There are many ways
of being political: one
may lobby through a
non-government
organization, join a
political party or
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The polling took one week and the
counting lasted another three weeks.
I'will give an account of Tuesday,

the first day of polling.

Counting the votes
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Clockwise: Candidates at election rally near Wabag;
Woman tells man how he should mark her voting slip;
Defence Forces ready to stop trouble during polling;
Locals offer gifts to candidates during the campaigning;
Casting a vote

Caritas Internationalis is a confederation of Catholic relief,
social service and development organizations. In the past,
during the campaign period in Papua New Guinea, Caritas
has organized political awareness efforts focusing on justice
and human rights. This time, the new Limited Preferential
Voting System, whereby people would have three choices
rather than one, was the center of interest. Would it allow
people greater freedom or might it mean that people have
three votes to trade or sell instead of one? “Money for votes”
is commonplace in the Papua New Guinea Highlands.

In their rally speeches, candidates promised new levels of
well-being and an end to corruption. Well-being is measured
by functioning schools, health centers with well-stocked dis-
pensaries and roads to allow vehicles to take coffee and veg-
etable produce to market. Royalties and spin-offs from the
huge Porgera gold mine at the western end of the province
ensure income, but management of funds often leaves much
to be desired. Many candidates claimed that they were “God-
fearing” in the hope that this might increase their credibility
and add greater legitimacy to their promises.
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Politics is a serious business in Papua New
Guinea. The Public Service is highly politi-
cized and politicians easily become man-
agers rather than legislators. Supporting a
successful candidate brings a better chance
of accessing funds and services in the ensu-
ing five-year term. If one’s tribe or clan is
known not to have supported a winning can-
didate, it will often mean having to survive at
subsistence level. In 2007, there were 2,700
candidates contesting the 109 seats in par-
liament in 9,100 polling places.
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What can the Church do in suc situation? I am
reminded of the words of Pope Benedict XVI in his let-
ter Deus Caritas Est (#28), “The Church . . . cannot
and must not replace the State. Yet at the same time
she cannot and must not remain on the sidelines in
the fight for justice.” Political involvement is a duty.
However, one must ask questions from the perspec-
tive of faith: What is pastoral involvement within poli-
tics? Does it not have to do with reminding the politi-
cal world of its real task, that is, the attainment of
peace and justice and the development of a more
human world?
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ivine Word Missionaries see “prophetic dialogue” as the
deepest and best understanding of the call to mission. In the
| field of politics, dialogue might involve a ministry of assisting

people toward self-awareness of their own power, strengths
and capabilities. That was part of my motivation for accepting
the role of domestic observer. If democracy is the rule of the
people, then the elections we observed leave a lot to be
desired. One educated man commented, “I did not exercise my
democratic rights, someone else did on my behalf.” When is
dialogue prophetic? The prophet is someone who listens to
the Word of God and proclaims it, announcing the Good News -
and denouncing what is opposed to the Gospel and the king-
dom of God. This requires prudence and cultural sensitivity on .
the part of expatriate Divine Word Missionaries, and a good
deal of courage for our local missionaries.
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It has been said that every five years a miracle happens in
Papua New Guinea. In spite of dire predictions, an election is
~.accomplished and a new government is formed. Compared to,

what takes place in the Highlands, elections are usually more
peaceful in the coastal provinces. Nevertheless, the miracle
has happened again and life is returning to “normal,” if ever it
is normal in “the land of the unexpected.” Our observations
have been aired at meetings of the Papua New Guinea
Electoral Commission. Hopefully, those observations will con-|
tribute to the implementation of reforms for more democratic,

just and peaceful elections in the future. ¢
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Top Right: Smoke rises as houses burn during
election-related tribal fighting

Bottom Right: Truck stopped and burned to block
road during election-related tensi

Bottom Left: Winning candidate, Samuel Tei Abai,
speaks to the crowd
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