AID EFFECTIVENESS FOR BUILDING INFLUENCE IN
PAPUA NEW GUINEA

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT




INCREASING POVERTY AND
GROWING INEQUALITY

Figure 1: Gini Index for sovereign countries in the Pacific region
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https://hdr.undp.org/content/2025-global-multidimensional-poverty-index-mpi#/indicies/MPI
FSM Federated States of Micronesia.  Index is based on assessments conducted in different years.  PNG was 2009


INFLUENCE AND IMPACT

Beyond impact (e.g., poverty alleviation, emergency relief), Australia’s development program has also long acted in its
national strategic interests (e.g., trade, geopolitics), although the language and emphasis has fluctuated. Recently, this has
sharpened around geostrategic competition, particularly with China.

Australia is PNG’s largest donor, with a budget of over $600M in 2024/25 (matched by budget support), but it competes
with other donors / countries, so sensibly uses public diplomacy to maintain visibility and ‘Partner of Choice’.

Achieving successful outcomes, leads to ribbon cutting ceremonies, photo opportunities, and media (education, WASH,
infrastructure) have long been used to build influence with political leaders and their constituents - but only when it works!

Increased expenditure on infrastructure (partly driven by geopolitical competition) has coincided with a decline in
expenditure in human development, including health and education (Lowy Institute Pacific Map).

Achieving development IMPACT through programming is long-term transformational and accepts transparency. Achieving
INFLUENCE involves very different modalities, through diplomacy, strategic stakeholder engagement, advocacy and deal
making, often behind closed doors. It tends to be reactive and transactional over the short term (Pennington 2024).

Growing influence with national leaders, mostly in national capitals, has a growing track record of success.
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https://pacificmap.lowyinstitute.org/analysis/2025/key-findings/#3.182/168.487/-5.227




AMBIGUITY AND SILENCE

Development practitioners can shy away from explicitly pursuing opportunities to grow influence in fear of getting into
trouble, their efforts being instrumentalised, or their working being compromised by elite agendas or misappropriation.

= Aid Managers can shy away from authorising development practitioners to access political leaders, in fear of losing control /
alienating sensitive political relationships, creating an ambiguous authorising environment (Murphy 2024).

= Risks of tackling pressing but complex development problems (remote sites, public security, exploitive supply chains) can be
judged too high, when weighed against the risks of failure and undermining political relationships.

= Public-facing documents like Australia-PNG DPP can be largely silent on achieving strategic influence or Australia’s ‘partner
of choice’ status.

= Program reports are prone to omission or periphrasis when dealing with geopolitics and diplomacy/soft power (Pennington
2024). If they do contain political economy / stakeholder analysis they can be deemed too sensitive for public release, or
are rewritten, or not shared even with implementing / development partners.

= Contractors are instructed or reminded informally to win influence during implementation, which can lead to the impost of
hidden mandates, objectives and scheduling that are not contained with project design document or impact frameworks.
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https://www.devintelligencelab.com/analyses/how-geostrategic-competition-and-fragility-interact
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WHY RURAL DEVELOPMENT?
(FROM AN IMPACT LENS)
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While PNG continues to enjoy economic growth nationally, benefits have not
trickled down. Inequality is highly spatialised, especially in rural areas.

Drivers of fragility (violence, political instability, disasters, failing governance, elite
capture) remain high (WB 2024 Country Program Evaluation, p.6)

Australian Gov has a long history of supporting rural development, especially
through agriculture, nutrition and food security over 50years since Independence.

Rural development through WASH, roads, maternal child health, church
partnerships, and education are proven, but with considerable outstanding need.

Community and local governance, including Ward Development Planning and
participatory budgeting, can animate social / democratic accountability holding
elected leaders to account (Care International)

The PNG Development Bank operated ‘stret paism stoa’, which provided credit,
entrepreneurship training and business management skills for PNG entrepreneurs
to buy or establish trade stores from the from the 1970s to 90s. This program was
widely seen as successful, leading to recent calls for it to be reinstated.

While these past efforts have focused on achieving impact, but they have also
contributed to, or provided pathways to growing influence
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Women and Children Last, Establishing MCH Service in PNG   https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00223344.2025.2542985
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WHY RURAL DEVELOPMENT? (FROM AN INFLUENCE LENS)

Much of the rural and remote PNG is effectively beyond the limit of the PNG state, where the national government
itself has little influence. Partly explained by remoteness, inaccessibility, poor economic potential, high costs, and
security, but budget allocations are also too low, and too little gets past provincial and district centres.

Agriculture is a major policy platform of the Government, but public expenditure in agriculture in 2024 was only 0.25%
of its overall GDP, or 1.4% of its agriculture GDP (WB 2024, p.53). Extension is work barely happening.

Remote areas are still governed and serviced informally through a patchy mix of community, churches, private sector
initiatives and international development programs.

Informal mercantile activity is also widespread, dominated by Asian supply chains, mostly serving Chinese consumer
markets (e.g., fisheries and logging). Local sentiment is unsurprisingly shifting towards these Asian supply chains in
the absence of the State or any other alternative.

The development program has been called on to serve one national interest in particular: the potential or perceived
threat to Australia’s security due to China’s growing presence (Development Intelligence Lab, Pulse Check, 2022).
Should this not also be applied to rural areas?

This is complex space for development programming, as it can be TOO easy to become TOO influential by filling voids
that ought to be filled by government, undermining exit strategies and sustainability.

Still, when rural development projects do achieve impact, they can broaden the base of influence to include citizens
and to sub-national levels of government, as well as servicing Australia’s geopolitical interests.
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IMPLICATIONS

= |f wining influence is limited to building relationships and making deals with national leaders (current and past MPs,
heads of government departments, private sector CEOs, some wealthy citizens), then the number of people targeted
will be small (in the 100s) and programming will increasingly be transacted in the capital Port Moresby.

= By prioritising relationships with political and administrative leaders, development programs are increasingly
‘managing up’, buying into a system that is not serving its citizenry, diluting development impact.

= This can potentially distort national governance, widen fault lines, disincentivise ‘good’ leadership that serves
citizenry, thereby potentially collectively exacerbating fragility (Murphy, Rice, Zapf 2024).

= Hidden objectives, competing modalities, and lack of transparency will only confuse or overwhelm impact
frameworks, with a corresponding loss of influence.

= Development programs will become more transactional than transformative, diluting impact (Murphy 2024). If
development programs have less impact, then they will be less effective in achieving influence.
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WIN-WIN OPPORTUNITIES FOR INFLUENCE AND IMPACT

= Partnering opportunities with reform-minded Open Members, and the discretionary (SIP) funds they wield, could be
explored to improve service delivery and funding into rural areas, into the political space between national leaders and
their constituents, to encourage social / democratic accountability.

= Rather than avoiding them, development programs could find ways to work more effectively with informal institutions,
kastom, wantok networks, and patronage systems, as they are very powerful and not necessarily corrupt. More
sophisticated approaches to ‘thinking and working politically’, risk management could be authorised.

= |INGOs (e.g., Oxfam, World Vision) have advanced capabilities in designing and implementing advocacy campaigns, and
managing political risks, which could be adapted to more effectively growing influence from development programs.

= |f influence was defined as an outcome, with a Theory of Change, then it could be measured and included into impact
frameworks, and their trade-offs and opportunity costs considered (Murphy 2024)

=  The greater the impact that development programs achieve, the greater will be their influence.
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