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INTRODUCTION 

Trobriand Islands  

 are low-lying group of 28 islands. 
 8 larger islands are inhabited by people; Kiriwina, Kitava, 

Vakuta, Khaileuna, Kuyawa, Munuwata, Simsimla and Tuma. 
 The El-Nino and La-Nina have imposed serious constraints 

on traditional gardening (subsistence farming) in Trobriand 
Islands and are faced with a relative shortage of food supply 
and water.  

 Climate change has negative impacts on traditional 
gardening and therefore affects the island’s food supply. Eg: 
1997 & 2015 Drought and Flood in 2020 destroyed crops on 
Kiriwina Island. 

 Food security systems in rural areas are mainly traditional 
gardening based while semi-urban areas are more dependent 
on imported food.  

 Smallholder rice farming is, therefore, paramount in 
addressing the challenges of food security and reducing 
malnutrition and food insecurity. 



Introduction 

  The research was an initial step of smallholder rice 
farming project for 11 wards in North Kiriwina. - Faced 
with common questions from local people; Are you an 
agriculturalist? Where is the money or who will fund 
the project? Will the rice grow in the swamp? 

  Is a community initiative supported by Milne Bay 
Province Agriculture & Livestock Division and Kiriwina 
Goodenough District,  

 
The research focused on 4 key areas; 
 Landowner identification on swamp area, 
 Ecological study on North Kiriwina inland swamp,  
 Socio-economic activities,  
 Local gardening patterns and food security,  

 



Dayagila Rice 
Farmers 

Registered with 
IPA and IRC in 
2020; 

Supported by; 

1. Kiriwina-
Goodenough 
District  

2. Milne Bay 
Provincial 
Agriculture & 
Livestock 
Division 

 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Trobriands are great gardeners and 
fishermen. (Malinowski, 1935:52-54)  

  Magic, law and social structure in 
gardening-agriculture, is the core of tribal 
economics and foundation of social order, 
notably chieftainship. 

  The gardening seasonal calendar is 
dominated by yam, taro and potato 
cultivation, thus labour and gender roles 
are distinguished between males and 
females.  
 



Literature review 

 PNG Medium Term Development Plan 2016 -2017 -the goal 
is to support large scale agricultural enterprises and 
smallholder growers more generally to meet domestic and 
international needs.  

 Previous government agriculture policy - Alotau accord 2 
called for; priority attention to rehabilitation of cash 
crops, fresh food storage, infrastructure, research and 
restructuring of commodity boards.  

 The Milne Bay IPDP 2016 – 2020 focus area 3, action on 
strengthening food security, disaster mitigation and 
climate change. 

 Kiriwina Goodenough District five year integrated district 
development plan  2011-2015/2017-2021 aligned with 
Integrated Provincial Development Plan and Medium 
Term Development Plan focus on economic development 
and food security to ensure food security and address 
climate change.  
 



Literature review 

  The NARI and EU in partnership with local 
communities, district administrations, local 
CBOs and NGOs, workshop at Butiya Lodge 
Kiriwina Island on May 16th 2017 focusses on 
strengthening food production capacity and the 
resilience to drought of vulnerable communities. 

 Digim’Rina, Linus Silipolakapulapola. (1998). An 
Updated Effects of the Dreadful Drought: the 
Trobriand Experience. APFT Briefing Note, 
Brussels.  

  The ‘Food Security, Agriculture under APEC 
spotlight’. The key agriculture development 
priorities include land mobilization to have 
access to land for agriculture development, and 
support Agriculture research are in line with this 
report. 

 



  
  

METHODOLOGY  
 

  The ethnographic and survey methodologies were used in 
this research.  

 Participant observation and survey were used in collection 
of data during four consecutive months on local gardening 
pattern, climate, vegetation, and socio-economic activities.  

 Survey was a key research tool used in verbal questions to 
find out socio-economic activities and importance of rice. 

 Focused group discussions used to conduct land 
mobilization, establish management structures and 
conduct awareness on agriculture development.  

 Customary landowner groups were identified and 
establishment of management mechanism were 
established by mobilising community and through 
effective dialogue.  
 



FINDINGS 
 

   Land mobilization -  encouraged and assisted more 
customary land owners to register, free up  their land and 
participate in development efforts. 

  Kiriwina RLLG has more than ninety-eight percent (98%) of 
which is customary owned while less than two percent (2%) is 
alienated land. 

  Land in Kiriwina is relatively scarce whereby overpopulation 
and land degradation from intensive farming practices has 
resulted in decline in fertility.  

 Over 97 percent of farming practices is mainly subsistence 
while 3 percent is smallholder rice farming and other crops.  

 The land in Kiriwina is divided into sub-vegetation zones for 
specific subsistence farming which has scarce land for 
commercial agriculture development.  



Trobriand Islands wetlands 

  

 

The swamp covers the following 
villages; 
1. Dayagila/Kudakabiriya 
2. Tubowada 
3. Kaurikwau/Bwetavaya 
4. Mwatawa 
5. Kuruvitu 
6. Yalaka 
7. Buduwelaka 
8. Kuluwa 
9. Kabwaku 
10. Omarakana 
11. Kabulula 
12. Kwebwaga 



Dayagila rice pilot project 

  Four matri-clan leaders 
and members were 
consulted 

 Three matri-clans agreed 
for the project to 
eventuate while one clan 
opposed the project.  

 Kuwakaya clan leaders 
and members allocated 
their land (2 hectres) for 
the rice farming and 
interested to involve in 
the project 

Dayagila-North Kiriwina swamp area 

2 hectres of 
smallholder 
rice farming 



 About 161 000m2 of 
swamp area unused 
landmass for 
agriculture 
development 
especially rice 
farming.  

 

 

 Palustrine –Inland 
freshwater swamp, 
not affected by tidal 
salinity - 

 Three ecological 
zones 

 1. Marshland 

 2. Fenland 

 3. Upland swamp 

 

North Kiriwina Inland Swamp-Palustrine 



Marshland  

 Treeless land where water table is below the 
surface of the ground.  

 Dominated by spike grass, reeds, bulrush, ferns.  
  Bulrush (lei) used for traditional house roofs  
 Floods 10 cm to 80 cm of water level above the 

ground during very wet period or rainy seasons 
and the water level remains 5cm to 10cm below 
ground surface.  

 Provides nesting and habitats for waterfowl and 
waders, rails, muskrats, frogs, aquatic insects, 
eels, and many other examples of freshwater life.  

 Small water ponds for fresh water life.  
 The soil not fertile and is not suitable for 

agriculture.  
 



Fenland 

 Dominated by scattered wild pandanus trees, 
saw-grass, reed mace, bulrush, sedges and 
scattered trees.  

 The soil is fertile, consisting of black and clay 
soil, may be invaded at its margins by trees and 
evolve in time into upland swamp, and later, 
perhaps, into an upland ground.  

 Provides breeding place for snakes, bandicoots, 
water fowls, rats, and raiders.  

 Used as hunting ground for local people.  
 Not being cultivated and remains bear land for 

many years.  
 This area can be used for rice farming. 
 

 



Upland swamp 

 Usually cultivated with taro, sweet potato, 
cassava, corns, and pumpkins during very 
dry part of the year.  

 Vegetated by scattered trees, pandanus trees, 
sawgrass, and scrubs.  

 The water is about 30 cm to 80 cm below 
ground level. During very wet part of the year 
this zone does not flood above ground level.  

 The rice can grow well in this zone.  

 The soil is very fertile consisting of black and 
clay sediments.  

 



Upland Ground 

 The upland ground formed the flat land vegetation of Kiriwina 
Island.  

 The yearly gardening activities and fallow system occur on this 
vegetation zone. Its vegetation is divided into sub-vegetation 
types where different types of traditional gardening activities 
occur during different times of the year.  

 The value of the land depends on the fertility of soil which most 
fertile soil is located near the villages (Kekubusi) and within the 
vicinity of thick bushes and near the margins of jungle and 
upland swamp.  

 The land tenure is mainly focussed on the frequent cultivated 
land where cash crop activity is hardly established because the 
land is reserved for subsistence farming.  

 The subsistence farming mainly on yams, taro and sweet potato 
dominate the food security system of Trobriand island people. 

 



Importance of Rice in Trobriand Society  

 Rice farming is associated with availability of 
swamp areas or wetlands in identified areas such 
as Luba, Kaisiga, Kuboma and North Kiriwina.  

 About 50 percent of population in Kiriwina 
depend on rice as consumers, and of these, few 
people are engaged in growing smallholder rice, 
mostly on land holdings of less than 2 hectares. 

 Rice is cultivated between 1-4 months. 

  Fill in the food scarcity period (molu/yavata) 
between the months of December and April 

  Rice contributes 50% of food portion during 
feasts, ceremonies, parties and 1/3 of food 
portion during daily consumption. 



Socio-economic activities 

 Dayagila village market is a central location 
for North Kiriwina 11 council wards, 

 SME activities, barter system and informal 
business activities occur among the people, 

  These activities were introduced in 2010 due 
to impacts of climate change on food security 
and the current tourism boost at Kaibola. 

 SME is a local mitigation strategy towards 
impacts of climate change. 

 



Main Sources of Income per fortnight 

158 participants were interviewed; 90 males & 68 
females 

 Garden produce sales – mostly women – 50% 

 Marine products sales – mostly men 
(fishermen)-20% 

 Informal business (Kidaderi) –(mostly men)-15% 

 Remittances/Salary – relatives working in 
towns/cities & public servants; eg. Teachers – 
10% 

 Returns from business sales – formal business 
activities; eg. PMV owners, trade store owners -
5%  

 

 

 

 



Percentage of income rate by category 
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Local gardening activities 

Local gardening activities is dominated by- 
 
 Yam –Kemata (main yam garden) and Kemugwa 

(mini yam garden). 
 Kaukau (Sweet potato)-Rigaba (main kaukau 

garden) and Susupa (mini kaukau garden). 
 Taro – Tapopwa (taro garden) and mixed cropping. 
 Rice – Smallholder rice farming- is slotted into 

gardening calendar where it can not clashes with 
yam gardening activities.  

 The start of gardening activities also determine by 
unexpected weather patterns-rainy periods 
prolong start of bush clearing, burning and 
planting. 

 



Trobriand Food Security 

The yield is determine by – 

 

 Unexpected weather patterns 

 Gardening seasons (Kweluva) – associated with yams and 
kaukau. 

 Soil fertility –fallow system reduced from 7 years to 4-5 
years. 

 3 Periods of food security; 

 Malia (matuwa) ripe -Food Surplus; April to September 
(Milamala) -associated with the beginning of yam harvest, 
storage & kaukau harvest and storage. 

 Molu –Food scarcity (geguda) young; January to March-
associated with young crops and tubers. 

 Malia/Molu – mild food scarcity;  October to December 



Trobriand Gardening season 

Months Trobriand lunar 
calendar 

Food security period Gardening activities 

Yam Kaukau Taro Rice 

January 6-Yavatamu   
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Kemugwa 
harvest 

  
  
  

Harvest 
Planting 

Milling and 
consumption 

February 7-Geluvilavi   Kemugwa 
harvest 

Susupa-Harvest 
  
  

Harvest 
Planting 

  

March 8-Bulumaduku   Kemata- 
pruning 

    Field clearing 

April 9-Kuluwotu   
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Harvest Rigaba-planting   Nursing 
  

May 10-Utokakana   Harvest Planting 
  
  

Harvest 
Planting 

Transplanting 

June 11-Ilebisila   Kemugwa 
clearing 

  Harvest 
Planting 

Field management 

July 12-Yakosi   Kemugwa 
planting 

  
  
  

    

August 1-Kuluvasasa   Kemata 
clearing 

Harvest     

September 2-Milamala   Kemata 
planting 

Harvest 
  
  

  Harvest 

October 3-Yakosi   S
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Kemata- 
kevatam 

Susupa- planting 
  
  

    
Storage 

November 4-Yavatakulu   Weeding   
  
  

    

December 5-Toriyavata   Weeding   
  
  

Harvest 
Planting 

  



Smallholder Rice farming-Is it viable?  

 Rice is identified as potential cash crops for small and 
medium scale agriculture development in Kiriwina 
RLLG.  

  Currently, the importance of rice has dominated other 
staple food crops in Trobriand society.  

 The local food scarcity period will be covered by rice 
productivity.  

 Not only to fill in the food insecurity period but also to 
supplement food diet, increase food production, and 
provide income opportunities for the people.  

 With the increased informal business activities at 
Dayagila and Losuia Station, the rice will become main 
cash crop and source of income for local people.  

 Rice is suitably fit into vegetation type, land, soil, 
climate, and weather pattern.  
 



Discussions 

  Findings in this report show that there is a lack of 
implementation strategies and development mechanism at 
the community level in Kiriwina for smallholder rice 
farming. 

 NARI and UN key activities and key expected outcomes of 
increased food production seem impossible to achieve by 
district without community development mechanisms.  

 The identified high risks disaster impacts communities 
lack management capacity to sustain pilot projects.  

 The agriculture policy is a key priority integrated in 
National, Provincial and District Development Plans that 
called for immediate intervention by all stake holders.  

 There is a significant unused swampland available for 
small and medium scale rice farming to attract cash 
income.  



Discussions 

 Trobriand Islands - Kiriwina Rural Local 
Level Government not captured in Provincial 
Administration Agriculture & Livestock 
Development Plan and budget allocation.  

 However, Kiriwina has a potential for 
commercial agriculture in swamp areas and 
marine agriculture.  

 Land mobilization seems to be very expensive 
exercise for customary landowners, 
especially rural communities.  



Conclusion 

 Climate change is already affecting 
Trobriand Islands food security.  

 Rice is suitable to deal with food security 
issues in Trobriand Island communities.  

 This implies that communities in the 
vicinity of wetlands become suppliers of 
most fresh vegetable produce and rice to 
supply main markets and other disaster 
risk areas.  

  Rice is a potential crop to deal with food 
security issues. 

 



Recommendations 

  More research needs to be done in Trobriand 
Islands on agriculture to assess viability of cash 
crops 

  Agriculture and Livestock sector needs 
expansion and structural reform to cater for 
increasing demand of technical labor 

 Provide sustainable management skills in the 
local farming.  

 Empower local farmers with management skills 
and techniques to create job opportunities.  

 Carry out land mobilization and encourage 
customary landowners to free up the land to 
have access to land for agriculture development.  

 



 

THANKYOU 

TENK YU TRU 
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