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The Bougainville Crisis: 
A South Pacific Crofters' War 

Alastair Mclntosh 

As Papua New Guinea (PNG) moves 
through its fifteenth year of indepen­
dence, this democratic Pacific island 
nation of 3.5 million people is in tur­
moil over social change, land rights 
and ecological disasters. For the past 
year one of the world's biggest mines 
located on Bougainville island has pro­
duced no copper and gold due to sabot­
age by village landowners. As this arti­
cle goes to press, there is an uneasy 
ceasefire in the civil war between Gov­
ernment and villagers which has 
claimed over 130 lives in the past year. 
The most militant Bougainvillians 
want the mine closed and want the 
North Solomons Province to secede as 
an independent republic. The national 
government, on the other hand, want 
to maintain integrity of the state and, 

having lost the 17% of national revenue 
which came from the mine, were 
forced to devalue the kina by 10% in 
January. 

The villagers' life is largely based on sub­
sistence agriculture, fishing and cocoa grow­
ing. Customarily the concept of individual 
land ownership was alien, forests and rivers 
being a commons, belonging to varying clans 
who had specified usage rights in much the 
same way as our own common grazings are 
held. Indeed, in a tropical rainforest sense, 
the peoples of PNG are largely crofters. Hav­
ing grown up on Lewis in the old Hebrides 
and spent four years working in PNG and 
involved with other Melanesian (black skin­
ned Pacific island) countries such as Vanuatu 
— the New Hebrides — I have frequently 
experienced a sense of rootedness twelve 
thousand miles away which cultural changes 

in Scotland have endangered at home. 
Potential and actual Bougainville-like 

situations abound throughout Melanesia to 
the extent that a new verb, 'to bougainville' is 
gaining currency in situations where local 
people have found environmental, social or 
economic aspects of a development to be 
unacceptable and have taken direct action to 
block operations. For instance, In 1987, after 
20 years of land disputes and rainforest 
devastation, villagers exercising civil dis­
obedience forced a Unilever subsidiary, Lev­
ers Pacific Timbers, out of the Solomon 
Islands. 

But none better illustrates the consequ­
ence of ecocide than the Bougainville Copper 
Ltd (BCL) mine at Panguna. The trouble 
dates back to 1963 when the parent company, 
Conzinc Rio-Tinto Australia (CRA), was 
granted a prospecting licence by the Austra­
lian colonial government to develop what Sir 
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Back from-! 
the Battle 
of Buka 

WAR-weary sol­
diers, their eyes refle 
cfclng the memory of 
last week's "Battle of 
Buka" in which four 
of their comrades 
died, march off the 
tarmac at Port Mores 
by s Jackson's Air­
port behind the cas­
ke t s bear ing the 
bodies of their dead 

Many of them are 
wounded and limp­
ing Their command­
ing of f icer. Tau 
Solomon (in fore­
ground!, has bis head 
strapped with a thick 
while bandage, cover­
ing shotgun pellets 
still lodged in his 
skull 

For Angwi Hrieh-
wazi's full report of 
Friday's emotional 
homecoming, and 
three more deaths, 
turn to Page 2 
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