DEVPOLICYBLOG
In the aftermath:
landslide in PNG’s

Enga province
by Justine McMahon
3 July 2024

The whole side of the mountain dropped and within minutes it
started raining rocks and stones. It was like the end of the world.
People were shouting and screaming and running for their lives...
When | came back to my senses, | imagined my husband fleeing
with our children to safety and that we would reunite after a few
days. My sad news came after two days.

Edlyn’s story highlights the devastating loss and trauma communities are facing
following a massive landslide that took place in Enga Province, Papua New Guinea,
in the early hours of 24 May. The affected communities in Mulitaka, where the
landslide occurred, have been living amidst heightened tribal conflict across the
region for years. Internally displaced people fleeing the violence were already
sheltering in Yambali ahead of this emergency. Options to recover and rebuild a
normal life for many communities had been limited by their displacement, even
before the landslide.

CARE has a longstanding presence in the region through its peace-building work,
which aims to address ongoing tribal conflict. Working alongside the government
and other aid agencies, we have helped to meet the most immediate needs of
affected people through the establishment of child-friendly spaces; psychosocial
support programs; water, sanitation and hygiene services; and the distribution of
essential items. Our team are experienced professionals, but they are exhausted
and what they have seen has left them shaken.

Despite efforts thus far, assistance from the international community is still falling
short of fully meeting the needs of affected communities. Vulnerable populations
such as women, children, the elderly, and people with disabilities are paying the
price. We recently conducted a Rapid Gender Analysis which showed that there are
systemic challenges to equitable and accessible aid distribution. For example,
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polygamy is a widespread practice in Enga, and men predominantly collect aid from
distribution sites. As a result, some wives and children might be registered as aid
recipients while others are not.

People with whom we spoke said that if not all wives are registered, this
substantially increases the risk of violence to those who are. Such violence is driven
by feelings of trauma and desperation, where wives and mothers who miss the
opportunity to access aid feel helpless in providing for their children.

To address this issue, our team distributes aid based on family units rather than
individuals, as this approach takes into consideration the realities of the Highlands.
This ensures that all wives and children have access to aid. CARE is advocating for
other organisations to adopt this approach as well. Concerns about access to aid do
not end there: colleagues observed instances of violence against women during the
distribution of aid. Despite raising the alarm with authorities, we were met with the
sadly all-too-common response, “that’s a family problem”. We continue to urge for
PNG Defence Force personnel who are trained as Gender Focal Points to be
deployed to the disaster area to ensure women receive assistance without the
threat of violence.

In the aftermath of this devastating landslide, survivors are deeply traumatised. The
registration and distribution effort is complicated but relief agencies must give
priority to reaching the most affected. This means going into communities and
actively seeking survivors and hearing their stories. Provincial and district
coordination mechanisms must include women representatives at different levels in
needs assessments, planning, reviews and decision-making processes. A database
needs to be established to understand which relief agencies and government
authorities are doing what, where, when, and why.

We have also observed ongoing tensions between displaced and host populations
competing for scarce aid. The registration of affected communities has a role to play
here as well, by identifying (where possible) directly and indirectly affected people.
This transparency would ensure clarity on who receives aid and what kind of aid
they receive, which would help manage community expectations and reduce the
potential for conflict. Looking ahead, CARE aims to re-engage in previous
partnerships with women’s rights organisations in the Highlands to support ongoing
recovery efforts. The goal is to support them with institutional and technical capacity
building, while facilitating their support for the implementation of activities that
counter and protect women from gender-based violence.

There is a significant need for concurrent conflict prevention and peace-building
efforts to ensure response and recovery is not blind to these tensions. Despite the
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need, we have observed a lack of investment in this area both by government and
international organisations. As a result, it is expected that ongoing tensions will
continue to impede response and recovery efforts. This also has the potential to
increase the already-high protection risks to women and girls. Women must be
protected from violence both within families and from neighbouring communities.

The situation in the landslide-affected area, both for survivors and for host and
surrounding communities, is complex. Prevailing gender norms and practices are
exacerbated by existing tribal enmities. Women, children, the elderly, and people
who live with disabilities are at increased risk of violence, abuse or harassment.
Until there is a safe area to which survivors can be relocated, they will be unable to
begin the long and difficult process of recovery.

Download PDF.
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Link: https://devpolicy.org/in-the-aftermath-landslides-in-enga-province-png-20240703/
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