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Don't blame the lawyers. Australian police are coming home after Papua New Guinea's 
Supreme Court denied them immunity from local prosecution. But Australia's expensive and 
ambitious Enhanced Co-operation Program in PNG was in trouble before last week's court 
decision.  

Its derailment has much deeper causes, and fixing it will take more than clever legal footwork. 
So, back to the drawing board to find a new approach to one of Australia's biggest, hardest 
and most urgent national challenges — how to help PNG arrest its long slide to failure  

I'd be surprised if the program can be resurrected. It was hard enough for Canberra to get 
Port Moresby to agree to it in the first place.  

What went wrong? Our intentions were good. We need to overcome 30 years of post-colonial 
reticence, and be willing to spend more money and accept greater commitments. But the 
program suffered from fatal flaws of conception and execution. Two recent incidents clearly 
signalled the problems, before last week's court judgement.  

The first danger sign was the silly but significant business of Sir Michael Somare's shoes. Last 
month, PNG's Prime Minister was asked to remove them during an airport security check in 
Brisbane. He stood on his dignity, took offence, demanded an apology and threatened to 
suspend the program.  

That Somare was willing to jeopardise a $1 billion program over this seemingly trivial issue 
was a powerful pointer to the fragility of support for the program in PNG.  

Most people in PNG strongly welcome the idea of Australia doing more to help. But very few 
were comfortable with the way the idea was developed in Canberra, and then delivered to 
PNG as a take-it-or-leave-it proposition. Many of PNG's influential figures, including many who 
are well disposed to Australia, think the idea was imposed on PNG in a heavy-handed and 
even arrogant fashion.  

In fact, Papua New Guineans have been suspicious or hostile towards the program from the 
start.  

The second problem has been the implementation. The plan was simple: put expert 
Australians into key institutions, such as the police and the main government departments — 
not as advisers but in line positions, taking the real decisions.  

This approach has obvious appeal. But the lessons of similar programs elsewhere are clear: 
such assistance seldom strengthens the institutions it is meant to help, and often weakens 
them.  

In the process, it often builds resentment between the helpers and the helped. Such 
resentment was there for all to see in Port Moresby last week, when PNG police officers at a 
large protest meeting complained about the role of their Australian colleagues.  



This approach was an attempt to tackle problems at the wrong level. PNG's police are 
dysfunctional for many reasons. Administrative systems that cannot do simple things such as 
paying the phone bills and maintaining fuel supplies mean that police lack the most basic tools 
to do their job. These problems, in turn, have deeper roots in PNG's weak political institutions.  

Of course, as ever with PNG, there is some good news among the gloom. The touching 
scenes as our police were farewelled at Port Moresby's airport yesterday show that at the 
personal level some real links have been built. It is clear that, as always, the Australian 
Federal Police have done a good job in tough conditions. We have something to build on 
there.  

But we need to begin again. The biggest lesson is that without a stronger and more trusting 
relationship across the Torres Strait, Australia cannot become as deeply engaged in helping 
PNG as we need to be, and as it wants us to be. A long process of consultation is needed to 
build a deep and robust consensus about the way ahead: about the nature of PNG's 
problems, the right kind of solutions, and the best way Australia can help. That is just what the 
program has lacked.  

Why not start with an obvious first step? Convene a big meeting of government and non-
government leaders from both countries. Give them a fairly open agenda, and let them sit 
down and start talking for a couple of days.  

Because, before we can do anything else, Australians and Papua New Guineans need to get 
to know one another again. And they need to keep the lawyers out of it.  
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