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he landmark Global Fragility Act (GFA) 
was signed into U.S. law in 2019. In 
April 2022, the Biden administration 
identified Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
as a partner country in a prologue 
it added to the 2020 U.S. Strategy to 

Prevent Conflict and Promote Stability, or “Global Fragility 
Strategy” (GFS). Under the strategy, the United States has 
committed to at least 10 years of programmatic efforts 
aimed at lowering violence levels and enhancing conflict-
prevention efforts in PNG. U.S. officials have indicated 
they intend to benefit from “lessons learned from decades 
of U.S. involvement overseas, to enhance the way the U.S. 
Government engages in challenging environments and 
to jointly build resilience against political, economic, and 
natural shocks.” The distinguishing feature of the GFS is 
its express intention to expand U.S. focus on preventing 
fragility, violence, and conflict.

THE ISSUE
 ■ Papua New Guinea (PNG) is one of five priority countries under the U.S. Global Fragility Strategy. The U.S. 
government has made a 10-year commitment to addressing fragility in PNG and is currently planning its approach. 

 ■ PNG presents unique operating challenges for the U.S. government’s implementation teams due to the complex 
factors driving fragility in the country and limited U.S. government presence on the ground.

 ■ The key challenge facing policymakers is to generate clarity and consensus on what factors of fragility the United States will 
address, how the United States will develop a bespoke operating model in PNG, and who will be critical to these efforts.
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For more details on the GFA and GFS, please see “A 
Policymaker’s Guide to the Global Fragility Act” and 
“The Global Fragility Strategy Gets a Refresh.”

This brief provides policymakers with ideas on how to deploy 
U.S. conflict-prevention and peacebuilding capabilities in 
PNG. It outlines the strategic importance of PNG in the 
broader region, then canvasses four fragility trends to watch 
before discussing how to leverage U.S. strengths and avoid 
the pitfalls of those who have long operated in PNG. The brief 
concludes with recommendations on how to create a bespoke 
GFA operating model for addressing fragility focused on:

• Cultivating a deliberate and adaptive planning process;

• Embracing a localized and partnership-based 
implementation approach;

• Fostering the right enabling environment; and

• Leveraging U.S. comparative advantages.

T

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2116/text
https://www.state.gov/the-u-s-strategy-to-prevent-conflict-and-promote-stability-priority-countries-and-region/
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2020-United-States-Strategy-to-Prevent-Conflict-and-Promote-Stability-2.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2020-United-States-Strategy-to-Prevent-Conflict-and-Promote-Stability-2.pdf
https://www.state.gov/the-u-s-strategy-to-prevent-conflict-and-promote-stability-priority-countries-and-region/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/policymakers-guide-global-fragility-act
https://www.csis.org/analysis/policymakers-guide-global-fragility-act
https://www.csis.org/analysis/global-fragility-strategy-gets-refresh
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STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA
PNG is one of the most biodiverse countries on earth. 
It is as diverse geographically—consisting of mountains, 
jungles, and valleys—as it is ethnically and linguistically. 
PNG is rich in gold, copper, silver, natural gas, timber, oil, 
and fisheries, bringing distinct economic opportunities not 
always available to the other Pacific Island states. 

PNG has shown remarkable resilience despite much 
international analysis and discourse (including in this 
brief) focusing on the factors contributing to its fragility. 
For example, although the 1988–98 Bougainville civil war 
resulted in an estimated 20,000 deaths, PNG navigated a 
predominately peaceful independence referendum for the 
autonomous region of Bougainville in November 2019 
(see textbox). Despite extremely high levels of corruption 
and violence, its civil society discusses, reports on, and 
circulates instances of corruption and violence with 
significant energy and freedom—particularly through 
social media. 

Key Statistics
Demographics

 ■ One Main Island and 600 Offshore Islands

 ■ Population of Nine Million

 ■ Over 800 Languages

 ■ Over 600 Tribes

Development Indicators

 ■ Australian Development Assistance: US$421 
Million in 2019

 ■ U.S. Development Assistance: US$7 Million in 
2019

 ■ Human Development Index 2019: 0.555, 
Ranked 155 out of 189 Countries 
and Territories

 ■ Gender Inequality Index 2019: 0.72, Ranked 
161 out of 162 Countries and Territories

 ■ Population below National Poverty Line: 37.5%

While PNG does not have an extensive breadth or depth of 
civil society organizations (CSOs), those that exist provide 
avenues for engagement with the government and, if 

appropriately empowered, can generate better governance 
outcomes. Dialogues such as the 2021 forum on gender 
and human rights bring together government, civil society, 
and advocacy groups to assess the successes, failures, 
and opportunities for advancing human development 
in PNG. Civil society groups also fill in critical gaps in 
service delivery. Churches, for example, provide around 
50 percent of healthcare services and independently 
operate two universities. Additionally, while PNG’s growing 
youth population brings significant employment and 
education challenges, it is also a great opportunity for a 
new generation to lead the country.

PNG is strategically relevant to the United States and 
its allies, Australia in particular. Its status as Australia’s 
closest neighbor and its history as a former colony and 
site of Allied cooperation against Japanese forces during 
World War II means that it holds a place in both the 
strategic and nostalgic imaginations of many Australians 
and Americans who served in the Pacific theater. 
Australia is the single largest donor working in PNG 
and has been regarded by many U.S. administrations as 
key to engagement in Melanesia and the Pacific Islands, 
especially given the relatively light U.S. footprint in 
the region. While it was resoundingly rejected by many 
Australians and regional leaders at the time, the mid-
2000s image of Australian prime minister Howard as 
“Washington’s deputy sheriff” in the Pacific was a 
prevailing notion for years. Even now, there is a sense 
in some Australian foreign policy circles that signs of 
increased fragility in places like PNG do not reflect well 
on Australia’s role in the country or region. It is easy to 
imagine that Australia would welcome increased U.S. 
focus on PNG and opportunities to collaborate on, among 
other things, violent conflict prevention programming.

PNG is strategically relevant to the 
United States and its allies, Australia 
in particular.

PNG is also a destination for Australian and U.S. 
businesses and is increasingly a place where rival 
geostrategic interests meet. Chinese communities have 
long been present in PNG, but recent fear of Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) expansionism in the region 
has put it on the radar of U.S. and Australian officials, 
especially after the recent Solomon Islands–CCP security 
pact sent shockwaves through Washington and Canberra 
alike. Meanwhile, the ongoing process of Bougainvillean 

http://pngbiodiversity.org/about/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/papua-new-guinea/
https://www.c-r.org/programme/pacific/bougainville-conflict-focus
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/papua-new-guinea/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/2019-20-aus-aid-budget-pacific-at-a-glance
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/2019-20-aus-aid-budget-pacific-at-a-glance
https://foreignassistance.gov/cd/papua%20new%20guinea/2019/obligations/0
https://foreignassistance.gov/cd/papua%20new%20guinea/2019/obligations/0
https://www.adb.org/countries/papua-new-guinea/poverty
https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/file/83757/download?token=Lr6vQ08M
https://www.looppng.com/png-news/civil-society-organizations-call-action-107953
https://www.looppng.com/png-news/civil-society-organizations-call-action-107953
https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/file/83757/download?token=Lr6vQ08M
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-11-09/teens-rule-parts-of-png-as-population-booms/11663844
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/sep/10/indonesia.australia
https://www.forbes.com/sites/roberthart/2022/03/31/china-inks-security-deal-with-solomon-islands-heres-why-the-us-and-allies-are-concerned/?sh=548527a634ba
https://www.forbes.com/sites/roberthart/2022/03/31/china-inks-security-deal-with-solomon-islands-heres-why-the-us-and-allies-are-concerned/?sh=548527a634ba
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independence and the possibility of similar movements 
from other provinces suggest significant potential for 
fragmentation within PNG.

INDEPENDENCE AND AUTONOMY MOVEMENTS

In November 2019, Bougainville held a referendum 
on whether residents wanted greater autonomy or 
full independence from PNG. Nearly 98 percent 
of voters chose independence, with at least 85 
percent voter turnout. This historic event on the 
island, located nearly 600 miles east of Port Moresby, 
comes after decades of unrest and displacement. 
Tensions over control of the island’s natural 
resources escalated into what became known as the 
Bougainville civil war, which lasted from 1988–98 
and was the most violent conflict in the South 
Pacific since World War II. As many as 20,000 people 
died, many were displaced, and social services in 
Bougainville were disrupted. The Bougainville Peace 
Agreement that marked the end of the war stipulated 
that an independence referendum would be held 
10–15 years after the first Autonomous Bougainville 
Government was elected in June 2005. While it was 
successfully and peacefully executed, the referendum 
vote is nonbinding, and leadership from both sides 
will have to negotiate a final agreement, which 
could take years. 

Similar movements exist in the New Ireland, 
Enga, and East New Britain provinces, which have 
called for greater autonomy for over a decade. 
Shared grievances over the national government’s 
mismanagement of natural resources and failure to 
deliver public services have increased the prevalence 
of regional and provincial fragmentation. While 
there is no imminent threat of violence, the political 
legitimacy of these sentiments could generate 
greater factionalization throughout the country. 
It could also give prominence to political elites 
who exploit them to mobilize voters and create 
opportunities for geostrategic competitors to exert 
greater influence in newly formed nations.

The prospect of a PNG that is increasingly poor, susceptible 
to foreign interference, and fragile is a stark reality for 
Australia. Taken to its most extreme, fragility in PNG 
might precipitate external intervention—just as Australia 
intervened in the Solomon Islands Regional Assistance 

Mission for a decade following civil unrest—and could also 
shift the balance of power in Melanesia against U.S. and 
allied interests.

Given the proximity of the Pacific Island nations to 
vital trade routes and relevance to U.S. and allied 
security assets, PNG’s strategic profile is only growing. 
This is evident in the recent shift in rhetoric, funding 
commitments, high-level visits, and partnership-led tone 
of engagement by Australia’s new Albanese government, 
which is echoed by a significant uptick in the attention 
Washington has paid to the Pacific Islands since the end of 
World War II. 

FOUR FRAGILITY TRENDS IN PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA 
PNG gained its independence from Australia in 
September 1975 after roughly seven decades of colonial 
rule. In the years leading up to independence, a 
Constitutional Planning Committee (CPC) was tasked 
with recommending priorities and mechanisms of 
implementation for an eventual PNG constitution. 
Following comprehensive, countrywide consultations, 
in August 1974 the CPC released its report, which 
recommended an endogenous state- and nation-building 
process, prioritizing human development over economic 
growth.1 The 350-page report specified rights and freedoms 
and established five national goals and directive principles 
to achieve a free and just society in PNG. However, the 
constitution that was adopted in August 1975 was a 
watered-down version of the unique, autochthonous 
features of governance the CPC proposed. Instead, the new 
government approved a “conventional Westminster-type 
constitution,” choosing to avoid contentious issues of 
citizenship and decentralization. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
this did not translate into the nation-building process that 
many envisioned. This history contributes to the modern 
state of PNG not enjoying a high degree of legitimacy with 
its citizens—who, in turn, have only limited access to 
inclusive channels for engaging with the state. Democratic 
governance principles are not institutionalized, and 
legacies of colonialism linger, contributing to a general 
downward trend of instability and insecurity in PNG. 

This brief focuses on four phenomena that are simultaneously 
the cause and result of shortcomings in PNG’s development 
and the current dynamics of fragility. These include: (1) 
weak governance, (2) economic inequality, (3) vulnerability 
to climate change and limited adaptive capacity, and (4) 
intercommunal and gender-based violence.

https://bougainville-referendum.org/statement-from-the-commission/index.html
https://bougainville-referendum.org/statement-from-the-commission/index.html
https://bougainville-referendum.org/statement-from-the-commission/index.html
https://www.c-r.org/programme/pacific/bougainville-conflict-focus
https://www.c-r.org/programme/pacific/bougainville-conflict-focus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/20/birth-of-a-nation-bougainvilles-referendum-explained
https://www.npr.org/2019/12/30/789697304/trying-to-form-the-worlds-newest-country-bougainville-has-a-road-ahead
https://pngnri.org/images/ADRP/PPT_Presentations/18_Anis_ppt.pdf
https://interactives.lowyinstitute.org/archive/png-in-2017/png-in-2017-png-political-condition-to-2025.html
https://www.ramsi.org/about/
https://www.ramsi.org/about/
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-pacific-islands-forum-secretariat
https://www.csis.org/analysis/will-us-australia-alliance-sprout-development-dimension
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
http://www.paclii.org/pg/CPCReport/Cap1.htm
http://www.paclii.org/pg/CPCReport/Cap1.htm
http://www.paclii.org/pg/CPCReport/Cap2.htm
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
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1. WEAK GOVERNANCE 
Weak governance in PNG is a barrier to meaningful 
participation in civic life. Over the past several decades, the 
tenets of personal and collective wellbeing envisioned by 
the CPC report—and engrained in the Melanesian concept 
of gutpela sindaun2—have been replaced by a political-
economic system that has proven corrupt and whereby 
citizens, especially women and youth, cannot fully engage 
in sociopolitical affairs. A 2019 survey across six provinces 
of PNG revealed few citizens felt that they had “a lot of 
influence” over government decisionmaking at the national 
and local levels. Disempowerment was especially acute 
among women, who felt that patriarchal views and systemic 
gender inequality preclude their representation in leadership 
positions and engagement with political representatives. 

The structure of the Papua New Guinean state makes it 
difficult for citizens to interact with national, provincial, 
and local-level governments. The diverse physical and 
human geography of PNG makes the functions of a central 
government uniquely difficult. PNG consists of the main 
island and 600 offshore islands, with a population of 
about nine million people who speak more than 800 
languages and make up about 600 distinct tribes. The 
1995 Organic Law on Provincial Government and Local 
Level Government and its amendments instituted a model 
of decentralization whereby provincial and local-level 

governments were allocated budgets to fund and deliver 
public services. In principle, such a decentralized state 
facilitates citizen empowerment and development from the 
bottom up—especially considering the strong Melanesian 
traditions of consensus, reciprocity, and the harmonization 
of diversity. However, this technical and largely top-
down process has failed to establish mechanisms for 
accountability and community participation, particularly 
ones that leverage the country’s latent dynamism. 
As a result, local governments have limited capacity, 
weak accountability mechanisms, funding gaps, and 
unqualified staff, making public administration primed for 
corruption and capturable by political elites. 

PNG consists of the main island and 
600 offshore islands, with a population 
of about nine million people who speak 
more than 800 languages and make up 
about 600 distinct tribes.

Women face additional barriers to participation. Women 
are historically underrepresented in Papua New Guinean 
politics and public administration. Since independence 
in 1975, only seven women have been elected to PNG’s 
National Parliament. Although 167 female candidates 
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https://www.abc.net.au/cm/lb/12549690/data/png-citizen-perceptions-of-governance-and-media-engagement-stud-data.pdf
https://www.commonwealthgovernance.org/countries/pacific/papua_new_guinea/geography/#:~:text=Geography%20of%20Papua%20New%20Guinea&text=The%20rest%20of%20the%20country,the%20Solomons%20group%2C%20including%20Bougainville
https://www.commonwealthgovernance.org/countries/pacific/papua_new_guinea/geography/#:~:text=Geography%20of%20Papua%20New%20Guinea&text=The%20rest%20of%20the%20country,the%20Solomons%20group%2C%20including%20Bougainville
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=PG
https://www.britannica.com/place/Papua-New-Guinea/Languages
https://www.britannica.com/place/Papua-New-Guinea/Languages
https://theculturetrip.com/pacific/papua-new-guinea/articles/papua-new-guineas-most-famous-and-fascinating-tribes/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24hdvs.11
https://pngnri.org/images/Publications/DP154_-_201705_-_Duncan_Cairns_Banga.pdf
https://pngnri.org/images/Publications/DP154_-_201705_-_Duncan_Cairns_Banga.pdf
https://pngnri.org/images/Publications/DP154_-_201705_-_Duncan_Cairns_Banga.pdf
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are running in the 2022 elections, as of publication in 
August 2022, two female representatives have been 
confirmed in office. Additionally, women hold only 24 
percent of administrative positions in national public 
service; that portion further decreases to 7 percent at 
the executive-appointment level. At the provincial and 
subnational levels, women’s representation in public 
service is marginal, accounting for zero executive-level 
appointments, 6 percent of senior management, and only 
10 percent of middle management. 

There are both institutional and cultural barriers to women’s 
participation in government. There is no quota to ensure 
women are elected to the national legislature. Each one of 
several attempts to institutionalize women holding political 
office failed, most recently in March 2022, when a proposal 
to have 5 parliamentary seats out of 111 reserved for 
women was shelved until after the August general elections. 
PNG’s patriarchal society and gender norms, which colonial 
administrations reinforced, also limit women’s political 
participation and institutional seniority.3 Threats of divorce, 
public shame, harassment, and physical violence prevent 
women from exercising political agency. Elections are also 
highly localized and personalized; political candidates must 
bargain for support among those who control voting blocs 
through patronage networks. Since women are mostly 
excluded from leadership hierarchies in the first place, they 
often lack the resources and networks to negotiate support 
among local leaders. Political and public administration 
systems favor so-called “big men” who cultivate patronage 
networks, reinforcing citizens’ association of political 
authority with men and view of leadership as a masculine 
trait.4 The disparity in women’s engagement in sociopolitical 
systems and processes reinforces the conditions under 
which gender equality and gender-based violence (discussed 
in more detail below) persist.

Weak governance and limited capacity hinder the state’s 
provision of security and broader services. Governance 
limitations have increasingly manifested in the inability 
of the state to provide safety in the face of growing 
intercommunal violence nationwide. In Hela Province 
in the highlands, for example, a land dispute in January 
2021 between two relatives led to the deaths of 21 
people. At the time, there were only about 60 permanent 
police officers in the province, which has a population of 
approximately 250,000 people. The July 2022 death tolls 
from election-related assaults suggest intercommunal 
violence trends continue. This comes at a time when law 
enforcement is chronically underfunded, inadequately 

resourced, and understaffed across the country. Nationally, 
the police force has only grown by 30 percent to about 
7,400 staff since PNG’s independence in 1975 while its 
population has more than tripled. Limited institutional 
capacity, combined with the absence of community-
based policing capabilities, undermines public trust in the 
government and lessens the visibility of the state in many 
parts of the country. 

With police forces being overstretched, private security 
actors are an increasingly ubiquitous part of efforts to 
maintain stability in certain regions. These companies are 
often employed by businesses, community leaders, and 
politicians. Some government officials have significant 
interests in this industry, including as a source of personal 
revenue and employment for constituents. The official 
number of private security personnel is over three times 
that of police officers and surpasses the sum of all security 
sector forces. 

Overall, government effectiveness is unequal and limited 
across PNG, with the reach of the state being practically 
undetectable in some rural areas and highland regions, 
despite 87 percent of the total population living in such 
communities. The country’s fragile health systems, 
limited access to and quality of education, and low 
literacy levels are barriers to developing local capacity 
to deliver and monitor service provision. Yet another 
colonial legacy is uneven and underdeveloped access to 
educational opportunities in PNG, with girls being highly 
underrepresented and several districts having very low 
participation rates. This reinforces the conditions under 
which citizens cannot cultivate human capital, achieve 
upward social mobility, and practice active citizenship. 
Without these opportunities, citizens often look to 
traditional systems over the formal state for governance 
functions and public services. These conditions also create a 
permissive environment for corrupt elites to act against the 
public good in pursuit of their interests, at times cynically 
perpetuating narratives that young and poor populations 
and the country’s political immaturity, rather than their 
corruption, contribute to gaps in state governance. 

Systemic corruption limits inclusive and sustainable 
development, fuels distrust and frustration with political 
leadership, and generates apathy toward political 
participation. The Papua New Guinean state is marred 
by endemic corruption, lack of accountability, and the 
privatization of security, all of which benefit the elite to the 
exclusion of the general public. Although the constitution 
provides a legal framework for government structures 

https://news.pngfacts.com/2022/08/png-election-female-candidate-kessy.html
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/142881/1/ssgm_ib_2015_60_haley.pdf
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/142881/1/ssgm_ib_2015_60_haley.pdf
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/142881/1/ssgm_ib_2015_60_haley.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/reserved-seats-in-png-lessons-learnt-20210525-2/
https://pina.com.fj/2022/03/07/no-reserved-seats-for-png-women-in-parliament/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23706929
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23706929
https://www.ifes.org/sites/default/files/ifes_april_2019_vawe_in_png_assessment.pdf
https://www.ifes.org/sites/default/files/ifes_april_2019_vawe_in_png_assessment.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2017/08/big-men-no-women-politics-in-papua-new-guinea/
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Violence%20Against%20Women%20in%20Politics%20Report%20%28v.3%29.pdf
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Violence%20Against%20Women%20in%20Politics%20Report%20%28v.3%29.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/07/bring-highland-killers-papua-new-guinea-justice
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/07/bring-highland-killers-papua-new-guinea-justice
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/07/bring-highland-killers-papua-new-guinea-justice
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/07/bring-highland-killers-papua-new-guinea-justice
https://www.nso.gov.pg/statistics/population/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jul/27/papua-new-guinea-election-violence-what-has-caused-it-and-what-can-be-done
https://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n9594/pdf/book.pdf
https://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n9594/pdf/book.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/private-security-in-png-a-networked-approach-20211011/
https://devpolicy.org/private-security-in-png-a-networked-approach-20211011/
https://acmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/PNG%20Publication%20Electronic%20web%20Version.pdf
https://acmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/PNG%20Publication%20Electronic%20web%20Version.pdf
https://www.acmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/PNG%20Publication%20Electronic%20web%20Version.pdf
https://www.acmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/PNG%20Publication%20Electronic%20web%20Version.pdf
https://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n9594/pdf/ch07.pdf
https://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n9594/pdf/ch07.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?locations=PG
https://www.unicef.org/png/what-we-do/health
https://www.worldvision.com.au/global-issues/work-we-do/poverty/our-approach-to-education-in-papua-new-guinea
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2016/05/12/papua-new-guinea-reading-for-a-better-future#:~:text=In%20Papua%20New%20Guinea%2C%20low,majority%20living%20in%20rural%20areas
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2016/05/12/papua-new-guinea-reading-for-a-better-future#:~:text=In%20Papua%20New%20Guinea%2C%20low,majority%20living%20in%20rural%20areas
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.260
https://doi.org/10.1108/08198691200500009
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at all levels, de facto national authority revolves around 
clientelism. Across the archipelago, most Papua New 
Guineans identify closely with their local communities and 
use the wantok (“one talk”) system of reciprocal obligations 
among people who share a common language, ethnicity, 
or community. While this system can be a resilient safety 
net that compensates for insufficient governance and 
inadequate state services, politicians have also exploited it 
to serve their interests. Elected officials routinely use their 
power to capture and disperse state resources toward their 
narrow constituencies in exchange for political support. 

The 2021 Global Corruption Barometer found that 54 
percent of Papua New Guineans paid a bribe to receive 
a public service in the previous 12 months and that 57 
percent were offered bribes for their votes. Frequent 
turnover among politicians and government officials 
compounds the highly personalized, “short-termism” 
nature of PNG politics, making what many consider to 
be bribery a highly normalized part of cultivating a voter 
base. Systemic, increasingly sophisticated, and entrenched 
corruption at all levels of government reinforces the 
conditions under which citizens are excluded from 
providing input and oversight on essential state functions. 

2. ECONOMIC INEQUALITY
Resource-based wealth is not widely distributed, and poor 
human development outcomes stunt the potential for women 
and youth to boost economic growth. At a macroeconomic 
level, PNG’s positive economic trajectory and 
resource-rich environment suggest strong potential for 
international investment and engagement. In 2022, PNG’s 
economy is expected to grow by 4 percent, driven largely 
by the industries sector, which accounts for about 43 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP). However, wealth 
and economic opportunities are concentrated among the 
country’s elites, who habitually engage in rent-seeking 
behavior by facilitating grants and contracts for foreign 
companies, particularly in the extractive industries sector. 

PNG has one of the highest levels of economic inequality 
in Asia and the Pacific. In the wake of the initial stages 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, recovery in employment has 
been slower for the bottom 40 percent of households, 
and those with jobs have seen a significant share of their 
incomes fall. Profits from mining deposits and natural-gas 
reserves maintain the country’s middle-income status but 
are unevenly distributed and rarely enjoyed by average 
citizens. Foreign-owned businesses and corrupt officials are 
significant benefactors of the profits of these sectors. 

PNG has one of the highest levels of 
economic inequality in Asia and 
the Pacif ic.

These extractive industries have long caused friction and 
contributed to fragility in PNG. One of the most notable 
examples is the conflict between PNG and the Bougainville 
region described in the textbox above. Land disputes and 
environmental degradation caused by the Panguna copper 
and gold mine and uneven distribution of the mine’s 
profits significantly contributed to the outbreak of the 10-
year civil war. Tensions still simmer in Bougainville, and 
its connections to the central government in Port Moresby 
remain tenuous at best. Mines throughout PNG continue 
to fuel disputes over land rights and profit distribution, 
environmental damage wrought by their activities, 
extractive profiteering of international companies, and the 
limited economic benefits reaped by local communities.

Institutional economic challenges are significant, especially 
for women and youth. These include low domestic resource 
mobilization, subpar human development outcomes, and 
limited economic growth outside the extractive resource 
sector. PNG’s 2019 Human Development Index score was 
0.555, ranking it 155 out of 189 countries and territories. 
Relatedly, PNG’s 2019 Gender Inequality Index score was 
0.725, ranking it 161 out of 162 countries. As detailed 
in the governance-focused section above, Papua New 
Guinean women are marginalized and excluded from the 
formal economy because of cultural customs and colonial 
legacies, which are reinforced by weak institutions, poor 
public service delivery, and the lack of gender-sensitive 
policy implementation. These conditions perpetuate 
health, education, and employment disparities that lead 
to unequal opportunities for men and women and limit 
overall economic growth potential. 

Poor economic conditions are particularly acute for 
women in agriculture and for urban youth. Papua New 
Guinean women are overrepresented in the informal and 
agricultural sectors, which have both been significantly 
affected by the pandemic; this will undoubtedly deepen 
economic gender inequalities. Globally, only 4 in 10 
women in fragile settings are formally employed, 
leaving the majority more vulnerable to economic 
shocks. Women engaged in unpaid labor are consistently 
excluded from social protection measures targeted at the 
formal workforce, and with limited avenues for skills 
development, they are left with few options. 

https://pngnri.org/images/Publications/DPNo192_Papua_New_Guinea_Governance_Update_2021-_Steady_as_she_goes_.pdf
https://pngnri.org/images/Publications/DPNo192_Papua_New_Guinea_Governance_Update_2021-_Steady_as_she_goes_.pdf
https://www.transparency.org/en/news/gcb-pacific-2021-survey-people-voices-corruption-bribery
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.260
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.260
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/png/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/png/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/03/04/papua-new-guinea-economic-update-png-economy-navigating-a-fragile-recovery#:~:text=Latest%20World%20Bank%20Report%20says,growth%20in%20the%20extractives%20sector.
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/papua-new-guinea/#economy
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/papua-new-guinea/#economy
https://transparency.org.au/publications/papua-new-guinea-corruption-risks-in-mining-awards/
https://www.adb.org/news/adb-report-recommends-more-efforts-reduce-inequality-papua-new-guinea#:~:text=PNG%20has%20one%20of%20the,back%20development%20in%20agricultural%20areas
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/35585/Papua-New-Guinea-High-Frequency-Phone-Survey-on-COVID-19-December-2020-to-January-2021.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://theconversation.com/a-brutal-war-and-rivers-poisoned-with-every-rainfall-how-one-mine-destroyed-an-island-147092
https://theconversation.com/a-brutal-war-and-rivers-poisoned-with-every-rainfall-how-one-mine-destroyed-an-island-147092
https://theconversation.com/a-brutal-war-and-rivers-poisoned-with-every-rainfall-how-one-mine-destroyed-an-island-147092
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/feb/11/panguna-mine-at-centre-of-bloody-bougainville-conflict-set-to-reopen-after-30-years#:~:text=1%20month%20old-,Panguna%20mine%20at%20centre%20of%20bloody%20Bougainville,to%20reopen%20after%2030%20years&text=The%20mine%20at%20the%20centre,an%20agreement%20between%20local%20landowners
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/feb/11/panguna-mine-at-centre-of-bloody-bougainville-conflict-set-to-reopen-after-30-years#:~:text=1%20month%20old-,Panguna%20mine%20at%20centre%20of%20bloody%20Bougainville,to%20reopen%20after%2030%20years&text=The%20mine%20at%20the%20centre,an%20agreement%20between%20local%20landowners
https://www.mining-technology.com/features/the-muddied-waters-of-mining-in-papua-new-guinea/
https://www.mining-technology.com/features/the-muddied-waters-of-mining-in-papua-new-guinea/
https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/Country-Profiles/PNG.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/Country-Profiles/PNG.pdf
https://giwps.georgetown.edu/womens-work-in-fragile-conflict-affected-countries/
https://giwps.georgetown.edu/womens-work-in-fragile-conflict-affected-countries/
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The proportion of youth in the population of PNG is large 
and growing: 31 percent of the population is between the 
ages of 10 and 24, and 62 percent is between 15 and 64. 
In urban areas, 60 percent of youth are unemployed, and 
less than 7 percent are employed in formal jobs. Young 
people, especially young women, transitioning from 
childhood to adulthood have less personal agency because 
they rarely participate in community decisionmaking 
processes and have limited access to educational and 
vocation opportunities, yet are still expected to find formal 
work in the modern economy. In the absence of formal 
social safety nets and the informal protections wantoks 
provide, the growing urban youth population could be 
an indicator—though not a precondition—of civil unrest 
and political violence. Disengagement and discontent can 
lead to increased youth involvement in criminal activity, 
especially if social protections, educational pathways, and 
economic opportunities remain limited. 

Significant international research shows that youth and 
women’s empowerment can be drivers of overall economic 
development, so these challenges—and PNG’s ability 
to overcome them—are foundational to the country’s 
development and resilience. Minimizing gaps in human-
capital development, including expanding health services 
and continuing education, could cultivate a skilled 
workforce that is less vulnerable to economic shocks. 
Additionally, improving access to production inputs and 
financial services could shift imbalances in decisionmaking 
and create new business opportunities. In particular, a 
young, educated, and empowered workforce could bring 
new investment opportunities, creating a virtuous cycle of 
formal employment. With 67 percent of businesses in PNG 
identifying crime as a constraint for further investment 
and expansion in 2014, there are both public and private 
incentives to improve livelihoods and opportunities for 
women and youth.

The PNG government aims to address some of these 
institutional issues by transitioning to a fully industrialized 
economy, using evocative slogans such as “Take Back PNG.” At 
the same time, foreign actors are seeking regional influence 
through political and economic investments. In June 2022, 
Papua New Guinean prime minister James Marape and 
Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi announced a potential free 
trade agreement. This development follows PNG becoming 
the second Pacific Island country to sign onto China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative in 2018. In 2019, China imported seafood, 
wood, and mineral products from the region (including PNG), 
amounting to about $3.3 billion in trade flows. 

3. VULNERABILITY TO CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
LIMITED ADAPTIVE CAPACITY
PNG’s agriculture-based economy is highly vulnerable to 
climate change, and women are likely to be disproportionately 
affected. Two sectors dominate the Papua New Guinean 
economy: (1) subsistence agriculture, forestry, and fishing, 
which account for the majority of informal employment; 
and (2) the minerals and energy extraction sector, which 
accounts for most export earnings and GDP. These sectors 
are highly vulnerable to natural hazards and climate-related 
disasters, including floods, droughts, and landslides. 

PNG ranks 22 out of 191 countries on the 2022 European 
Union’s INFORM Risk index; in other words, it is high on 
the list of countries at risk of humanitarian crises and 
disasters that could overwhelm national response capacity. 
PNG’s resilience to potential climate change–related 
disruptions is low. With highly dispersed populations that 
are often remote, accessing communities and assessing 
damage in the event of a natural disaster is extremely 
challenging. Moreover, the prevalence of poverty, poor 
infrastructure, corruption, and insecurity—among 
other factors of fragility—heighten local populations’ 
vulnerability to climate change. 

As with most places, climate change disproportionately 
affects women. Female labor participation in PNG is 
concentrated in rural work, mainly in subsistence 
agriculture rather than commercial farming. More than 
50 percent of the female labor force is engaged in unpaid 
agricultural work. In addition to ensuring their families’ 
nutritional needs are met, women are involved in growing, 
harvesting, and selling crops. While selling this food in 
local or urban markets generates some income, women 
lack opportunities to engage in the more lucrative 
production and export of cash crops (such as coffee and 
cocoa) and intensive forms of agriculture because of the 
familial and community roles they are expected to fulfill. 
Because of women’s reliance on informal agricultural 
production, their means of food and economic security are 
increasingly vulnerable to climate shocks.

In addition, women’s coping capacity is limited because 
of gender-specific barriers to accessing fixed and financial 
assets. Although women traditionally have access 
to customary land—which comprises 97 percent of 
PNG’s land area—this does not always extend to having 
ownership and decisionmaking power over the use of that 
land: Only 1 percent of women in PNG report being the 
main decisionmaker at home. Additionally, PNG has the 
highest gender gap in financial inclusion in the Pacific 

https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/PG
https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/PG
https://www.developmentaid.org/news-stream/post/88266/papua-new-guinea-youth-unemployment
https://devpolicy.org/Events/2017/PNG%20Update%20Conference/Presentations/PS3_Oaktree_report.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/Events/2017/PNG%20Update%20Conference/Presentations/PS3_Oaktree_report_exec_summ.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/Events/2017/PNG%20Update%20Conference/Presentations/PS3_Oaktree_report.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/Events/2017/PNG%20Update%20Conference/Presentations/PS3_Oaktree_report.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2014/08/15/the-costs-of-crime-and-violence-in-papua-new-guinea
https://devpolicy.org/take-back-png-prime-minister-marape-and-his-audacious-vision-for-png-20190808/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220603-china-papua-new-guinea-discuss-free-trade-deal
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220603-china-papua-new-guinea-discuss-free-trade-deal
https://www.smh.com.au/world/asia/looking-north-png-signs-on-to-china-s-belt-and-road-initiative-20180621-p4zmyv.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/31/the-3bn-bargain-how-china-dominates-pacific-mining-logging-and-fishing
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/png/overview
https://reliefweb.int/report/papua-new-guinea/climate-risk-country-profile-papua-new-guinea
https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?locations=PG
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/855611558494047116-0070022019/original/CPFPNGFY1923.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/855611558494047116-0070022019/original/CPFPNGFY1923.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/ca6308en/CA6308EN.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/ca6308en/CA6308EN.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/ca6308en/CA6308EN.pdf
https://land-links.org/country-profile/papua-new-guinea/#:~:text=Women%20in%20rural%20communities%20have,making%20powers%20over%20customary%20land.
https://www.uncdf.org/article/5702/power-womens-and-girls-access-and-agency-assessment-papua-new-guinea
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region, with women being 29 percent less likely to access 
formal financial services. The gap in control over land and 
finance means that women are more dependent on natural 
resources even as they have limited agency to adapt to 
climate change–related threats to those resources and cope 
when natural disasters strike.

Women are more dependent on natural 
resources even as they have limited 
agency to adapt to climate change–
related threats.

However, women have strong knowledge in sustainable 
resource management and disaster mitigation within their 
communities. Integrating climate considerations into 
gender programming—and gender considerations into 
climate-adaptation work—is critical to identifying and 
addressing the specific vulnerabilities women face in PNG. 
Ensuring women’s equal access to assets, information, 
and services can also increase the coping capacity and 
decisionmaking powers necessary for climate resilience. 

4. INTERCOMMUNAL AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
Intercommunal and gender-based violence (GBV) are both 
symptoms and causes of state fragility. PNG has hundreds of 
ethnolinguistic groups, and research shows a long history 
of conflicts among them, typically over land ownership 
since 97 percent of the land in PNG is customarily owned.5 
These conflicts have typically been managed and resolved 
through traditional mechanisms, such as village courts, 
which were seen as legitimate channels to address 
perceived wrongdoing in many communities. However, 
as PNG modernizes, traditional rules and customs 
surrounding conflict and violence are eroding; elders and 
authorities who once held power in their communities 
have seen their influence diminish over time. This has, in 
turn, reduced the capacity of traditional means to resolve 
contemporary conflicts in PNG. Rather than invoking 
culture as a legitimate and often singular explanation 
for violence in PNG (as is often the case), the authors of 
this brief suggest that the structural and institutional 
shortcomings discussed above are more significant drivers 
of fragility and conflict in the country.

The deterioration of traditional conflict-resolution systems 
coincides with other trends such as shifting gender roles, 
increased foreign involvement, the influx of smuggled 
modern firearms, and climate variability. The interaction 

between these dynamics has led to increased violence 
and the displacement of tens of thousands of people. 
Approximately 30,000 people were displaced in 2021 alone 
due to communal violence, triggering further conflict 
between resettled populations and host communities 
despite strong cultural norms of shared land use. 

Intercommunal conflict in PNG coincides with interpersonal 
violence, particularly gender-based, sexual, and family 
violence. Here culture and changing traditions do play a role. 
Intercommunal conflicts, once fought primarily between 
men, now increasingly target women and children. More 
than two-thirds of women in PNG are victims of domestic 
violence, and one woman is beaten every 30 seconds. 
Additionally, violence related to sorcery accusations 
against men and women is increasingly prevalent. Domestic 
violence has also increased during the Covid-19 pandemic: 
Between March 2020 and April 2021, the national helpline 
for those experiencing family violence or sexual violence, “1-
Tok Kaunselin Lain,” saw a 75 percent increase in demand. 
This aligns with global trends, where emerging data shows 
that Covid-19 has resulted in an increase in cases of gender-
based and domestic violence.

Rather than invoking culture as 
a legitimate and often singular 
explanation for violence in PNG (as 
is often the case), the authors of this 
brief suggest that the structural and 
institutional shortcomings discussed 
above are more signif icant drivers of 
fragility and conflict in the country.

There are movements within PNG to address GBV, 
including the government’s National Strategy to Prevent 
and Respond to Gender Based Violence 2016–2025, which 
aims to coordinate anti-GBV efforts across the country, and 
the 2002 Sexual Offences and Crimes Against Children 
Act. These efforts, while important, have had limited 
impact due to weak state capacity to enforce them. Even 
when cases of domestic violence are reported, very few 
are investigated. As of 2020, there were only 150 staff 
in the police force’s Family and Sexual Violence Unit 
across the whole country. Meanwhile, of 15,444 cases of 
domestic violence reported in 2020, only 250 people were 
prosecuted and fewer than 100 were convicted. The police 

https://www.uncdf.org/article/5702/power-womens-and-girls-access-and-agency-assessment-papua-new-guinea
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24h8k4.7
https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/papua-new-guinea/
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/recognition-of-aboriginal-customary-laws-alrc-report-31/30-indigenous-justice-mechanisms-in-some-overseas-countries-models-and-comparisons/papua-new-guinea-village-courts/
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/33790/458888.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-03/spears-to-semi-automatics-pngs-highland-wars-become-more-violent/8580494
https://www.icrc.org/en/tribal-violence-papua-new-guinea
https://www.internal-displacement.org/publications/papua-new-guinea-invisible-and-neglected-protracted-displacement
https://www.oaklandinstitute.org/blog/papua-new-guinea-land-core
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/07/bring-highland-killers-papua-new-guinea-justice
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/papua-new-guinea
https://www.unitedforequalitypng.com/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/asia-and-the-pacific/south-east-asia-and-the-pacific/papua-new-guinea/report-papua-new-guinea/
https://www.looppng.com/png-news/spike-lifeline-services-105052
https://data.unwomen.org/publications/vaw-rga
https://www.unitedforequalitypng.com/_files/ugd/7f0c06_4304ef02ebe0440ab736e31a1bf6239a.pdf
https://www.unitedforequalitypng.com/_files/ugd/7f0c06_4304ef02ebe0440ab736e31a1bf6239a.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_lang=en&p_isn=92089&p_country=PNG&p_count=170
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_lang=en&p_isn=92089&p_country=PNG&p_count=170
https://019c6425-665f-436e-a27d-cf729793144f.filesusr.com/ugd/7f0c06_7579973a602943b1bb52fadf58b00453.pdf
https://019c6425-665f-436e-a27d-cf729793144f.filesusr.com/ugd/7f0c06_7579973a602943b1bb52fadf58b00453.pdf
https://019c6425-665f-436e-a27d-cf729793144f.filesusr.com/ugd/7f0c06_7579973a602943b1bb52fadf58b00453.pdf
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force, lacking the resources to properly support survivors 
of GBV, relies on partnerships with non-governmental 
organizations to fill this gap in service provision. 

LEVERAGING STRENGTHS 
AND AVOIDING PITFALLS IN A 
CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT
As the previous section indicates, there is significant 
potential for the United States to address a broad range 
of fragility factors over the medium-to-long term via the 
Global Fragility Strategy (GFS). To do this effectively, the 
United States should be clear-eyed on the challenges ahead, 
six of which are presented below. It should be deliberate in 
deciding how to address them and cognizant of its unique 
capability to deliver on its GFS mission in PNG.

SIX CHALLENGES IN FOCUS
In ideal circumstances, the United States could deploy 
the GFS’s whole-of-government strategy and trust that its 
execution stays true to the mission. But lessons from Iraq 
and Afghanistan, combined with the complex operating 
environment in PNG, suggest that whole-of-government 
efforts, while attractive for their potential, are challenging 
to implement in practice. These challenges will manifest in 
at least six broad ways for the United States in PNG: 

1. The drivers of fragility discussed above are complex. 
PNG is distinct from fragile places in which the 
United States generally operates. It is also unlike the 
other three GFS partner countries (Haiti, Libya, and 
Mozambique) and partner subregion (coastal West 
Africa). PNG is not in a state of civil conflict, terrorism 
has not taken root, and a significant cause for concern 
is personal safety (e.g., GBV). U.S. operations in the 
region will unfold against a backdrop of such PNG 
provinces as Bougainville seeking various forms 
of autonomy and independence, as well as analyst 
predictions that fragility indicators are trending in 
the wrong direction. This means the United States 
cannot bring a templated stabilization mission to 
PNG, nor can it rely on experience from other places. 
It will need to take a deliberate and iterative approach 
to address proximate triggers of fragility, structural 
causes, or a combination of both.

2. The United States has limited experience, presence, and 
networks in PNG. Melanesian expertise within U.S. 
government, security, and development circles is scant, 
and the United States has little presence on the ground 
in PNG. Papua New Guineans place great value on 

relationships and build trust slowly over time, often 
outside of formal interactions or business dealings. 
The initial budget allocated to this work will partially 
dictate the scale of relationships and impact the United 
States can generate, but the temptation in new contexts 
is to rush in with money, ideas, and projects without 
carefully setting goals and understanding the operating 
environment. Both implementing partners and U.S. 
government officials will need to invest significant time 
in building the community and individual connections 
that will be critical to any conflict-prevention 
and resilience-building efforts. Failing to invest in 
relationships at the start of the process could have 
longer-term consequences. 

3. The whole-of-government ambition of the GFS will 
produce a unique set of operational challenges in 
the field. The GFS asks the Departments of Defense 
and State and the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) to identify areas of common 
interest and collaborate, so their work adds up to more 
than the sum of its parts. Interagency collaboration is 
hard enough in environments where there is a need 
to respond to easily identifiable threats (e.g., violent 
extremism); it is always easier to address known 
threats rather than ones on the horizon. However, 
coordination is more complicated when, as is likely 
to be the case for GFS implementation in PNG, the 
goal is to address elements of fragility so they prevent 
the expansion of conflict and violence. This means 
the United States will need to be clear in setting 
out the challenges it seeks to address, how agencies 
will be accountable for aligning their work, and how 
individual and collective efforts demonstrate impact. 

4. GFS implementation in PNG involves diverse 
stakeholders. These stakeholders will be found in 
countless time zones and include local Papua New 
Guinean communities, public leaders, private-sector 
actors, and government officials; bilateral partners 
such as Australia, New Zealand, and the European 
Union; and multilateral entities such as the United 
Nations and World Bank Group. GFS implementation 
will also require coordination among U.S. agencies, 
as well as between Port Moresby and Washington, 
presenting the risk that U.S. activities do not achieve 
coherence and effectiveness. This means that 
stakeholder management and engagement will be a 
critical feature of U.S. implementation and should be 
considered central to the strategy.

https://devpolicy.crawford.anu.edu.au/news-events/events/19199/state-fragility-png
https://devpolicy.org/policing-in-a-relational-state-20220112/?print=print
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5. The United States will not be the most significant 
donor to PNG. Australia is by far the largest 
contributor of development assistance to PNG, 
accounting for 49.6 percent of all aid spent in 
2019. Australia’s fiscal year 2021–22 budget 
reflects the prioritization of gender equality, 
committing $120 million to its flagship program 
Pacific Women Lead. Funding and resources for 
PNG’s development agenda have concentrated on 
women’s empowerment. This means the United 
States will need to determine how to complement 
existing PNG leadership priorities, when to lead 
versus support initiatives, whether to finance 
efforts through existing Australian mechanisms or 
fund projects separately, and how to foster effective 
working relationships with other donors. 

6. Engagement with PNG also relates to the broader 
geostrategic context of competition between the United 
States and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and 
Australia-PRC relations. China has historically taken 
an active role in the Pacific and will likely continue 
to do so in the future. Increased regional engagement 
by the PRC may also shape the nature of fragility in 
PNG in the coming years. The United States should 
respect PNG sovereignty and policy but be attuned 
to the dynamics of PRC operations there, and be 
respectful of the Chinese community’s long history 
in the country but ready to calibrate its interagency 
response according to emerging dynamics. This 
means the United States needs to avoid its penchant 
for prioritizing short-term security gains at the 
expense of sustainable peace. The United States 
should also be self-aware of its own (unintentional) 
contributions to fragility in PNG, including through 
the presence of multinational corporations and 
their operations, as well as the reverberations of its 
domestic and international politics.

TOWARD A BESPOKE OPERATING MODEL 
FOR ADDRESSING FRAGILITY IN PNG
In anticipation of the challenges discussed and to avoid the 
pitfalls of previous efforts to prevent conflict and violence 
in PNG, the United States should consider developing a 
bespoke operating model centered around deliberate and 
adaptive planning and implementation efforts that creates 
an enabling environment for violent-conflict prevention 
and builds on U.S. comparative advantages. 

CULTIVATE A DELIBERATE AND ADAPTIVE 
PLANNING PROCESS
Learn first, program second. Time spent learning about the 
context during the establishment phase of U.S. presence 
in PNG will be time saved in the longer term. Extensive 
lessons learned from Australia, New Zealand, and other 
partners in PNG will be a rich source of guidance for the 
United States. Still, the most valuable lessons will be 
drawn from extensive engagement with PNG stakeholders, 
particularly at the local level.

Consult widely but prioritize PNG stakeholders, especially those 
outside Port Moresby. Operating in PNG will necessitate close 
cooperation with like-minded donors, including Australia, 
New Zealand, South Korea, Japan, the European Union, and 
multilateral agencies. But there is a risk that consultation 
with these stakeholders becomes a proxy for consultation 
with PNG stakeholders. This should be avoided to ensure 
the United States builds robust and legitimate stakeholder 
relationships that are complementary to—but independent 
of—other donors. Care should be taken to look beneath 
the surface and recognize that usual “interlocutors” for 
the U.S. government, such as key private-sector entities or 
donors, may be critical to some solutions but at times also 
contributors to corruption or broader fragility.

Expect the unexpected from the outset. Change does not 
occur in linear ways in any country; given the complexity 
of PNG, this non-linearity is a certainty. Challenges and 
opportunities will arise, often at unexpected moments. The 
United States should place a high value on being informed 
through church, community, and people-to-people 
networks, finding ways to adapt quickly as contexts shift. 
Adaptation and flexibility should be embedded into all 
planning and management approaches.

Prioritize diplomatic boots on the ground as a first-order 
mission, even over programming if necessary. Building 
and sustaining the local knowledge networks needed to 
operate in PNG requires an on-the-ground presence. This 
should be a first-order priority and will enable better USG 
coordination, decisionmaking, and engagement. Program 
funding and operation in the absence of significant 
diplomatic engagement are likely to be ineffective or even 
potentially counterproductive.

Mainstream gender and youth inclusion in every program 
activity. Violence against women is often a leading indicator 
of insecurity and instability within a state, acting as an 
early warning for potential widespread conflict. Increasing 
gender equality generally has a positive effect on preventing 

https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/pbs-2021-22-aid-budget-summary.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/mapping-stabilization-post-peace-accord-colombia
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/wp-content/uploads/FWV_blueprint_1-Evidence.pdf
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/wp-content/uploads/FWV_blueprint_1-Evidence.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2020/THE_TIME_IS_NOW_2020_12_08.pdf


CSIS BRIEFS  |  WWW.CSIS.ORG  |  11

and countering corruption and rebuilding institutions 
and legal frameworks. The United States should look to 
mainstream gender and youth inclusion in its work to 
address factors of fragility in PNG within informal and 
formal processes, systems, and institutions.

EMBRACE A LOCALIZED AND PARTNERSHIP-BASED 
IMPLEMENTATION APPROACH
Work with existing momentum. U.S. officials should identify 
and cultivate relationships with church, civil-society, 
and public service leaders in order to work within and 
strengthen functioning policy architectures. They should 
seek out and help accelerate positive momentum in local 
communities. This effort should include aligning efforts 
with existing Papua New Guinean strategies such as the 
National Strategy to Prevent and Respond to Gender-Based 
Violence, the National Anti-Corruption Strategy, and anti-
money laundering frameworks. 

Lead from behind when appropriate. Under the GFS, the 
U.S. approach to conflict prevention and stability in 
PNG should bolster Papua New Guinean leadership and 
complement work by other donors and partners. Doing so 
is not only practical, it aligns with the U.S. government’s 
commitment to localization and effective fragility practice, 
which empower women and youth in particular. 

Coordinate and co-finance rather than co-deliver with like-
minded donors. Co-delivery of projects is good in principle 
but often challenging in practice. Issues of procurement, 
embassy coordination, and branding requirements can 
challenge otherwise well-intentioned co-leadership of 
projects between donors. While interoperability and 
coordination with other key donor partners should be a 
high priority, in the shorter term, co-financing rather than 
co-delivering will likely be an easier means of operating in-
country. That said, the United States should not overlook 
the possibility of working in co-leadership structures with 
Papua New Guinean stakeholders in areas of comparative 
strength over the medium-to-long term, including in areas 
of private-security sector reform, civil-society support, 
anti-corruption efforts, anti–money laundering measures, 
digital development, and peacebuilding. 

Do not avoid structural issues. With a limited budget and 
presence, it will be necessary to make clear choices about 
what the United States supports and what it does not. 
However, this risks focusing on proximate triggers to the 
exclusion of addressing structural drivers of fragility. U.S. 
officials should be receptive to opportunities that intersect 
and extend beyond whatever core areas of focus it identifies.

FOSTER THE RIGHT ENABLING ENVIRONMENT FOR 
ADDRESSING FRAGILITY
Develop integrated analysis and leadership among the 
United States, PNG, and like-minded allies. For U.S. 
engagement to be effective, it needs to be grounded in a 
shared understanding of the factors of fragility in PNG 
and connected to political and community leadership at 
all levels. Investments in trilateral fragility assessments, 
Track 1.5 dialogues, and U.S.-based research institutes’ 
increased engagement with those in the Pacific Islands and 
broader Oceania will improve the enabling environment 
for program implementation and ensure PNG analysts are 
connected to decisionmakers in Washington, Canberra, 
and other capitals through communities of practice.

Institute a clear monitoring and performance framework 
that tracks the impact of work done under the GFS and the 
country’s eventual implementation plans. Priority feedback 
on program impact should be sought first and foremost 
from PNG communities.

Codify and communicate strategies for implementing the 
GFS to key stakeholders in PNG. Local events, newspaper 
articles, radio interviews, and other efforts to communicate 
the mechanisms through which the United States intends 
to achieve its goals will go a long way toward ensuring 
broad-based buy-in from geographically and linguistically 
diverse stakeholders. 

Invest heavily in whole-of-government coordination efforts 
to ensure coherent U.S. engagement in PNG, as well as buy-
in from key U.S. stakeholders in the agencies involved in 
implementation. U.S. officials across the interagency should 
be incentivized to participate meaningfully in these efforts 
under the auspices of the chief of mission. These efforts 
should be tracked, assessed, and adjusted as needed.

LEVERAGE U.S. COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES 
Emphasize the length and seriousness of commitment. Papua 
New Guineans prioritize relationships built over time and 
may be sensitive to the perception that the United States 
is only engaging because of its regional geopolitical or 
geostrategic interests. The longer-term horizon of the GFS 
and whole-of-government approach to implementation 
are assets the United States should communicate clearly—
alongside core GFS tenets that speak to a broad set of 
Papua New Guinean interests in security, economic 
development, and international engagement.

Lead in areas of comparative advantage. The United States 
has significant experience in development, security, and 

https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/
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fragility that will complement the predominately economic 
development-focused footprints of other donors. Injecting 
this expertise, for example, in private security sector 
reform, civil society support, combating corruption, and 
anti-money laundering efforts may be a refreshing and 
welcomed approach in the donor community in the Pacific 
Islands. USAID’s recently released 2022–2027 Strategic 
Framework for the Pacific Islands sets out the agency’s 
comparative advantages as an “innovator and convener” 
working through “people-to-people programming” and 
“building institutional and human capacity,” all efforts that 
align well with an eventual GFS country strategy for PNG. 
Other agencies involved in PNG should consider reaching 
similar levels of clarity; however, more important than this 
is the overall coherency of the U.S. comparative advantage, 
including the need to avoid individual or uncoordinated 
agency activity.

Sport the brand. The United States has strong diplomatic, 
development, and security brands. It should use these to 
call international attention to issues, convene a diverse 
range of stakeholders, and engage in policy dialogue with 
PNG-based politicians and civil society leaders. The sheer 
fact that there will be a sustained U.S. presence—beyond 
a programming footprint managed by a regional USAID 
mission—will be a significant asset.

Take important stances that others might not. While care 
should be taken that the U.S. approach to democracy, 
corruption, and human rights is not regarded as an “ill-
fitting” imposition in the context of Papua New Guinean 
society and state, the United States has a stronger appetite 
for work in areas of anti-corruption, civic space, human 
rights, and principles of democratic accountability than most 
other donors operating in PNG. This may benefit its efforts to 
address drivers of fragility and offer unique opportunities for 
it to achieve impact in areas where other donors have not. 

Establish international precedent for effective whole-of-
government engagement in a conflict-prevention setting. 
The U.S. mobilization of development, diplomacy, 
and defense capabilities should be aligned with, 

complementary to, and increasingly integrated into its 
operations and leadership. There is some risk that GFS 
engagement in PNG is only seen through a development 
prism; this would miss an opportunity to leverage U.S. 
security and diplomatic capabilities in support of conflict 
prevention in PNG in ways that other countries have not 
been able to do. With an increasing appetite for whole-of-
government engagement emerging in the United Kingdom 
and Australia, this is an opportunity for the United States 
to set an international precedent for whole-of-government 
approaches, especially in contexts experiencing fragility.

Work the international system. While much of the focus 
under the GFS will naturally be at the community level, 
U.S. engagement with the government of PNG will be 
integral—as will international collaboration with other 
donors such as Australia, the United Nations, the Asian 
Development Bank, and the World Bank. The wording of 
this recommendation is deliberate; while the United States 
should work within the international system, it should also 
work the system to achieve its GFS-related goals.  
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ENDNOTES

1 From May to August 1973, the CPC toured the country, hosting 
public meetings in subdistricts that were attended by an esti-
mated 60,000 people. The CPC also formulated discussion groups 
throughout the country, which provided over 2,000 submissions 
on six discussion topics such as citizenship and public service. CPC 
staff also consulted with officials from the House of Assembly, the 
Public Service Board, and other government departments, as well 
as academic staff from the University of Papua New Guinea and the 
Australian National University, among others. For more informa-
tion, see “Constitutional Planning Committee Report 1974,” Pacific 
Islands Legal Information Institute, updated July 2009, http://www.
paclii.org/pg/CPCReport/Cap1.htm.

2 Though there are variations, gutpela sindaun (“abundant life”) refers to 
fulfilling relationships and material wellbeing that contribute to a ho-
listic earthly existence. See George Mombi, “The Melanesian concept 
of gutpela sindaun,” Synkrētic 1 (February. 2022): 34–45, https://www.
synkretic.com/issue1/the-melanesian-concept-of-gutpela-sindaun.

3 Colonial policies of industrial training for men—including recruit-
ment for plantation work—rooted in Western cultural norms also 
reinforce women’s roles in the private, domestic sphere as well 
as men’s dominance of the public spaces of business and politics. 
However, there are also examples of women’s leadership within 
matrilineal communities. See, for instance, International Women’s 
Development Agency, “#Ourmoment: the Matriarchs of Papua New 
Guinea Shutting Down Land Developers,” International Women’s 
Development Agency, May 3, 2018, https://iwda.org.au/the-matri-
archs-of-papua-new-guinea-shutting-down-land-developers/.

4 The “big man” concept of leadership customarily involves assessment 
of an individual’s actions that elevate his personal and political status 
within the community. However, under the current Westminster 
political system, this indigenous custom for social structure has been 
exploited by opportunistic elites, who use it to cultivate political pow-
er and influence. See International Public Policy Association, “Big Man 
and Patronage System: Its Role in the Public Administration of Papua 
New Guinea,” International Public Policy Association, 2017, https://
www.ippapublicpolicy.org/file/paper/593a1ca700ebb.pdf.

5 Customary tenure is the set of rules and norms that govern community 
allocation, use, access, and transfer of land and other natural resources.

http://www.paclii.org/pg/CPCReport/Cap1.htm
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ADDRESSING FRAGILITY IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Six Challenges the United States Will Face Implementing the Global Fragility Strategy (GFS) in Papua 
New Guinea (PNG)

1. The drivers of fragility in PNG—including weak governance, economic inequality, vulnerability to climate change, and intercommunal 
and gender-based violence—are complex.

2. The United States has limited experience, presence, and networks in PNG, a country where people place great value on relationships.
3. The whole-of-government ambition of the GFS will produce a unique set of operational challenges in the field.
4. GFS implementation in PNG involves diverse stakeholders, including local communities, public leaders, private-sector actors, 

government off icials, bilateral donor nations, and multilateral entities.
5. The United States will not be the most significant donor to PNG or the most significant donor concerning gender.
6. Engagement with PNG also relates to the broader geostrategic context of competition between the United States and the Peopleʼs 

Republic of China (PRC) and Australia-PRC relations.

Toward A Bespoke Operating Model for Addressing Fragility in PNG
To address these challenges and avoid the pitfalls of previous e� orts, the United States should develop a bespoke operating 
model for GFS implementation centered around the following regularly asked questions:

Are we setting ourselves up for success through a deliberate and adaptive planning process? Are we focused on:

    Learning first, programming second;

    Consulting widely but prioritizing PNG stakeholders;

    Expecting the unexpected from the outset;

    Prioritizing diplomatic boots on the ground as a first-order mission; and

    Mainstreaming gender and youth inclusion in every program activity.

    Working with existing momentum;

    Leading from behind when appropriate;

    Coordinating and co-financing rather than co-delivering with like-minded donors; and

    Not avoiding structural issues.

    Developing integrated analysis and leadership among the United States, PNG, and like-minded allies;

    Instituting a clear monitoring and performance framework;

    Codifying and communicating strategies to key stakeholders in PNG; and

    Investing heavily in whole-of-government coordination eff orts.

    Emphasizing the length and seriousness of commitment;

    Leading in areas of comparative advantage;

    Sporting the brand;

    Taking important stances that other might not;

    Establishing international precedent for eff ective whole-of-government engagement; and

    Working the international system.

Are we being pragmatic and local partner-led in our implementation? Are we focused on:

Are we fostering the right enabling environment to address violence and fragility into the future? Are we 
focused on:

Are we leveraging U.S. comparative advantages? Are we focused on:


