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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Australia has a long history and a complicated relationship with
Bougainville, an island group to the east of the PNG mainland that was
administered by Australia as part of Papua New Guinea for 60 years
between 1915 and 1975. On 23 November 2019, its 300 000 people will
commence voting in an independence referendum, and a clear majority
is expected to vote for independence from Papua New Guinea. The
Bougainville Peace Agreement requires PNG and Bougainville to
negotiate an outcome after the conclusion of the referendum, and
Canberra has indicated that it will respect any settlement reached
between them. James Marape, the new PNG prime minister, has
expressed a clear preference for an autonomous, not independent,
Bougainville.
With geostrategic rivalry growing across the Pacific, Australia will need to
step up its engagement and consider further policy approaches to
Bougainville if it wishes to remain a trusted peace and security broker in
Melanesia. If the people of Bougainville vote for independence and are
unable to reach agreement with the government of Papua New Guinea,
the Bougainville issue may precipitate another regional crisis.
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On 23 November 2019, Bougainvilleans will commence voting in a longawaited referendum to decide whether they wish to stay part of Papua
New Guinea or become an independent nation. In a process that will
take place over two weeks, voters will be asked whether they want
Bougainville to have either “greater autonomy” or “independence”.1 This
is the culmination of a 20-year peace process which followed the end of
a ten-year war on Bougainville that was the most intense conflict in the
Pacific since the Second World War. The principles of the truce,
enshrined in the Bougainville Peace Agreement (BPA) signed in Arawa
on 30 August 2001 which formally ended the war, remain the primary
framework to create a lasting peace. The three main pillars of the
agreement were the creation of the Autonomous Bougainville
Government (ABG), which occurred in 2005; weapons disposal; and the
referendum, to be held no later than 15 years after the formation of the
ABG (that is, by 2020).2
Based on current sentiment in Bougainville, it appears a majority of
Bougainvilleans — perhaps three-quarters or more — will opt to vote for
independence.3 This is being driven by a range of factors: their longstanding sense of separate ethnic identity from PNG, residual animosity
after the war years, a perceived failure of the current model of autonomy,
and reservations about its future as part of PNG.
While the referendum may be a high point for the people of Bougainville,
it is not the end point. Under the BPA, the vote outcome must be ratified
by PNG’s national parliament and a “negotiated outcome” then struck
between the PNG Government and the ABG.4 An independent agency —
the Bougainville Referendum Commission (BRC) — was formed in 2017
to conduct the referendum, overseen by a Joint Supervisory Body (JSB).
Australia has a significant stake in the outcome of the November
referendum. Bougainville’s war between 1988 and 1998 cost an
estimated 10 000–15 000 lives5 and presented a major security challenge
for PNG, Australia and their immediate neighbours. Australia financed
and provided personnel and logistics for several major peacekeeping
operations on Bougainville over the years, beginning with a short-lived
South Pacific Regional Peace Keeping Force (SPRPKF) in 1994 and
finishing with a Truce Monitoring Group (TMG) and its successor, the
Australian-led Peace Monitoring Group (PMG), which withdrew from
Bougainville in 2003. These were significant operations involving military
deployments that cost Australia hundreds of millions of dollars.6
Australia’s initial peacekeeping missions in Bougainville in the mid-to-late
1990s were arguably the most substantial Australian missions since
Vietnam and presaged later Pacific interventions in Timor-Leste and the
Solomon Islands. New Zealand also played a major role, leading the
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TMG and brokering peace agreements such as the Endeavour Accords
in 1990, the Burnham Declaration of 1997, and the Lincoln Agreement in
1998. These initiatives created a template, pioneered on Bougainville,
whereby Australia and New Zealand gather neighbouring Pacific forces
from countries such as Fiji, Tonga, and Vanuatu to provide logistical and
operational support for regional Pacific forces to take the lead,
respecting traditional Melanesian culture (kastom) to ensure the
missions are culturally sensitive and therefore effective.
A peaceful resolution to the Bougainville question is important for
Australia. It was a protagonist during the colonial period and subsequent
conflict, and it has invested heavily in a largely successful peace process
since. Moreover, at a time of growing geopolitical contest in its immediate
region, Australia and its regional partners will be keen to demonstrate
they remain reliable security guarantors in the Pacific region.
Australia must be ready for a variety of possible situations, including: a
refusal by the PNG parliament to ratify a vote for independence, which
could lead to unrest; a rejection of the vote by PNG — or a delay on
reaching settlement — which could lead to another unilateral declaration
of independence by Bougainville; and finally, a substantial deterioration
in the security situation, which could potentially require the deployment
of another regional peacekeeping force or peace enforcement operation.
Bougainville is richly endowed with mineral resources such as copper,
gold and silver, and such resources could contribute to underwriting a
new nation state. However, the potential for dispute and renewed conflict
over mining rights is very real and adds to the tensions between PNG
and Bougainville over the referendum.
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If the people of Bougainville vote for independence as expected, it is not
clear whether the PNG parliament will ratify that vote according to a
timeframe acceptable to Bougainvilleans, or even ratify it at all. Before
Peter O’Neill’s resignation as PNG prime minister in May 2019, his
government had withheld promised funds for the ABG and referendum,
and insiders claimed he was reluctant to ratify any “yes” vote for
independence. This added uncertainty and considerable tension to the
peace process. However, Bougainvilleans are encouraged by early
signals that the new Marape government supports the referendum
process, with funding for the referendum released in its first week of
government.7 The appointment of veteran politician Sir Puka Temu as the
Minister for Bougainville Affairs was also well received in Bougainville.
Australia is trying to balance its close relationship with PNG with
supporting the ABG as it manages its current autonomy status and
prepares for a referendum on independence. So far the peace process
has proven successful, but there are key questions over the ABG’s
capacity to conduct a rigorous referendum; Port Moresby’s readiness to
honour the result if the vote is “yes”; and the role Australia should play
before and after the event. With the real possibility of a new nation
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emerging in Australia’s immediate region for the first time since TimorLeste, it is essential to understand what is at stake for Australia and the
region and how best to manage the process and outcome.
Australia should navigate carefully its relationships with both PNG and
the people of Bougainville to support the peace process and a free and
fair referendum without being seen to influence the outcome. If the
outcome of the referendum is an overwhelming vote for independence,
Canberra must be prepared for two possibilities: either the creation of a
newly independent nation in the region, or a crisis unfolding in the region
if the PNG government refuses to ratify the result.
This Analysis will set out the events leading up to the referendum,
including the history of the conflict and the process leading to the BPA; it
will assess the likely outcome of the referendum; and finally review
Canberra’s policy options both before and after the referendum.

AN EMBATTLED ISLAND
TAIM BIFO (THE TIME BEFORE)
The two main islands of Bougainville and Buka and a number of smaller
island groups and atolls are all part of PNG’s Autonomous Region of
Bougainville, formerly known as North Solomons Province (NSP). It lies
to the east of mainland Papua New Guinea and close to the border of
neighbouring Solomon Islands. Bougainville has a population
approaching 300 000 people with 19 main language groups.
Bougainvilleans claim that their traditional trade links and affinities before
European contact were mainly with those of the western and central
islands of the Solomons chain rather than with the PNG mainland. There
was also substantial contact with seafaring Polynesians who came to
trade and settle in some of the outlying atolls.
The first recorded European contact with Bougainville was by the
French explorer Admiral Louis Antoine de Bougainville in July 1768.
De Bougainville named the main island after himself but the French
never settled it. In the late 1800s Germany claimed northern New
Guinea and its islands, including Bougainville. Settlers established large
copra plantations, and the largest of them, the German NeuguineaKompagnie, informally assumed the role of administrator.8
The German administration of New Guinea, including Bougainville, came
to an end in 1914 at the outbreak of the First World War when the
Australian military took control of the island. As a result of lobbying by
Prime Minister Billy Hughes after the war, the League of Nations
assigned the former German territory of New Guinea to Australia to
administer.
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From 1918 to 1975 — interrupted by Japanese occupation during the
Second World War9 — Bougainville was administered by Australia, first
as a mandated territory on behalf of the League of Nations, then as a
“trust” territory on behalf of the United Nations following the war.
THE EMERGENCE OF BOUGAINVILLEAN IDENTITY
Before colonisation, Bougainville and Buka (the island to its north)
shared little in the sense of island nationalism or ethnicity. The arrival of
European rule changed this, with grievances against the colonial
regimes driving the island populations together towards the semblance
of a pan-Bougainville identity. Perhaps the strongest factor in entrenching
this Bougainvillean identity, however, was the establishment of the
Panguna copper and gold mine near Arawa in the 1960s and early
1970s during the period of Australian colonial administration.10 The mine
was operated by Bougainville Copper Limited (BCL), an Australian
subsidiary of Rio Tinto, and sought to tap large deposits of copper, gold
and silver in the Emperor mountain range.

While the arrival of the
[Panguna] mine brought
infrastructure and helped to
modernise Bougainville,
perceived inequities in the
distribution of…revenue
alienated local communities.

While the arrival of the mine brought infrastructure and helped to
modernise Bougainville, perceived inequities in the distribution of
compensation and revenue alienated local communities. From the start,
the mine had provoked protests, with local women pulling out survey
markers and standing in front of bulldozers.11
THE SHIFT TO AUTONOMY
The grievances created by the establishment of the Panguna mine
stoked emerging ethno-nationalist sentiment and generated a
groundswell of opposition to both the mine and the Australian colonial
administration. Throughout this period, kastom and cult movements such
as the Hahalis Welfare Society and Napidokoe Navitu were agitating for
rights, self-determination, and secession. James Tanis, who became the
second president of Bougainville, articulated the sense of alienation: “We
never felt we were Papua New Guineans.”12
The resentments spread beyond the kastom movements to the general
community, and led to a series of confrontations with the administration
in the late 1960s and early 1970s.13 The protests culminated when local
leaders, intent on pre-empting PNG rule before it gained full
independence on 16 September 1975, made Bougainville’s first unilateral
declaration of independence on 1 September 1975.
The declaration was ignored by both the outgoing Australian
administration and the incoming PNG one, but signalled Bougainville’s
desire for self-determination. Instead, a deal was done between founding
fathers Michael Somare and Fr John Momis to allow Bougainville a type
of autonomy in the form of a ‘provincial government’ as an inducement to
stay part of the PNG nation.
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SEEDS OF WAR
By the 1980s, Bougainville was considered among the most advanced
and wealthiest provinces in PNG. The Arawa area in which the Panguna
mine was located had a well-equipped hospital, schools and roads, and
had the second-highest per capita income of all PNG provinces. It
produced 14 per cent of PNG’s national income and half of its exports.
Life expectancy, infant mortality, and educational indicators were all
substantially superior to the PNG average.14
The mine’s management spent significant amounts of money on social
services and infrastructure on the island. Bougainvilleans employed at
the mine learned trade skills and were offered scholarships for further
education. Many Bougainvilleans used the skills learnt at the Panguna
mine and other businesses in Arawa to find employment elsewhere in
PNG, Australia and beyond. According to academic Donald Denoon:
“BCL (Bougainville Copper Limited) tried to become good
corporate citizens. Services were devised to help small
businesses and to provide agricultural extension. BCL canteens
were good markets for growers and local contractors moved into
transport, security and building.”15
Despite this material progress, discontentment on Bougainville persisted.
While around a third of the mine’s employees were Bougainvilleans,
Arawa locals were insufficiently skilled for most of the jobs.16 Locals
were aggrieved at PNG mainlanders (‘redskins’) taking mine jobs away
from the local labour pool, and involving themselves in local politics.
Prostitution, gambling and squatting on kastom land all increased over
the time of the mine’s operation. The Panguna mine was a major part of
PNG’s national economy,17 but Bougainvilleans were resentful at
underwriting it, and when combined with the social tensions from the
growing influx of foreigners and redskins, this hardened Bougainville
nationalism and sowed the seeds of future conflict.
There were also unresolved issues with PNG’s oversight of the mine,
including its failure to conduct regular reviews of the mine lease every
seven years, as stipulated in the original mining agreement.
Bougainvilleans felt the government had failed in its duty to protect their
interests when dealing with the mine and its foreign owners. The mine
was seen as very profitable for the company and for the PNG state, but
less so for the provincial government and the Bougainvillean people.18
BCL’s own records show that from the mine’s profits between 1972 and
1989, approximately 1 billion kina was given to the PNG Government in
tax and royalties (roughly 20 per cent of total production value), while
landowners and the provincial government received 5 per cent each of
the total royalties — around 110 million kina.19 Landowners and other
Bougainvilleans regarded these as insufficient compensation.
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As the mine operator, BCL was caught between intergovernmental
rivalry — national versus provincial — and unrealistic local
expectations.20 There were other rumours as well: that BCL was
planning more mines on the island, adding to locals’ fears of further
disenfranchisement and dislocation.21 A younger, second generation of
landowners formed the New Panguna Landowners Association
(NPLA),22 led by Perpetua Serero and a mineworker called Francis Ona,
who demanded a more equitable distribution of compensation from older
landowners and the mine. When that failed, the NPLA demanded
10 billion kina in compensation from BCL as well as other concessions.
BCL declined. It was at this time that the fledgling Bougainville
Revolutionary Army (BRA), led by Ona, emerged.23
WAR AND PEACE: 1988–2018
The war began in late 1988 when Ona led a small cell of armed followers
in disruptive operations against the Panguna mine and the PNG state. It
lasted for ten years.
Stolen dynamite was used to blow up mine facilities, including power
pylons.24 A number of mine workers, including an Australian, were shot.
The BRA escalated its attacks, and PNG police and the PNG Defence
Force (PNGDF) were brought in to restore order, but their heavy-handed
methods aggravated the conflict.25 After 17 years of production, the mine
was closed in May 1989 and a state of emergency declared as PNG
sent riot police and the PNGDF to pursue the rebel BRA.
The brutality of PNG forces turned many Bougainvilleans towards the
BRA. However, BRA killings and intra-island ethnic tensions, in turn,
created a Bougainville Resistance Force (BRF) — locals who largely
collaborated with the PNGDF, often to seek payback against the BRA,
even if many of them ultimately wanted independence too. The BRF
fought alongside the PNGDF for fear that a future independent
Bougainville would be dominated by Nasiois (Central Bougainvilleans,
who made up the bulk of the BRA’s leadership).

[Australia’s] policy at the
time, as set out by then
Prime Minister Bob Hawke,
was that “Bougainville must
remain an integral part”
of PNG.

This led to a protracted conflict that claimed an estimated 10 000–15 000
lives, mostly through preventable disease and lack of medicine.26 A
naval blockade of Bougainville during the war prevented much-needed
medicine getting in and the wounded and sick getting out through the
sympathetic Solomon Islands. The number of actual combat deaths
between BRA, BRF and PNGDF forces is unclear, but perhaps
accounted for between 1000 and 2000 lives.27
Australia was placed in a difficult position. Its policy at the time, as set
out by then Prime Minister Bob Hawke, was that “Bougainville must
remain an integral part” of PNG.28 While it was naturally inclined to assist
its long-time partner as PNG’s security forces attempted to wrest back
control, there were loyalties to the Bougainvilleans too, and Canberra
sought to facilitate truce talks between the parties to the conflict.29
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Through the established Defence Cooperation Program, however,
Australia continued to train and equip the PNGDF. It had also donated
four Iroquois helicopters for transport and medevac purposes in
response to an earlier request from PNG predating the crisis, flown by
Australian and New Zealand civilian pilots.30 There is evidence that the
PNGDF used the helicopters as gunships to fire on villages and in other
incidents,31 contributing significantly to Bougainvilleans’ suspicions and
mistrust of Australia.
In 1997 the Sandline mercenary crisis erupted and marked a final
attempt by the PNG Government, led by Sir Julius Chan, to secure
Bougainville by force. It hinged on a secret deal to bring in mercenaries
from Africa, led by British army veteran Tim Spicer, to take Panguna first
and then the island. However, the mission was aborted when the
PNGDF Commander, Brigadier-General Jerry Singirok, opposed the
operation. The PNGDF rounded up the mercenaries and arrested Tim
Spicer. After a tense standoff at parliament house between the police
and army, as well as large public demonstrations, Sir Julius Chan
resigned as prime minister and the Sandline operation was called off.32
The crisis propelled the parties to seek a truce in a process that began in
late 1997 and culminated in the Burnham Agreement shortly thereafter.
New Zealand led the negotiations, supported by Australia, which then
established a Peace Monitoring Group of 300 military and civilian
peacekeepers on Bougainville. In April 1998 a formal ceasefire was
concluded. The final stage of the peace process was the completion of
the Bougainville Peace Agreement, which was signed on 30 August
2001 in Arawa by all major parties to the conflict, including PNG’s then
Prime Minister Sir Mekere Morauta, the Governor of Bougainville’s
Interim Provincial Government, John Momis, and the BRA Chief of
Defence, Ishmael Toroama.33
PEACE AND THE REFERENDUM DEAL
The peace agreement was based on PNG’s commitment to
constitutional amendments guaranteeing Bougainville the right to hold a
referendum on independence, the formation of an Autonomous
Bougainville Government, and a plan for weapons disposal. PNG signed
the BPA on the basis that any referendum result would need to be
ratified by the PNG parliament following consultation between both
governments, giving PNG a veto power.
The BPA was a significant outcome and the ongoing peace process is
rightly lauded as a major success and model for conflict resolution
worldwide. The war ended, the peace has held since then and a
resolution is within reach.
However, for both parties to the agreement — Bougainville and PNG —
the looming referendum is causing strains. On Bougainville, there are
still tensions on the ground stoked by those who remain outside the BPA
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process. These are primarily the two factions known as ‘Me’ekamui
Panguna’ and ‘Me’ekamui U-Vistract’. The former control the area
around the Panguna mine and have agreed to ‘contain’ their weapons
(a process formally outlined in the BPA to securely lock away weapons
for later disposal).34 They have an agreement in place with the ABG and
an organised group of former combatants (known as the ‘Core Group’)
not to disrupt the peace process, and will actively participate in the
upcoming referendum. They are unlikely to be a threat to the peace
process but are regarded as something of an ‘insurance policy’ for the
BRA and pro-independence groups in the unlikely event PNG attempts
another military action against Bougainville.
The other group, Me’ekamui U-Vistract, is led by Noah Musingku, who is
wanted for financial fraud over his promotion of pyramid money
schemes.35 Musingku remains a wild card. He is the only factional leader
to be holding weapons and telling his followers not to vote in the
upcoming referendum, claiming “we are already independent”.36 While
the group presents a risk to the peace process and upcoming
referendum, they have been generally quiet and sequestered in South
Bougainville.

Outside the immediate
region, powers such as
China and Indonesia are
positioning themselves for
the potential outcomes of
the referendum.

On the PNG side, successive governments, particularly the O’Neill
government, have wrestled with the referendum process. For some time,
the O’Neill government withheld funding from the ABG and the
referendum process as promised under the terms of the BPA.
Bougainvilleans are more hopeful now, however, given the funding
provided by the new Marape government and its stated commitment to
honour the terms and spirit of the BPA. To allow more time to register
voters and properly fund the referendum, the date of the vote was
pushed back from June to October and then November. Doubts about
the accuracy of the common roll — as reported following the 2017 PNG
elections37 — have eased somewhat, with a new ward system and voter
registration in place.
Outside the immediate region, powers such as China and Indonesia are
positioning themselves for the potential outcomes of the referendum. A
Chinese delegation is rumoured to have offered substantial funds in late
2018 to help finance a transition to Bougainville independence, along
with offers to invest in mining, tourism and agriculture, with a figure of
US$1 billion cited.38 A new port in the Bana district of East Bougainville
was also reportedly discussed.39
Indonesia, on the other hand, is likely to be concerned at the prospect of
a successful Bougainville referendum lest it create a regional precedent
for West Papua, where significant elements of the population are also
agitating for a referendum and eventual independence.40 Jakarta was
“not at all happy” that West Papua had been included on the agenda for
the 2019 Pacific Islands Forum in Tuvalu.41
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Amid these uncertainties, tensions and potential flashpoints, Australia
has a responsibility — and an interest — to see that peace is
maintained, a credible referendum held, and a negotiated outcome
achieved to ensure a lasting peace so that Bougainville does not
become a source of regional instability again.

THE REFERENDUM
THE ABG AND RELATIONS WITH PNG
Relations between Bougainville leaders and their PNG counterparts
have always blown hot and cold. ABG President John Momis was once
a supporter of Bougainville autonomy but now backs independence.42
Grand Chief Sir Michael Somare would like to see Bougainville remain
part of the PNG family but acknowledges the troubled history between
the two.43
Some previous PNG prime ministers such as Sir Julius Chan, Paias
Wingti, and Sir Rabbie Namaliu tried to retake Bougainville by force.
Others, such as Bill Skate, Sir Mekere Morauta and Peter O’Neill, have
allowed the peace process to unfold. There were disputes over the lack
of promised budget funding by the O’Neill government. O’Neill gave
mixed signals as to his policy on Bougainville during his term, with
insiders privately saying he had no intention of ratifying the vote and was
seeking to delay the referendum and final decision for as long as
possible. Momis had become increasingly strident in his criticism of the
parliament in Waigani before the recent change of government, and
claimed that PNG was trying to “sabotage” the referendum.44 However,
various concessions in the last year of that government — on the
referendum question, enrolment of non-resident Bougainvilleans and
allocation of funds to the BRC — suggested that a referendum would
have proceeded, although not necessarily been ratified, under the
O’Neill government.
Anecdotal evidence and media commentary in the lead up to the
referendum suggest that while the PNG government would strongly
prefer Bougainville to remain part of PNG,45 sentiments across
parliament are not uniform. A number of influential politicians have
declared that PNG should “give political independence to Bougainville”,
alongside calls for West Papuan independence.46 Some PNGDF
sources suggest PNG would be better off ‘cutting Bougainville loose’.
This would allow PNG to focus defences on its Indonesian border and
the potential for unrest there, rather than its eastern border. The PNGDF
has no greater resources today than it had 20 or 30 years ago and is ill
prepared for military action in Bougainville. Some Papua New Guineans
cite concerns that a vote for independence may contribute to a potential
‘unravelling’ of PNG and spark a domino effect in other provinces. New
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Ireland and East New Britain, for example, have long aspired to greater
autonomy from PNG.47

Marape expressed his
administration’s preference
for the “greater autonomy
arrangement” rather than
independence but added
“[the] government will not
deviate from the spirit of the
2001 Peace Agreement”.

The new PNG government is making progress on the referendum issue.
Sir Puka Temu, PNG’s new Minister for Bougainville Affairs, is married to
a Bougainvillean and is well regarded there. In his short tenure as
minister he has already made significant efforts to engage with
Bougainvilleans.48 Prime Minister Marape has spoken positively about
the referendum process and in September 2019 addressed the
Bougainville House of Representatives, where he announced a ten-year
one billion kina (A$427 million) infrastructure plan for Bougainville to
foster economic independence.49 PNG’s preference on the result of the
referendum is clear, however. In parliament in late August, Marape
expressed his administration’s preference for the “greater autonomy
arrangement” rather than independence but added “[the] government will
not deviate from the spirit of the 2001 Peace Agreement”.50
IS BOUGAINVILLE READY?
While it has limited funds and human resources, the ABG is working to
prepare for the referendum in November. The cost of the referendum is
being met by a combination of funding including from PNG and Australia
and from external partners such as the UN Peacebuilding Fund.51
Former Irish Taoiseach (prime minister) Bertie Ahern was appointed
chair of the referendum commission in late 2018 and is working with
PNG and Bougainville to ensure a legitimate and successful
referendum.52
The referendum presents significant challenges on issues such as voter
registration, public awareness, and security. Updating the common roll is
one of the most important tasks, but the Referendum Commissioner
claims to be confident of being ready in time.53 The ABG has a process
in place in which its 33 constituencies take steps to declare themselves
‘referendum ready’, which all have now done.54
Bougainvilleans want the referendum to happen in a free and fair
manner, and some have expressed frustrations with the lack of
information on the process, including registration of voters. However, a
six-week delay to the referendum from October to November has
allowed more time for preparation,55 and the new Marape government in
Port Moresby appears more committed to the process than the previous
administration.
Concerns about lack of information are real.56 There is currently no PNG
or Australian news radio service available in Bougainville. PNG’s NBC
service only reaches Buka and parts of North Bougainville.57 Although
the United Nations promised to assist with communications and
awareness, there is little evidence of this apart from a television screen
outside the main market in Arawa and a recent “roadshow tour” by UN,
PNG Government and ABG officials. There is a referendum website
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which provides basic information,58 and while the ABG’s own website is
a good source of general information and ABG-related news,59 there is
very little news reporting and analysis within Bougainville. News arrives
via flown-in copies of PNG’s Post-Courier and National newspapers to
Buka, limited cable TV at some guest houses in Arawa, and reports from
Buka-based New Dawn FM news.60 In this information-poor environment,
many Bougainvilleans (particularly in urban areas) rely on social media
including Facebook pages such as Voice-Bougainville and Bougainville
Forum, but even this is limited, with patchy internet access across the
province.
The ABC’s cessation of shortwave broadcasting to the region means it
cannot play the role it did in the vote for East Timor’s independence.61 In
Bougainville and elsewhere, the loss of ABC reporting and reach in the
Pacific has opened up a void of reliable regional information and
undermined Australia’s regional influence.
The issue of weapons disposal is another potential obstacle. Under the
BPA, all armed groups in Bougainville were required to surrender their
weapons for containment and then destruction under UN supervision.62
Significant numbers of weapons have already been destroyed in
accordance with this process.63 However, a breakaway group — Noah
Musingku’s Me’ekamui U-Vistract faction — has so far refused to
participate in the process and reportedly retains some weapons.64 This
has caused concern about the potential for armed groups to disrupt the
process, as well as fears that the failure to complete the weapons
disposal process could be used by PNG as an excuse to delay or not
recognise the outcome of the referendum.65 However, the Me’ekamui
U-Vistract faction is small, and the disruptive threat it poses to the
conduct of the referendum is unlikely to be significant.66

AFTER THE REFERENDUM
A vote for independence, even if it is decisive as expected, would not be
conclusive. For independence to proceed under the BPA, the PNG
parliament must endorse the outcome. Under former Prime Minister
Peter O’Neill, it appeared the PNG Government would resist such an
outcome,67 and the new Marape government has expressed a
preference for keeping Bougainville within PNG but granting it further
autonomy.68
ECONOMIC VIABILITY
A critical question is whether Bougainville has the necessary resources
— human and material — to become an independent, economically
viable nation. Among the pressing challenges are those of educating and
mobilising a ‘lost generation’ of younger people disenfranchised by the
war while forging national unity and bringing integrity to Bougainville’s
political system.
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Economically, Bougainville’s prospects for self-reliance are very unclear.
According to the formal definition of self-reliance in the BPA, by 2016
Bougainville had reached less than 6 per cent of the necessary internally
generated revenue. Even taking into account all sources of revenue (not
just those nominated in the BPA), the most recent estimate is 56 per
cent — still a significant shortfall.69 The challenges of achieving fiscal
self-reliance should not be underestimated, as Sir Puka Temu has
pointed out, and would require substantial support from PNG and
stakeholders — including Australia — in the region.70
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Bougainville is well endowed with mineral resources, but these — and
specifically the Panguna mine — have been the cause of enormous
conflict in the past, and the prospects of reinstating a large-scale mining
industry are uncertain.71 Reopening Panguna would involve revisiting
the same issues that triggered the conflict in 1988.72 While pragmatists
advocate its reopening now, to position the economy better for
independence, others insist that mining issues should be left alone until
after Bougainville becomes independent.73 Under President Momis, the
ABG has given mixed signals as to its position on mining. After a failed
bid by BCL to restart exploration on Bougainville, Momis initially
supported a moratorium on mining at Panguna to prevent reigniting old
conflicts.74 The moratorium was put in place in early 2018,75 but the
ABG now appears to favour mining across the island as a means to
generate income and underwrite independence.76 In an urgent bid in
January 2019 to raise funds for the referendum, the ABG proposed
controversial new legislation abolishing landowners’ rights granted in the
2015 Mining Act. At the same time, it allocated “near monopoly” rights to
one company — the little-known Australian Caballus Mining — over all
mining and exploration on Bougainville.77 This legislation has now been
rejected by ABG’s legislative committee, but illustrates the escalating
competition for mining rights on Bougainville.
Feasibility studies to reopen the Panguna mine are underway, but even
if the moratorium were lifted now, the earliest the mine could reopen
would be 2025, given the substantial work and investment needed to
make it operational.78 An estimated US$4–6 billion in construction costs
would be required, and such an investment would involve substantial
sovereign risk given the uncertainty of Bougainville’s future. However,
the buried wealth — estimated at 5.3 million metric tons of copper and
19.3 million ounces of gold, and worth about US$58 billion at today’s
prices — remains attractive.79
Apart from mining, Bougainville has other potential sources of income,
including fisheries and cocoa production. One estimate has 30 per cent
of PNG’s fish catch coming from Bougainville waters, worth between
30 and 100 million kina per year.80 Bougainville has also been an
exporter of high-value marine products such as Beche-de-Mer (dried sea
cucumber), an industry that has been recently revived.81 Bougainville’s
large cocoa plantations are increasingly being sourced by chocolate
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makers at home and abroad. Small-scale gold-mining has also been an
important source of income.82 These are resources that could make
some contribution to economic self-reliance over time.
However, given Bougainville’s small size, fractious internal relations and
the difficult history of the exploitation of its most valuable resource, selfreliance would, at best, be years away.
Therefore, in the event of an independence vote and a negotiated
settlement on independence reached with PNG, Bougainville would
require substantial assistance from both PNG and external partners such
as Australia in making the transition to independence and fiscal selfreliance. Yet to date, there is scant evidence of planning for such a
transition, if that is the outcome of the referendum and negotiations.
REGIONAL PERSPECTIVES
Indonesia is watching the referendum process closely. With tensions
erupting in West Papua,83 Jakarta will be concerned about the potential
demonstration effect of an independence vote on the people of West
Papua. Meanwhile, China’s already active diplomacy and investment in
the region could extend to assisting an independent Bougainville,
enlarging China’s presence in the Pacific. The Pacific Islands have long
been the subject of intense competition between China and Taiwan for
diplomatic recognition, and an independent Bougainville would likely be
courted by both.
The Solomon Islands has its own history with Bougainville and needs to
be included in any analysis. Breakaway movements have surfaced
periodically in Solomons’ Western Province, including at the time of the
Solomons’ independence in 1978.84 During the Bougainville conflict, the
western Solomons provided refuge for many displaced Bougainvilleans,
and in the early 1990s PNG accused the Solomons Government of
allowing the BRA to operate from Solomons territory.85
In June 2019, however, Honiara appears less likely to welcome
Bougainville’s independence. Solomons Prime Minister Manasseh
Sogavare suggested in early June that the referendum be deferred until
Bougainville had resolved its internal differences.86

AUSTRALIA’S POSITION
Australia is a valuable aid partner to Bougainville, providing around
12 per cent (A$50 million per annum) of Bougainville’s bilateral aid
program, the highest of any donor.87 It has positioned itself as the
partner of choice for Pacific nations, particularly after the “step up”
commenced in 2017. Given its complicated history on Bougainville
together with its investment in the peace process and since, Australia is
in a difficult situation.
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Before 2000, Australian policy was based on the principle that
Bougainville was part of PNG. This shifted following a turning point in
peace negotiations between PNG and Bougainvillean leaders in 2000,
when Foreign Minister Alexander Downer announced that “Australia will
accept any settlement negotiated by the parties”.88 This position has not
been altered since.89

Despite…expressions of
neutrality, it is likely that
Australia regards the status
quo as preferable…

Most Bougainvilleans believe that Australia opposes independence,
because Canberra has made no overt indication of its views. When
Foreign Minister Marise Payne briefly visited Bougainville in June 2019
with PNG’s newly appointed Minister for Bougainville Affairs, she said
Australia was “not [focused on] forming a view one way or another about
the outcome of a referendum in another country, but importantly,
supporting [the referendum] where we can, to ensure a credible and a
peaceful and inclusive process”.90 In August, the Minister stated, “The
outcome is entirely a matter for Bougainvilleans and PNG ... We will do
anything we can to [assist] in ensuring that [the] referendum takes place
in [an] appropriate fashion.”91 Despite these expressions of neutrality, it
is likely that Australia regards the status quo as preferable:92 that is, that
Bougainville should remain part of PNG, avoiding the potential for
another small, and potentially unstable and aid dependent new nation
emerging in Australia’s immediate region.

DEALING WITH THE CONSEQUENCES
There are three possible outcomes of the referendum vote: a vote
against independence, a sharp division, or a clear result in favour of
independence. All indications are that the probable outcome is a
decisive vote for independence.
If the result is a sharp division on independence within the Bougainville
population, PNG will likely press for the status quo (keeping Bougainville
within PNG under the ‘greater autonomy’ option) and attempt to contain
the consequences of the referendum vote.
If the result is strongly in favour of independence, it will be harder for
PNG to press for the autonomy option. Having honoured the BPA
process, PNG will face the unenviable choice of asserting its wishes or
working with Bougainville on a transition to independence.
Australia will be unable to avoid dealing with the consequences of that
result. Critical to its interests is averting another security crisis in the
region for which it is the primary security guarantor and principal
development partner.93
Australia should therefore do whatever it can to encourage and support a
credible process of consultation between PNG and the ABG in pursuing a
post-referendum settlement under the BPA. Throughout the process it
should reiterate its neutrality as to whether Bougainville ultimately
proceeds to independence or not. If PNG, Indonesia or Australia were to
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attempt to deny or persuade against Bougainville independence after the
poll, there is a strong possibility the Bougainville administration would
issue another unilateral declaration of independence that some countries
in the Pacific — and China — might recognise. In that scenario, the
potential for another serious security crisis in the region is real.
Under either possible result of the referendum, Bougainville will at the
very least move to a ‘greater autonomy’ status within PNG, and will need
to develop its economic self-reliance and institutional capacity. In the
context of Australia’s Pacific “step up”, the history of its relations with
Bougainville and China’s increasing presence in the region, Australia will
be keen to preserve its role as trusted partner to both Bougainville and
PNG. Australia should step up its aid and trade program to stimulate the
local economy through non-mining businesses and, post-referendum,
establishing vocational centres to help recruit and train up a civil service,
if invited. It should work with the ABG and PNG to improve Bougainville’s
fiscal self-reliance: helping to expand employment in Bougainville, and
improve conditions and policies to support a stronger agricultural sector,
high-value marine exports and onshore tuna processing.
If the final outcome of the referendum and BPA process is Bougainville’s
independence, its development needs as a fledgling nation will be acute.
Given the lure of its mineral wealth and the evolving strategic
significance of the region, there are likely to be potential development
partners other than Australia.94 As both PNG’s and Bougainville’s
principal aid partner, Australia should take the lead in providing support.
An Australian leader, at prime minister or governor-general level, should
visit Bougainville — with PNG officials — after the referendum. An
Australian leader should take part in a reconciliation ceremony in which
Australia’s history in Bougainville is acknowledged, including its
involvement in the Bougainville conflict. This would go a long way to
restoring the image of Australia in local eyes and fit with the Morrison
government’s Pacific ‘family’ approach to relations.
A genuine gesture of reconciliation — known as sori bisnis, or to break
bows and arrows — would help position Australia as a trusted partner,
overturning the prevailing perception that Australia continues to work
with PNG to deny Bougainville independence. This may help nudge
PNG towards a peaceful resolution of this long-running discord by
allowing Australia to shoulder some of the responsibility for the past. It
also sends a subtle signal to Jakarta and Beijing that Australia and its
Pacific allies will continue to assume primary responsibility for peace and
security in the region.
Australia’s foreign minister should clearly reiterate Australia’s position
now — that it supports the referendum and will respect any outcome of
the BPA process — and take a leading role to work with all parties to
ensure a peaceful transition to either greater autonomy or full
independence.
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CONCLUSION
Despite facing numerous obstacles, it is expected that the key elements
will be in place for a legitimate referendum to be conducted in
November 2019.
Australia, New Zealand, and the United Nations have stepped in to
assist with finance and organisational assistance in light of PNG’s
previous unwillingness to do so. The new Marape government’s quick
release of the final budgeted funding for the referendum is
encouraging.95 Election monitors from a number of Pacific nations as
well as representatives from regional organisations such as the
Melanesian Spearhead Group and Pacific Islands Forum will be on the
ground. The electoral roll is still being finalised, but is expected to be
satisfactory by the time of the vote. There is a slight possibility of
disruption from Noah Musingku’s faction, but his support base is small
and unlikely to create any real problems for the vote.

In the event of a strong vote
for independence in the

In the event of a strong vote for independence in the referendum, the
momentum towards independence will be difficult to restrain.
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A major policy question is therefore what a transition to independence
might look like. It could be rapid, or managed over several years, such
as the UN-assisted, three-year transition of Timor-Leste to full
sovereignty. PNG and the ABG would need to assess whether UN
assistance for the process should be requested, and what an acceptable
time frame would be, including for hardliners seeking a short transition.
Australia can offer a range of assistance as long as it is mindful of the
historical baggage it carries from its support for PNG during the conflict.
Despite this, there remains much general goodwill towards Australia,
particularly from the role it played with New Zealand in supporting the
peace process which is now widely regarded as a global model for
conflict resolution.
The larger question is whether Bougainville itself is ready for
independence. The short answer is no, but most Bougainvilleans see no
alternative to independence, despite the obstacles.
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ABBREVIATIONS
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ABC

Australian Broadcasting Corporation

ABG

Autonomous Bougainville Government

BCL

Bougainville Copper Limited

BPA

Bougainville Peace Agreement

BRA

Bougainville Revolutionary Army

BRC

Bougainville Referendum Commission

BRF

Bougainville Resistance Force

JSB

Joint Supervisory Body

MSG

Melanesian Spearhead Group

NPLA

New Panguna Landowners Association

NSP

North Solomons Province

PIF

Pacific Islands Forum

PLA

Panguna Landowners Association

PMG

Peace Monitoring Group

PNG

Papua New Guinea

PNGDF

Papua New Guinea Defence Force

RAMSI

Regional Assistance Mission Solomon Islands

SPRPKF

South Pacific Regional Peace Keeping Force

TMG

Truce Monitoring Group

UDI

Unilateral Declaration of Independence
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