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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Arriving in most rural and remote villages in Western Province, the near absence of services or public expenditure is striking. 
It is easy to assume that these villages are ungoverned, beyond the limits of the PNG state. 
Yet local forms of leadership thrive, as they coalesce around external opportunities, whether via aid development projects, market value chains, neighbouring states, mining royalties, or what PNG government funding trickles through. 
The research explored the plurality of formal and informal governance, beyond the limit of the State,  and their dynamics around external finances.
It also proposed what more ‘politically-informed’ programming and grant arrangements might look like.  
It also explore the role of women leaders and their networks, and their potential to challenge or at least create an alternative to the excesses of male-dominated patronage politics.
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Method and 
Significance

• Research was preceded by an ARC Discovery Grant via the 
University of Queensland

• 53 Interviews (40% female), through 2021-22 COVID period

• All three interviewers had local experience and relationships.
• Recruited leaders based on who we recognised as leaders by 

their standing, and then snowballing from informant’s advice
• Free prior and informed consent.  Qualitative data transcribed 

using Ai, then manually coded to 33 themes

• Craig, David. 2021. Political Economy and Institutional Context 
of Sub-National Public Financial Management and Service 
Delivery in Papua New Guinea: Washington D.C., World Bank 
Group. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/528061629352596609. 

• Significance can be measured in its focus on a subnational 
context, where non-state forms of finance dominate.

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/528061629352596609




Governance 
beyond the 
Limit of the 
State

• Significant lack of public finances and services reaching local village levels. 
• High urbanisation in Daru. People getting stuck after accessing services. 

• Ward Councillors and service providers living in Daru. Budgets spent in Daru hotels and 
hospitality, where deals are done.  Lack of financial controls operating.

• Formal bodies found in villages can include Ward Development Committees, School 
Boards and Village Courts, but with no structural connection.

• In greater number are informal bodies, including clans, church groups, women fellowship 
groups, sporting teams, law and order committee, youth and WASH committees.

• It is the sum of formal and informal groups that constitute capability in local governance.   



Electoral 
Dynamics

• In 2017 general election, 52 candidates competed 
for just over 24,000 votes.  The winning incumbent 
received only 6% of the vote, rising to 18% with 
preferences.

• People vote across tribal lines.  Multiple candidates 
from one tribal grouping run, splitting the vote.

• High Turnover of Open Members and Governors.  
• Candidates hand out smokes and small amounts of 

cash during campaigns and make lots of promises.
• Campaign managers chasing first preferences from 

other candidates



Patronage is 
systemic

• Political leaders compete to provide benefits to their supporters, 
provided by patrons to client groups – ‘competitive clientelism’

• Powerful networks and pacts are operating across the District, 
reaching down to the local village level. 

• … but more factionalised than national patronage politics due to the 
lack of domination of Highland-style ‘big men’ politics in South Fly.

• Community leaders and Ward Councillors make pacts with incoming 
candidates for Open Memer and are rewarded or marginalised based 
on the outcome.

• Distribution of benefits can occur directly to supporters, bypassing 
the WDC and Ward Councillor.

• Pacts among Ward Councillors dominate decision making during their 
LLG term, and election of the LLG President (when not directly 
elected).

• Ward Councillors once elected typically then appoint their campaign 
team and supporters to their Ward Development Committee.

• Some Ward Councilors and most Open Members take the 
opportunity to leave their village, and/or set up a second home in 
Daru or Port Moresby.



… more 
positively

• The constituency is growing increasingly cynical of 
candidate’s campaign promises and deals, when 
little if anything eventuates.

• Candidates are themselves recognising the 
downside of making promises when campaigning, as 
they are then beholden to them for their term.

• Perverse incentive to just cultivate a small support 
base, or to just run for a single term, but leaders do 
not seem content to pursue either.

• Ward Councilors who do try to deliver, lament how 
they still bear the brunt of being blamed when 
funds don’t arrive.

• Governor and Open Member were both returned at 
the 2022 general election.

• Separation of women from men in polling booths.
• The State is still able to organise elections.



Social 
accountability 
and advocacy

• Checks and balance still operate within the sociocultural realm 
that do compel leaders to act in the public good

• Despite the absence of funding and services, formal and 
informal organisations do combine into a local governance 
capability. 

• Women’s leadership is active and growing, but only exists 
informally, and it is largely not visible to outsiders, especially 
men.

• It would be politically naïve to expect social accountability to 
prevail over vested patronage networks – more realistic to hope 
it will curb its excesses.

• Ditto for advocacy.  Local leaders feel powerless to deal with 
patronage politics and dysfunction in the system.  They are not 
on their own fruition forming coalitions or lobby groups for 
reform.

• … both present real opportunities and they should be harnessed 
where possible, but don’t be unrealistic.



Do No Harm

• There is an inadvertent political economy to how aid 
affects local leadership, which is heightened in this 
context.

• Given the lack of public finances, politics orientates at 
local levels around other funding and financial 
sources, including aid.

• Beyond the positive changes it can bring, aid 
financing can also exacerbate conflict, division and 
patronage, as local politics orientates around the 
money.

• As patronage politics ‘follow the money’, there is a 
risk that aid finances will attract patronage into areas 
where previously there had been no interest.



Politically-
informed 
programming

• Participatory analysis should precede aid investments to 
understand the plurality of informal and formal governance 
mechanisms.

• Need to support and incentivise a cohort of professional 
national community development facilitators to read and then 
broker between informal and formal systems.

• Informal groups and networks are particularly vulnerable to 
financing.

• Many community leaders prefer for funding to arrive in 
‘project form’ rather than more fungible forms of cash or 
building materials, to avoid internal political problems.

• Funding releases should be sequenced towards the end of the 
project development process to not undermine informal 
processes that precede its release.



Informal 
women’s 
groups and 
networks

• Existing capacity among women sits neither within formal structures 
(e.g., WDCs, school boards), nor informal groups or committees (e.g. 
churches), or even the Council of Women often, unless the groups 
are formed by women themselves (Women’s Fellowship Groups).

• Informal women’s groups and networks are not immediately visible, 
not taken seriously even by the women themselves, are often small, 
isolated and disconnected, sitting in the background of male-
dominated decision making.

• Their strength is more in their ‘reach’ as networks, rather than their  
organisational capacity.  They tend to collapse and re-form.

• The career of women’s leaders usually include these informal groups 
and networks, helping to establish their support base.

• Nominated women’s reps hold little power within the LLG system  …

• … but they can provide insights and opportunities for women to 
learn how to navigate politics, to be a stepping stone …. 
“like a push start to me”

• … so funding support could encourage LLG and WDCs to comply with 
legislated requirements for nominated female members.



Focus of 33 Informal Women’s Networks



The Potential 
for Informal 
Women’s 
Networks

• Women leaders tend to be less engaged in patronage systems.  
They are either not invited or choose to avoid them.

• When given the opportunity to allocate finances, they tend 
more towards public good projects and SMEs, transparency 
and supporting other women.

•  … so they have the potential to challenge or create an 
alternative to male-dominated patronage systems.

• As women have not held political positions in sufficient 
numbers to organise and form pacts, the question of whether 
they will reject, modify or sustain patronage politics remains 
somewhat hypothetical.  

• It can be assumed though, that they will be disruptive.
• There is also a rural urban divide.  Women in rural areas are 

relatively underserviced and face more cultural barriers and 
resistance from their husbands. 

• .. so there is potential to grow existing networks from district 
centres like Daru into rural areas, through mentoring and 
training, including sub-district market development.

• … and for family-based programming like Family Farms Teams



• Women leaders and their organisations are strong candidates 
to manage community development projects, including 
building women’s resource centre, open-air markets, SMEs 
and tackling GBV.

• … but they need support with proposal writing and project and 
financial management.

• An interesting feature of their networks is that they tend to 
cross language or tribal lines, so they have potential to form 
trans-local alliances.

• … so there is potential for these networks to form a ‘coalition 
for change’, with a bottom-up approach to fielding candidates 
for elections, and/or advocacy for reforms of most concern to 
women.

• Women’s networks already have the numbers.  Women 
leaders state their intent but then shy away from the 
inevitable internal political contest with other women.

• Women rely on these networks for support and security.  They 
do not want them to become undermined by politics.

• Ongoing work needed to monitor and analyse informal 
women’s networks, to understand and support them, and to 
do them no harm
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