo Corporation was 
paid an initial premium of K150,000 and earned royalties on those logs 
shipped out as recorded by the PNG Forest Authority.3 These arrangements 
with TSL disrespected other members of the Lolo lineage, the nine 
affiliated lineages and the wider village communities. It also brought into 
prominence the friction between starkly contrasting ontologies, the one 
based in relationships and the other in profit generated through efficiencies 
of capital production. Vegter (2005, p. 582), in reviewing the effectiveness 
of forestry law in PNG, noted that customary leaders become no more than 
the ‘puppets of logging companies’ and:

do not challenge logging companies because the companies continue 
to offer lucrative profits to the indigenous groups. Thus, their 
leadership decisions fail to meet the resource and social needs of 
the communities.

TSL and the Kumo directors ignored any impact their operations might have 
on the forest environment or community relations in the interests of realising 
maximum profits from timber exploitation. The directors repeatedly failed to 
share information or royalties adequately with lineage and karakara members.4

1	 The corporation, or rather the lineage, held 14,045 hectares of forest with a project volume of 
613,900 cubic metres of timber under a permit titled Maututu (Hargy) 1995–2005. The projected 
harvest for 1996–2001 was 57,576 cubic metres (Filer, 1997b).
2	 In 2013, a government inquiry found systematic violations of laws intended to protect customary 
land rights and native forests throughout PNG. In August 2016, the PNG Supreme Court found a 
major log exporting Special Agriculture and Business Lease (SABL) to be illegal, violating the rights 
of the West New Britain landowners. In 2017 the Globalwitness report Stained Trade reported that 
6.3 million cubic metres of logs valued at over US$1 billion had been exported (88 per cent to China) 
under SABL licences since 2009. Under intense political pressure, the prime minister announced the 
cancellation of all SABLs. Rarely had these leases been converted to cash crops such as oil palm, which 
was the government’s objective, but, rather, were regarded as a timber bounty.
3	 An abandoned car in the village indicated where some of these funds were spent. Kumo directors 
made multiple plane trips to Port Moresby staying in hotels in Kimbe and Port Moresby and spending 
big on entertainment and food.
4	 This may have been used to purchase a car that was used by the ILG chair for several years before it 
became undriveable.
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Though they represented themselves as partners of TSL, the Kumo directors 
appeared to have little interest in monitoring the activities of the logging 
company, further inflaming community hostility. On one occasion, TSL 
began to extract logs from outside the approved ILG area, seemingly with 
the approval of the Kumo directors who turned a ‘white eye’ (mata kea). 
In desperation, senior women from lineages other than Lolo raided the 
loggers’ camp, took machinery keys and lodged them with police until 
the illegal operations were investigated. TSL was subsequently fined. Many 
villagers condemned the Kumo directors for failing to control the company 
on ‘home’ soil, and for failing to extract promises made by TSL to build 
a classroom at the Baikakea school or to improve the road from Bubuu 
to Gomu.5

In addition, the wider community became increasingly concerned for 
the forest hinterland, its biodiversity and spirit being. Their unease was 
confirmed by an incident in 2007. TSL flew the three male Kumo directors 
to Port Moresby, putting them up in a comfortable hotel. The company 
had organised passports for the three directors, intending to take them to 
Malaysia to view the oil palm industry there, thus flagging the intent of TSL 
to convert the logging lease to oil palm. Just before the directors’ departure 
for Malaysia, they were drinking with the company CEO in Port Moresby 
when he became violently sick (some say he was victim to sorcery or poison) 
and later died. TSL abruptly abandoned its operations, leaving the forest 
area and Bubuu beach strewn with logs. Because these logs were never 
exported, they earned no royalties for the lineage. The logs still lay on the 
beach in 2018 as evidence to many of the greed of the Kumo directors and 
their failure to negotiate a beneficial partnership with the outsiders. For my 
Maututu interlocutors, the death of the CEO confirmed the amorality of 
the Kumo entanglements with the Malaysian strangers. This was further 
confirmed when a Kumo car ran over and killed four pedestrians near Bialla. 
When the Kumo directors later announced a plan to establish an oil palm 
estate on the logged land, younger clan members, male and female, and 
older women, prevented them, intent to preserve the forest and knowing 
they would see little of the proceeds from oil palm.

5	 To appease village anger, the logging camp of timber huts on Bubuu beach was later dismantled by 
the ILG directors and re-erected in Baikakea as two classrooms at the school.
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Victoria Stead (2017a) refers to practices of ‘intimate exclusion’, where 
neighbours and kin are excluded from recognition in land agreements. 
She writes:

power often goes to those able to translate across ontological 
difference. That is, power goes to those who are best able to position 
themselves within, and across both modernist and customary 
systems of land use and governance.

(Stead, 2017a, p. 375)

But the Kumo directors failed to develop, or even pursue, a beneficial 
partnership with outside companies. The arrangements benefited themselves 
as individuals but undermined their standing as dividuals. For the wider 
community, the lack of respectful partnership in the TSL arrangements 
led to the disasters that befell the company CEO and the fatal accident 
involving the Kumo car. The ravage of the lineage-affiliated forest visible 
in wasted logs and stripped foliage, and the piles of logs abandoned on the 
beach, alerted many in the community to la iruru of neglecting relations 
with the forest beings.

Protecting relations between home 
and wild
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), supported by 
environmental activists and national governments around the world, was 
established in 2004 to promote the environmental and social sustainability 
of palm oil production. Although it was not welcomed by the major oil 
palm producing countries of Indonesia and Malaysia, who recognised it 
would severely challenge their operating procedures, it became key to the 
operations of PNG oil producers, as it enabled them to access the European 
markets that had imposed tariffs on Indonesian and Malaysian oil palm 
products (Cramb & Curry, 2012). To be accredited under the RSPO, 
companies were obliged to protect customary land and interests, and to 
support local populations and improve their living conditions, health and 
education. They also committed to ensure that no primary forest was felled, 
and that seas were not polluted by industrial run-off.

The RSPO encouraged companies to work in partnership with indigenous 
communities, leading to Hargy Oil Palm Ltd (HOPL) working with 
Maututu in the protection of the Mount Ivi/Lamo Auru caldera. A Gomu 
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entrepreneur obtained a forestry permit over land (Portion 2081) that 
stretched into the caldera. He then approached HOPL to convert the block 
to oil palm. Portion 2081 fell under the Special Agriculture and Business 
Lease (SABL) issued to HOPL, leading villagers to suspect that HOPL was 
assisting the Gomu man. HOPL staff were adamant that they opposed 
oil palm on the steep slope of the caldera and could not explain how the 
man had obtained the permit. The ‘big shot’ proceeded to register two 
companies, a sawmill and an oil palm plantation, to develop the block and 
began processing timber there.

Their recent experiences with Kumo had led Baikakea villagers and other 
Maututu to a new respect for forest resources and the risk unfettered big men 
could pose in exploiting—disrespecting—these resources. They were angry 
that the big shot could do this without consultation with those lineages 
affiliated to the area. Alerted by HOPL staff, together they raised concerns 
about the conservation status of the caldera. This led to the registration 
of the Lamo Auru Community Conservation Association (LACCA) based 
in Baikakea in 2018. The association formally sought a restraining order 
from the District Court on the big shot’s activities, registering their case 
through the Division of Forestry and Climate Change. HOPL assisted by 
engaging lawyers to take him to court. They submitted that forest soils in 
the caldera could not be issued with private title and opposed expansion of 
oil palm into the pristine caldera. In the court proceedings, LACCA sought 
to excise Portion 2081 from the SABL lease and reinstate it as part of the 
caldera reserve.

The big shot’s actions were seen by fellow villagers as amoral in that he did 
not respect home relationships and affiliations, nor recognise the innate 
powers of the forest. Their unease was confirmed on 20 November 2018 
when his nephew was killed while felling a tree on the site. Baikakea 
villagers attributed his death to a huge snake, a taua spirit called Buabua, 
that occupied the caldera.6 Buabua, they said, had been offended by the 
illegal felling of timber in the caldera and taken revenge on the chainsaw 
operator. There was sympathy for his widow and three children and two 
other families who all depended on his income, but this only intensified 
their hostility towards the big shot for ignoring the court’s restraining order. 
The community demanded he pay full compensation to his nephew’s wife 
and young family.

6	 Villagers told me that three hunters once encountered it in the caldera and stood motionless while 
its huge body slithered slowly past.
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Rewilding through partnership
The opening up of the island through industrialisation sparked the interest 
of environmental non-government organisations (NGOs) and scientists in 
the interior of New Britain. At the same time, the Nakanai Mountains, 
which lie along the border of West and East New Britain, began to attract 
adventure tourism, such as kayaking the wild rapids, experiencing its vast 
biodiversity and exploring its massive cave systems. This was facilitated 
by some small-scale expatriate tourism operators, but indigenous groups, 
particularly in East New Britain, also responded to sharing their ‘wild’ 
with tourists.7 In the Bialla area, outside scientific and tourism interest has 
focused on the caldera of Mount Ivi and its lake Lamo Auru. Such interest 
grew once the oil palm roads brought access to the rim of the caldera. 
Indeed, local school and youth groups also began to trek into the lake.

In 1995–96, at the instigation of environmental NGOs, the caldera was 
proposed as a nature conservation area and potential ecotourism site. 
But this was largely done without consultation with Maututu and without 
consideration of the relations they held with forest beings. In their review 
of such tourist initiatives in New Britain, Gabriel et al. (2017, p. 14) 
cautioned that, ‘too often, local people come to be treated as commodities 
or objects, or are displaced and dispossessed in the tourism encounter’. Such 
dispossession occurs through outsiders presuming that their ontological 
perspective regarding forest and marine resources is the only or the superior 
one to take.

In anticipation of the proposed nature conservation area, HOPL and the 
Ewasse school founder Fred Hargesheimer approached Chico University 
(California State University) to make a comprehensive study of the flora 
and fauna of the caldera and the lake. HOPL agreed to facilitate the 2007 
expedition. The Chico team, on their first visit, stayed at the HOPL executive 
housing area and HOPL provided a staff member to liaise between them and 
the Lamo Auru Development Corporation (LADC) representing lineages 
affiliated with the caldera soil.8 A group of village young men escorted the 
university team to explore the caldera and were involved in the collection 
and documentation of flora and fauna and the mapping of the geographical 

7	 A local villager from Pakia village in the Pomio District is promoting a Trans New Britain Trail that 
would bring hikers from the south coast near Pomio to the north coast in Meramera territory. Local 
communities on the south coast have set up the Jacquinot Bay Conservation and Ecotourism Association.
8	 The LADC was replaced in 2018 by the Lamo Auru Community Conservation Authority (LACCA).
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features of the area. The university team produced a report in July 2008 
entitled ‘Land Use Recommendations Report for the Management of the 
Hargy Caldera Phase 1’ (Lane, 2008), which proposed:

1.	 Ecotourism with helicopter landing pad at lake, a small 
accommodation hut, a rowing boat for travel to interior Nakanai 
Mountains side of lake, with another helicopter landing pad 
there. The site would be advertised through Kimbe town tourist 
venues and HOPL.

2.	 The charging of bioprospecting fees along the Costa Rican 
model for those collecting flora and fauna.9

3.	 The accounting of carbon credits.
4.	 Corporate sponsorship of the project.
5.	 Expansion of the protected forest as one of the last untouched 

areas of natural beauty and resources in PNG.
6.	 The patrol of protected areas.
7.	 Construction of research facilities.
8.	 Protection of the area against logging and oil palm incursions.

Under this proposal, the park, including the 930 hectare Lake Hargy (Lamo 
Auru), would offer hiking, fishing, bird watching, tree climbing, canyoning, 
caving, kayaking, whitewater rafting, canopy walks and volcano tours to 
outside adventurers.

The report barely acknowledged people indigenous to the area. It noted 
local hunting tracks ‘that would make excellent hiking trails’ (Lane, 2008, 
p. 7) and suggested that local villagers could be employed as guides, hotel 
and restaurant staff, drivers, porters and cooks. Further:

If locals have a vested interest (i.e. are compensated via entrance 
fees, hired as guides, make handicrafts to sell to tourists, and learn 
to value their ecosystem for the services it can provide), they will 
want to watch the park so that the source of their income is not 
diminished. Community surveillance is the most effective way to 
patrol a protected area, though it will probably be necessary to have 
park staff conduct patrols as well.

(Lane, 2008, p. 23)

9	 According to the report, in Costa Rica a bioprospecting fee was charged for all those seeking 
pharmaceutical plants, carbon credits were claimed under corporate sponsorship of the parks and 
international environmental groups were engaged to monitor.
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These recommendations reflect the perceptions of this scientific group, 
which was ontologically primed to objectify the scientific value and tourist 
potential of the region and to acknowledge local interest only in terms of 
financial gain. Maututu’s deep engagement with the area based on quite 
different ontological perceptions was not acknowledged.

In her account of change in PNG, Paige West (2016) considered how 
distinct the ontologies of expatriate and indigene are, and how the 
knowledges of indigenous and expatriate conservationists could profitably 
inform one another. By her admission, current exchanges of ideas fall 
well short of such ideals. As she points out, the solution lies not in the 
‘development’ of the native but, rather, in the enlightenment of the outsider 
developer or government to the point where they come to accept the value 
of local engagements with the natural. In the analysis of Neil Smith (2010), 
this entails the stranger ‘developers’ recognising that, in their ontological 
conceptualisation, even specific kinds of natural processes are highly 
social forms, driven by historic and social needs. Smith shows that these 
conceptualisations are actually generated by the logics of capitalism rather 
than the needs of plants, animals or people.

Although the Chico report was ostensibly prepared for the LADC, few 
if any of the members of that corporation or the wider Maututu people 
had input into the final recommendations. Instead, a public meeting was 
held in 2008 at which the Chico University team presented their findings 
to villagers. The meeting was held at HOPL headquarters quite remote 
from and inaccessible to most villagers. Only Ben Masori as chairman of 
LADC with one other director attended. A copy of the report, written in 
English, was left with the LADC chairman but he did not share it with 
the wider community. The many proposed actions were designed to 
be implemented by outsider researchers, sponsors and HOPL without, 
necessarily, any consultation with local villagers. All the outsiders needed 
was the agreement of a local Maututu representative to set the proposals in 
motion, with maximum benefit to researchers, tourists and HOPL. It was 
another instance of the marginalisation of Maututu villagers as a result of 
the ontological incompatibility of expatriate and local approaches, and the 
consequent assumption by expatriates of indigenous incapacity to fully 
partner with more ‘knowledgeable’ outsiders.

Altogether Chico University staff and students made three visits to the caldera 
while Maututu interest in the project turned from cooperation to hostility. 
On the second Chico research visit, three of the American researchers 
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kayaked alone to the opposite side of the lake where they reportedly explored 
a deep cave and took away with them something that Maututu claimed 
looked like a rock or a human skull. They showed villagers photographs 
of this object but did not return it to the village. Their GPS survey at the 
lake also aroused Maututu suspicions that the outsiders were looking for 
something, perhaps gold, some said. Hostility grew when the Maututu 
former national land commissioner claimed that Chico researchers had not 
sought permission from the government tourism office in Port Moresby 
for their visit and did not have permission to do research or take out of the 
country the photographs, films and material collected at the caldera. Chico 
provided no report to villagers on this research. On a third visit, in January 
2010, Chico personnel stayed in the Bialla town hotel, reportedly because 
it was too expensive to stay at HOPL.10 The Chico team had apparently 
arranged for the HOPL helicopter to drop their kayaks at the lake. However, 
villagers made their opposition clear, barricading the road with fuel drums 
to prevent the Chico vehicles gaining access to the track inland. This caused 
the researchers to cancel this visit.

After the Chico team departed Baikakea, villagers marched on HOPL offices 
demanding clarity about the Chico–HOPL arrangements. In response, 
HOPL staff held a meeting in Baikakea that I attended. HOPL was 
represented by a Maututu university graduate, its indigenous (non-Maututu) 
sustainability officer and an administrative officer, who emphasised that the 
company was acting as a facilitator of the project, in accordance with its 
RSPO responsibility to conserve the environment. The sustainability officer 
was critical of the Chico team for publishing photographs and findings of 
their visit without the approval of LADC. He stressed the need for Maututu 
to be represented by strong leaders and encouraged LADC to maintain 
their organisational structure and records to ensure the continuity of their 
government registration. The meeting helped to rebuild a partnership with 
HOPL but strengthened Maututu frustration with the way outsiders had 
assumed control over the forest domain.

The Chico recommendations assumed that discussions with one or two 
representatives of LADC could constitute negotiations with the village 
community. From the villagers’ perspective, however, such big men needed 
to cultivate relationships within their community. They did not have 

10	 According to California State University records, the Center for Ecosystem Research, including 
John Lane, received a grant of A$3,000 in 2010 entitled ‘Towards designation of the Lake Hargy 
Caldera, West New Britain, as a special conservation area in Papua New Guinea’.
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authority to act alone. A leading woman in the community advised me 
that discussions with the wider community were essential to air different 
assumptions and so reach a community consensus. Consensus was possible, 
but it could not be obtained through the signature of the LADC chairman.11 
The recommendations also assumed that, by attracting outsiders to the 
unique environs of the caldera, local villagers would benefit from increased 
economic activities. Maututu were none too confident that they would 
derive any benefit from this intrusion into their world. For that to happen, 
they needed to forge a partnership with the outsiders that was respectful 
of Maututu priorities.

Within the Baikakea community, the failure of LADC leaders to reach 
a partnership of mutual respect in their dealings with the Chico team led to 
the demise of LADC. In 2017, Baikakea lineages transferred their support 
from the LADC to a newly formed association, the LACCA.12 LACCA was 
designed as a more inclusive community organisation; it had a new chair and 
comprised 18 members, two from each of the nine lineages that had fought 
the Kumo directors over the hydro-electricity development.13 This new 
body applied for registration through the Conservation and Environment 
Protection Authority. Its founding board envisaged it as an active partner in 
any negotiations to do with Mount Ivi caldera, promoting local perspectives 
and approaches to ‘conservation and environmental protection’.

Significantly, LACCA promoted a greater respect for indigenous cultural 
and ontological priorities. LACCA advocated not only the beauty and 
sacredness of the caldera, but also the richness of the local village society, 
its languages and cultures. It sought the promotion of the whole caldera of 
Lamo Auru as a conservation area, with bans on hunting and gardening 
there, under the protection of the nine lineages. The LACCA committee 
advanced an alternative tourist project that was to include building a 
number of forest-material guesthouses near the rim of the caldera and from 
there guiding tourists to the lake. Maututu would offer a range of activities 
onsite and in the village: canoeing, mountain climbing and bush walking, 

11	 The chairman continued to negotiate with outsiders. In 2014, the HOPL community engagement 
team helped LADC, with advice from the Provincial Conservation Department, to lodge an application 
for a US$5,000 grant from the United Nations Development Programme and the Global Environment 
Facility to initiate a conservation area around the caldera. However, when this application was 
unsuccessful, village support for the LADC dissolved.
12	 See p. 228.
13	 The lineages include Giloilouli, Vorega, Kabulu Buleha, Biso, Uge, Gararua and Rosarosa, all 
recognised by the community as having affiliation with the soils of the caldera, because their ancestors’ 
hamlets were situated within the caldera.
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the study of fish, birds and butterflies, and demonstrations of indigenous 
canoe making, sago processing and cooking. The committee proposed 
constructing a track to the peak of the volcano, with due respect for the 
taua spirit sites along the way. It intended to train village youth as tour 
guides and to hold cultural performances that would enhance outsider 
appreciation of village culture.

The identification of these nine custodian lineages was in itself a highly 
political event. The village decided that it would not accept any division of 
the caldera into lineage domains, as had been insisted upon by government 
in areas outside the caldera. In addition, it did not include the Lolo lineage 
whose claims over the Lovo River hydro power site had been the cause 
of so much dissension within the community. The Lolo leaders (Kumo 
Development Corporation) challenged their exclusion but the LACCA 
directors insisted that Lolo was simply a lineage within the Gararua clan 
and was adequately represented by the Gararua leader. The LACCA 
committee was also ready to recognise the claims of Maututu living in other 
villages to membership in the nine lineages.

Thirty years of Baikakea engagement with outsiders in respect of the wild 
hinterland had witnessed consolidation of lineage structures. It also witnessed 
the acceptance and then rejection of two former ILG associations, Kumo 
and LADC, in their effort to establish a community organisation registered 
by government that adequately represented Maututu ontological positions. 
There was growing recognition of the need for home locals to challenge 
outsider assumptions about the wild and frustration with the Kumo and 
LADC leaders who were drawn into acting more like big shots than big 
men. The partnerships they sought with outsiders through the LACCA 
proposals would give due respect to the wild, and recognise the interest 
that outsiders had in the wild, while focusing on partnerships with both the 
caldera and tourists that would promote home society. I refer to this as 
‘rewilding’ their environment.

Conclusion
To restore stability to our planet, therefore, we must restore its 
biodiversity, the very thing we have removed. It is the only way out of 
this crisis that we ourselves have created. We must rewild the world!

(Attenborough, 2020, p. 74)
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9. Restoring the wild as partner

The term rewilding has become prominent in ecological literature in the 
last two decades (Monbiot, 2014; Pettorelli et al., 2019). Pettorelli et al. 
(2019, p. 1) aim to synthesise the literature on ‘rewilding as a conservation 
tool’ and see rewilding largely as ‘the repair or refurbishment of an 
ecosystem’s functionality’. A key challenge for them is redefining the role of 
humans in rewilded landscapes. Kim Ward (2019, p. 45) suggests the term 
‘wildness’ as more useful than ‘wilderness’, as it points to rewilding being 
relational, between people, and animals, plants and soils, and ‘premised 
on non-human autonomy: the self-willed and self-sustaining qualities of 
non-human nature’. Butler et al. (2019, p. 387), in their review of rewilding 
across development contexts, point out the ‘predominance of external 
experts, their knowledge and goals above social considerations and local 
stakeholders’ roles’. They pursue this angle by calling for recognition of ‘local 
actors’ ways of knowing … their values … and interests’, and advocating for 
the approaches of ‘adaptive co-management’ and ‘social license to operate’ 
based on trust and transparency (Butler et al., 2019, 396).

While these authors focus on rewilding as restoration of the ecosystem, 
reflected in Attenborough’s quotation above, they acknowledge the 
social and ontological complexities of restoring wildness, and call for 
co‑learning and co-management. I address these concerns by indicating that 
Maututu responses to industrialisation have also focused on ‘rewilding’. 
Maututu have recognised that the loss of the wild through industrialisation 
has impacted ‘home’ society and, in the last two decades, have endeavoured 
to restore or recapture that wildness in their relations with the caldera. 
As in the origin myth, they are asserting that they can revive their lives, 
their identity and their relationships in a partnership between home and 
wild agents. Understood as the restoring of partnerships with ‘non-human 
nature’, rewilding suggests an awakened consciousness of the richness of the 
wild in all its ‘natural’ and spirit forces, and a renewed appreciation of what 
it can offer to communities when they negotiate productive partnerships 
with it.
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