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Otonomi bilong wanem? Autonomy for what?: 
The interfaces of identity, development, and decentralisation in Papua New Guinea

	Summary:  
· Local Indigenous identities are complex and malleable and play an active and important role in contemporary politics in Papua New Guinea, including in determining control over resources and actioning development work. 
· Legislation to strengthen national government at the expense of provincial powers has reduced efficacy of service delivery and development and caused contention between provinces and the state. This has not helped foster a sense of national unity and some provinces are seeking to improve development by returning to decentralised models of government. 
· Special autonomy has been actively discussed in East New Britain and implemented in Bougainville, to gain back local controls over resources, but the different historical and political contexts have created two very different sets of meanings and expectations from autonomy in these locations.
· The complex population of Bougainville has generally come together in a united identity, separate from Papua New Guinea, and is determined to become independent. East New Britain lacks a sense of sub-national unity but remains committed to remaining with the country.
· Governments, aid donors, and other organisations working in multiethnic postcolonial states must take local identity dynamics and domestic power structures into account when determining development policies and practices.  






	What is the development issue?
Dynamic interactions between strong local identities and state-administered development have created powerful social and political currents in Papua New Guinea (PNG). As one of the most diverse countries in the world, PNG has struggled to develop a sense of national unity while also struggling to provide goods and services (Foster, 2002). The challenges of infrastructure development and service provision combined with tensions between local collective identities and the state have bolstered the push for sub-national decentralisation in some provinces. The Bougainville Crisis that lasted for a decade and claimed tens-of-thousands of lives was the zenith of such tensions. While another conflict of the same scale is unlikely, strains between membership in Indigenous collectives and the colonially-created state continue.      

The aim of this research is to understand how various collective identities, based both on Indigenous structures and provincial and state forms, are articulated in relationship to development in two sub-national entities of Papua New Guinea, namely: East New Britain (ENB) and the Autonomous Region of Bougainville (ARoB). Together these two provinces are home to about one million people and at least thirty languages and cultures. These Indigenous languages, cultures, and identities continue to play an important  
role in daily life and heavily influence political behaviours (see figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Dancers perform at the Tolai Warwagira festival in East New Britain. Indigenous cultures, languages, and leadership remain a strong part of life across PNG.

This issue is significant as provincial governments have been seeking greater control over the redistribution of local resources—efforts which are closely tied to assertions of local identities. Attempts to introduce new legislation and/or amend existing laws will continue, although formal conflict appears unlikely.
 [image: ] Figure 2. A research conversation partner walks through the logging camp at Lassul, ENB. Papua New Guinea is rich in natural resources, but their extraction can have serious environmental and social effects.

Rich in resources like timber (see figure 2), minerals, fish, and more, the Independent State of Papua New Guinea is still becoming a nation, and strong local identities can exacerbate disagreements over extraction policies and redistribution of benefits. Efforts to consolidate the people around the concept of membership in the state are hampered by the state’s inability to redistribute resources efficiently or  
in ways perceived as fair. Indigenous social structures and leaderships remain vital parts of maintaining 
[image: ]community order (see figure 3). This is compounded 
Figure 3. The researcher with chiefs and community members at Paghui Village, Wisai, Bougainville. 
Indigenous leaders are an important part of local social structures across Papua New Guinea and Bougainville. 

by the fact that corporations, churches, aid donors, civil society groups, and others often provide services, including education (see figure 4), healthcare, transportation (see figure 5) and security, making the state “an absent presence” (Bainton & Skrzypek, 2021). While PNG does not appear to be in immediate danger of dissolution, there are great challenges in administering government services and subsequent pushback from outlying and rural areas on how it is distributed, making development progress difficult. 

This project is investigating the political material meaning of identities and how they interact with development practices enacted by the national government in East New Britain and Bougainville, PNG. It further examines the ways that sub-national units, driven by these local identities, are strategizing for greater local controls of resources and implementation.


	Key findings
· Local identities in ENB and ARoB are strong, and dynamic. Bougainvilleans are united in their quest for independence and are using autonomy status as a means to that end. On the other hand, the communities of ENB are less unified, with several people in different rural areas exclaiming that they feel they are “second-class citizens” within their own province (Stiefvater, 2024) but are happy to remain within PNG. These disconnections and possibly different goals may mean that special autonomy arrangements there may not serve the interests of all. 
· It appears that Indigenous populations have not deeply absorbed a national identity, in no small part due to weak national and provincial governance. This is exacerbated by inefficient and poor service delivery, a main driver of local leaders’ push for a return of provincial controls. 
· Bougainville has sounded a clear voice for independence by way of the 2019 referendum, in which 97.7% voted for the creation of a new state (Kolova, 2020). The Autonomous Bougainville Government has made great strides in preparing for independence, but much is yet to be done.
· East New Britain has campaigned heavily for special autonomy status. Agreements already signed with the national government have made little difference and legislation to further the discussion has stalled in the preliminary stages of parliament. 
· Devolution of powers in the form of special autonomy packages have great potential to change the way that services are delivered, however safeguards will need to be put in place so that improvements last and corruption is reigned in. Furthermore, special focus will be needed to ensure that benefits of new arrangements are felt widely across the provinces and not just limited to urban centres or Local Level Government seats. 
[image: ]
Figure 4. The Latlat Primary School, run by the United Church under government direction. Many schools, health centres, and other services are run in similar partnerships between government and donors.

· Discussions on decentralisation, autonomy measures, and distribution of powers have been ongoing since PNG’s independence (see Howes et al., 2022; May et al., 1997). While these discussions and debates ebb and flow, they will continue and may contribute to further political and development challenges in a country where government is consistently inconsistent and regional rivalries and resentments may be growing. 
[image: ]

	Figure 5. The main wharf for Pomio District, ENB, at Palmalmal. The ship is part of a private company and is the primary mode of transportation for people and goods.

Implications
· Development partners risk furthering imbalances of power if they are unaware of local perceptions of the state and its reputations while recognising varying local identities and values. This is especially true in rural areas. 
· After nearly a half century of independence, PNG still receives significant aid from external donors. Therefore, creating national unity is a challenge as the state is often not the main provider of goods and services. 

· Agencies and organisations can help facilitate independence readiness in Bougainville to help meet their goal for independence but must navigate the several channels between two governments, local leaders, and other civil society organisations. This may be made more difficult as discussions between the PNG and Bougainville governments on how to proceed after the referendum are ongoing (see figure 6). 


	Recommendations
· Relationships to land and people are key values across the region (Bainton & Banks, 2018). Those wishing to engage in work in these areas should seek to work relationally with individuals and communities over long periods of time. Establishing and building these relationships can limit initial access and speed of programme rollout but are worthwhile. 
· Indigenous leadership through chiefs and clans is still very important in the areas studied, as well as across PNG. Government recognition of these local institutions has decreased, but they remain important in their communities. Indigenous governance, especially chiefs and councils, should be part of research, consulting, and decision-making processes.
· Development partners should coordinate with local government entities and also work in partnerships with established locally-led programs and donors to ensure that local needs are being met and development benefits are broadly distributed. 
· The provision of many goods and services for the general populace often comes from outside donors—including churches, NGOs, and foreign entities, especially in rural areas. Awareness of the limitations of domestic government services can help development partners to look for gaps to fill in service delivery. This includes the need to deliver directly to rural/remote areas, rather than assuming national or provincial government will get goods, services, or monies to parts further afield. 
[image: ]
Figure 6 Men from Hutjena Village, Buka walk past the wreck of the MV Solomon Queen. As Bougainville moves towards an independent future, they will need to navigate around wreckages of the past along treacherous shores. 
Limitations and further research
· Social dynamics in PNG mean that researchers,  development workers, and other visitors often primarily engage with members of the same gender. Community engagement efforts should take this into account and seek ways to include all voices. 
· Tok Pisin was the primary language of inquiry. While it is broadly spoken, Discussions in Indigenous languages may yield new insights. 
· Covering the width and breath of these rugged areas is challenging. Further work across rural and minority communities would help reveal deeper dynamics, aiding in better understanding and programme implementation. 
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