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Papua New Guinea’s Prime Minister James Marape successfully defeated a vote of
no confidence against him on 12 September, with 75 votes in his favour and 32
against, and now parliament has adjourned. So, what comes next? And what’s
really behind these votes? In this blog, | explore several what-next scenarios and try
to shed some light on the political economy of votes of no confidence in PNG.

First, could there be another vote of no confidence? The 18-month grace period that
shields a prime minister after an election does not currently extend to one who
survives a vote of no confidence. Marape therefore remains vulnerable to another
vote when parliament reconvenes on 26 November. This vulnerability will persist
until mid-2026. During the 12 months preceding the general election in 2027, a vote
of no confidence is possible, but its effect, if passed, would be to dissolve the
parliament rather than replace the prime minister. Since such a dissolution hasn’t
occurred in the past 49 years, it is unlikely to happen after mid-2026.

Second, could there be another grace period? The government has introduced a
proposed amendment to section 145 of the Constitution relating to votes of no
confidence, to give another 18-month grace period to the incumbent if a vote of no
confidence is unsuccessful. If the 75 votes Marape just received reflect his overall
support, amending the constitution to create this additional grace period isn't far-
fetched. However, PNG laws don't apply retrospectively. Should such an
amendment pass, it would only apply to future failed votes of no confidence, leaving
Marape open to at least one more potential challenge in the near future.

Third, might some members of parliament (MPs) return to the government? It's
common in PNG politics for opposition MPs to rejoin the government after a failed
vote-of-no-confidence attempt. Between now and the next parliamentary sitting in
November, it's reasonable to expect opposition MPs to return to the government
fold. With no immediate vote of no confidence looming, MPs often return for easier
access to Constituency Development Funds (CDFs). Given the unsuccessful vote of
no confidence and the long gap before the next session, more MPs are likely to
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trickle back to Marape’s side.

Fourth, could PNG politics be stabilising over time? This marks the second time in
less than a decade that a PNG prime minister has defeated a no-confidence vote. In
2016, after several unconstitutional delays, Peter O'Neill also survived such a vote.
This stands in contrast to the three successful no-confidence votes from 1980 to
1988. After 1988, three other prime ministers left office for various reasons including
invalid elections and resignations, while another was unconstitutionally replaced on
health grounds. Two of these resignations were to avoid an imminent vote of no
confidence. While only three votes of no confidence have succeeded, votes of no
confidence have long been a threat to PNG’s political stability. Now, it seems, the
prime minister’s tenure is getting longer despite the volatility of PNG’s politics.

What explains Marape’s and O’Neill's defeat of votes of no confidence?

There is much speculation about the role of money in securing political support in
PNG during votes of no confidence. Proving corrupt payments is difficult. No prime
minister or MP has ever faced prosecution for bribery during a vote of no
confidence. However, there is a clear correlation between the growth of CDFs and
the increase in prime ministers’ tenure. Since their introduction in 1984, these funds
have grown from K10,000 per MP to about K10 million today. CDFs have become
instrumental in controlling MPs’ behaviour, with opposition MPs often claiming their
funds are withheld, delayed, or underpaid.

So, why do votes of no confidence persist?

In PNG, a vote of no confidence is less a mechanism to hold the executive
government accountable and more about access to state resources, particularly the
CDFs. Claims of wanting to remove a corrupt prime minister seem hollow when one
considers that the alternative prime minister in this case was a strong ally of Marape
who served in his cabinet until recently. Similarly, many MPs who voted against
Marape in this vote had supported him previously, either during his 2019 rise to
power or after the 2022 elections. Ironically, some even helped him survive a no-
confidence vote in 2021 when the opposition had enough numbers to unseat him.

For MPs, then, votes of no confidence have perhaps become tools to negotiate and
renegotiate ministerial portfolios and funding with the prime minister. For the general
population, they might still be perceived as a way of temporarily disrupting the
mismanagement and waste of state resources if the prime minister is actually
replaced. However, the reality is that such votes only worsen governance issues, if
the widespread claims of bribery and corruption during vote-of-no-confidence
periods are true.
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In sum, it could be that votes of no confidence in PNG are now less likely to unseat
a PM than in the past — because the prime minister controls more resources,
particularly in the CDFs. At the same time, MPs will continue to jockey for access to
those resources, so the votes and the related instability and governance problems
will continue, if not worsen.
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