PAPUA NEW GUINEA
Philip Gibbs

INTRODUCTION

People have lived in the islands now known as Papua New Guinea for at least 50,000
years (Rynkiewich 2004:17). Successive migrations east from Southeast Asia and west from
Pacific islands have created a unique culcural diversity. In 1545 Spanish explorer Ynigo Ortiz
de Retes named the main island “Nueva Guinea” because, in his view, the indigenous people
looked like those on the Guinea coast of Africa. Several years earlier, Portuguese explorer Jorge
de Meneses had named it “Papua,” a Malay word for the frizzled quality of Melanesian hair.
European navigators visited the islands and explored their coastlines for the next two centuries,
but little was known of the inhabitants until the late 19th century. After experiencing the
colonial presence of Germany, Great Britain and Australia, Papua New Guinea (PNG) became
an independent nation in 1975.

French Catholic Marist missionaries first landed on Woodlark (Murua) Island in 1847.
However, the effects of malaria on the missionaries and influenza on the indigenes soon brought
an end to the project, and the surviving missionaries left in 1855. The next group of
missionaries, from the London Missionary Society, arrived on the South Papua coast in 1871.
They used evangelists from Polynesia (Samoa and the Cook Islands in particular). Shortly
afterwards, Wesleyan Methodists arrived in the Bismarck Archipelago, and the Catholic effort
began again with German and French missionaries in the islands of New Britain, Papua, and
along the New Guinea north coast. They were followed by Lutherans, Anglicans, Seventh-day
Adventists, and the Liebenzell Evangelical Mission. Thus in the pre-World War I period there
were seven denominational groups working in PNG.

After the defeat of Germany in the First World War, much of the Lutheran missionary
work was continued by the American and Australian Lutheran Churches. Also, between the

- two world wars, the Unevangelised Fields Mission (UFM) entered Papua.

Servicemen returning home from the Pacific Islands campaigns of World War IT were
instrumental in stimulating an interest in the world’s ‘last great unknowr’, and many other
~denominations and interdenominational missionary groups began to arrive. These included
- the Baptists, the Assemblies of God, the South Seas Evangelical Mission, the Christian Brethren,
“the Australian Churches of Christ, the Swiss Evangelical Brotherhood Mission, the Nazarene
~Mission, the Apostolic Church Mission, and the New Tribes Mission. Prominent among the
“third wave” (Garrett 1997:311) of Pentecostal-type missions were the Four Square Gospel
’_Church, the Christian Revival Crusade, and the Swedish Pentecostal “Philadelphia” Church.
,W}lereas in 1927 there were 531 missionaries in the area comprising Papua and New Guinea,
b)’ 1971 there were 3,411 (Pech 1985:58). By 2001, with localisation of the churches, the
flumber of expatriate personnel in PNG was reduced to 2,832 non-citizen church workers,
Ancluding the 50 non-citizen staff in the two church-run universities (Dept. of Labour and
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Employment, 2001). However, churches and church groups continue to multiply. By 1971
there were over 30 denominations working in PNG, and currently the number is difficult
to ascertain, depending on how one counts local churches and fellowships. This chaprer
aims to shed light on the present situation of the churches and church groups in Papua New
Guinea at the beginning of the 21st century.

Basic INFORMATION

Papua New Guinca (PNG) is an independent state in the South Pacific. The country
includes the eastern half of New Guinea, comprising 85 per cent of the total area, and over
600 smaller islands. The total land area is 462,840 sq km and the coastline extends for
5,152 km. The population is 5,190,786 (2000 Census), with a population density of 11
persons per sq km.

PNG is divided into 20 provinces as follows:

Province Population Province Populiation
Western 153,304 Eastern Mighlands (EHP) 432,972
Gulf 106,898 Morobe 539,404
Central 183,983 Madang 365,106
‘National Capital District (NCD) 254,158 East Sepik (ESP) 343,181
Milne Bay 210,412 West Sepik (WSP 185,741
Northern 133,065 Manus 43,387
‘Southern Highlands (SHP) 546,265 New Ireland (NIF) 118,350
Enga 295,031 East New Britain (ENB) 220,133
Western Highlands (WHP) 440,025 West New Britain (WNB) 184,508
Chimbuy 259,703 North Solomons (Bougainville) 175,160

(Source: Papua New Guinea 2000 Census. National Statistical Office.)

 PNG lies just below the equator. The islands and coral atolls are mostly of younger
volcanic origin, but the mainland is a massive rugged cordillera, with wide alpine valleys.
'AThere are at least 100 volcanoes, many still active. The climate is tropical, with a northwest
‘monsoon from December to March and a southeast monsoon from May to October. The
“terrain includes swamps, coastal lowlands, and rolling foothills, but is mostly rugged and
‘mountainous. Tropical and sub-tropical rainforests cover most of the country. The highest
~point is Mount Wilhelm (4,509m). Almost a quarter of the country is over 1,000m above
~sealevel and temperatures can fall to below freezing in parts of the Highlands.
The capital city is Port Moresby with a population of 250,000. Roads out of Port
{j};l\/lortsby do not connect with other major centres, so air transport is essential for travel.
"jfﬂ}e'gnvernment operates a national radio station and a network of provincial stations.
’%undiﬂg problems and non-payment of power bills have taken some of the regional radio

73’5@@?9115 off the air. There is one private commercial station and several church-run radio
atons. Two daily newspapers are foreign owned. A weekly newspaper in Tok Pisin is
ff::hfowned. There is one national television channel, though reception is poor in many
aces because of the mountainous terrain. Telephones are available in urban areas along

vinternet links, A mobile cellular phone network is being developed. Communications
Mpnient is sometimes dysfunctional due to environmental conditions or vandalism. The
Tageannual income is US$510 (World Bank, World Development Indicators, 2004). The
currency is the kina with a value ar the beginning of 2004 of US$0.30 and Aus$0.40.
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Land Ownership and Tenure

Land is of high value in PNG. Customary tenure accounts for 97 per cent of the land
and a large proportion of the remaining 3 per cent is land alienated by the government to
provide for towns, missions, plantations, and other commercial ventures. Land is integrally
related to many aspects of daily life: social, political, economic and spiritual. Total alienation
of land is incomprehensible to most people. It is said, “You can't sell your land, just as you
can' sell your mother.” Land does not belong to people, but rather people belong to the
land. PNG is made up of many different kinship based societies and each has its own
customary land laws that vary from place to place. The great majority of the populace (87
per cent) lives in rural areas depending upon agricultural production. Even if living in
towns, most people retain customary rights to land in their ‘home’ areas to which they will
return at retirement, if not before.

There are two principal types of land rights in PNG. Proprietary rights give the
proprietor the right to decide who will occupy or use the land, for what period of time and
for what purpose. User’s rights, on the other hand, are those rights obtained through
occupation and use of land granted by a proprietor. Proprietary land rights are acquired
principally through inheritance or by marriage. They may also be obtained through gift,
purchase, exchange or conquest. In patrilineal societies a man inherits proprietorship from
his male ancestors. His wife, marrying into his clan from another, generally relinquishes her
rights to her father’s land and gains user’s rights through her husband. In matrilineal societies
the woman inherits land from her mother and it is the husband who gains user’s rights
through his wife. Customary land is held in common but production is largely dependent
upon individual effort, particularly that of women.

Today the traditional subsistence economy is gradually giving way to a cash economy
and there is increasing demand for individualisation of tenure. Moreover, there is increased
realisation of the value to landowners of royalties from the exploitation of natural resources.
Accumulation of wealth can lead to jealousy and attempts by others to reduce the entrepreneur
to his or her former status. Conflict over land and resolving those conflicts plays an important
role in Melanesian social life. With population growth, there is now intense pressure on
land in some areas. Groups expand their claims into what were previously vacant buffer
zones between groups, and disputes arise as a consequence.

In PNG a church must be legally incorporated under the Companies Act before it can
hold title to land in its own name. In the past Papua New Guineans were very accommodating
about releasing land for use by the churches. Nowadays, however, there are many land
disputes over church-held land, with landowners’ claiming that they were never paid for
the land or that the payment was inadequate, and that the church is in unlawful occupation
of all or part of it. The reasons for such claims may be genuine land shortages, bad feelings
about profits people believe the church is making from the land, or disillusionment with
the church or with Christianity.

The People

The population of PNG according to the 2000 census was 5,190,786. With an average
annual growth rate of 2.7 per cent, the population by the beginning of 2005 will be about
5.8 million. In contrast to many other parts of the Pacific, migration from PNG to other
countries is minimal.
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Indigenous Papua New Guineans account for 98 per cent of the populace, with
Micronesians, Polynesians, Chinese, Europeans, Australians, and other expatriates making
up the remaining 2 per cent. The indigenous people are often divided into four broad
ethnic groups: New Guineans from the north of the main island, Papuans from the south of
the main island, Highlanders from the mountains, and Islanders from the many islands
mostly east of the main island. There is, however, considerable cultural variation within
each of these groupings. Papua New Guinea has thousands of separate communities, some
with only a few hundred people. They are divided by language, customs and tradition.

The separatist struggle in the neighbouring Indonesian province of Papua, formerly
known as Irian Jaya, prompted the flight of thousands of Papuans into Papua New Guinea
from the mid-1980s onwards. Many of them remain within PNG in border-area jungle
camps.

The UNDP Human Development Index for 2004 ranks PNG at 133, indicating that
Papua New Guineans have a poor quality of life as measured by life expectancy at birth
(57.4), adult literacy (64.6 per cent), combined primary, secondary and tertiary enrolment
ratio (41) and GDP per capita (US$2,270). The Human Poverty Index (HPI) places PNG

60th out of 90 developing countries (last amongst all Pacific countries).

Language

English has become the principal language of education, administration and commerce.
Meclanesian Pidgin (Tok Pisin) has developed naturally as the dominant lingua franca. It is
often used for communication between members of different ethnic groups. Early colonists
and their indigenous labourers developed it. It has roots in English, German, Portuguese
and the local languages, particularly those of the island of New Britain. Hiri Motu is also
used in many parts of the Papuan region. Linguists have catalogued more than 800 distinct
languages in PNG, making it the most linguistically diverse country in the world. The
languages show great genetic diversity, with a major division between Austronesian and
non-Austronesian — the latter being more archaic and seemingly not related to any languages
outside of the Papua New Guinea area. The country’s vernacular languages are now being
used in early education and adult literacy programmes. In isolated rural areas, many women
and older people know only their local language. The churches have played an important
role in the study and promotion of indigenous languages. The New Testament is already
translated and published in 141 of these languages, with 151 translation projects in process.

Health

Christian missions have played an important role in the establishment of health services
in PNG. Recognising the church contribution, the government is committed to funding a
major part of the K36.8 million Church Health Services budget. While this appears generous,
the government funding has been a source of tension between the government and some of
the churches in recent years because of late, reduced, or non-existent funding through the
province-level institutions. Financially embarrassed, some church health services have had
to close for long periods.

In 2002 health facilities in Papua New Guinea comprised:
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» 18 Provincial hospitals * 48 Urban clinics

* 189 Health Centres * 319 Sub Health Centres

* 1,506 Aid posts of which 18 per cent were closed and many not statfed.

The churches run 46 per cent of health facilities in the country. In 2002 the distribution
of the 2,964 church health worker positions was as follows: Catholic 41 per cent, Lutheran
11 per cent, United Church 10 per cent, ECPNG 7 per cent, Baptist 5 per cent, Anglican
4 per cent, SDA 4 per cent, 17 other church agencies making up 18 per cent (calculated
from darta from the PNG Ministry of Health, Church Health Services, 2002 Budget, 2002)

Despite the efforts of many dedicated people, the health situation in the country is
worsening:

e Life expectancy at birth 54 (lowest in Oceania - e.g. Fiji 67)

*  Infant mortality ratio 73 per 1,000 live births (highest in Oceania — e.g. Fiji 19)

¢ Under 5 mortality ratio 102 per 1,000 live births (highest in Oceania ~ e.g. Fiji 23)

*  Maternal mortality ratio 370 per 1,000,000 births (highest in Oceania after Solomon
Islands)

*  Percentage of GNP expended on health 2.3 per cent (lowest in Oceania~ e.g. Solomon
Islands 11.6 per cent)

¢ Expenditure per head US$27 (lowest in Oceania — e.g. Fiji $55)

*  Doctors per 100,000 people 7 (lowest in Oceania — e.g. Fiji 37).

Five major issues contributing to this situation are the following:

a)  People, particularly rural women and children, are dying from easily preventable and
treatable diseases. Currently in Papua New Guinea 15,000 babies less than 1 year old
die every year; 13,000 children from 1 to 4 years old die each year before reaching their
fifth birthday; and 220,000 out of the possible 560,000 children under 5 years are not
receiving proper nutrition. 3,700 mothers die cach year from complications of
childbirth.

b)  Resources are limited. Real per capita spending on health is declining.

¢) Management is inefficient.

d)  Accessibility to basic health services is inadequate.

e Half of all children are not immunized.

* 60 per cent of pregnant women are not supervised during childbirth.

* 70 per cent of rural communities do not have access to safe drinking water.

e) Community support for health services is generally poor and individuals and
communities are not encouraged to improve and maintain their own health.

* Insome places, health staff are frequently harassed, equipment stolen and facilities

vandalized.

* Many parents do not bring their children to receive basic health services such as
Immunization.

¢ Health workers do not frequently undertake public awareness and community
education.

(Source: PNG Ministry of Health, National Health Plan 2001-2010, Vol 1).

Leading causes of mortality (1997-99) are the following: pneumonia (16 per cent),
malaria (12 per cent), perinatal conditions (12 per cent), tuberculosis (7 per cent) and
meningitis (5 per cent), accidents and violence (4 per cent). (Hospital admissions for accidents
and violence amount to 8 per cent).



