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“TAKE OUR LAND AND WE BECOME NOBODY”: 

LAUDATO SI’ IN ACTION IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA 

Particularly for indigenous peoples, their relationship to land 
goes far beyond production means; land is the basis for their identi-
ty and has spiritual importance. This contribution refers to a con-
flict in Papua New Guinea where a logging company is seen as life 
threatening due to their treatment of land. The Archdiocese of Ra-
baul has engaged in defending the people’s rights to life and cul-
ture. The teaching of “Laudato Si’” proved to be quite helpful in this 
commitment. 

Introduction 

Papua New Guinea (PNG), situated in Oceania in the Western Pa-
cific north of Australia, is home to some eight million people, the ma-
jority (over 95 per cent) being members of indigenous ethnic groups.1 
The first human inhabitants are thought to have come from South 
East Asia some 50,000 years ago, with successive migrations out of 
South East Asia since then. Papua New Guinea is one of the most 
culturally rich countries in the world, with over 800 distinct lan-
guages, each representing a cultural group.2 Ethnicity follows these 
cultural groupings.3 

                                                           
* Philip Gibbs is a Divine Word Missionary priest serving in Papua New 
Guinea since 1973. He is currently vice president research and higher de-
grees at Divine Word University in Papua New Guinea. – Matthias Lopa is 
an indigenous diocesan priest with the Archdiocese of Rabaul in Papua New 
Guinea. He is Caritas co-ordinator for the diocese. He comes from the Pomio 
District of East New Britain in Papua New Guinea. – This article has been 
published in French and Spanish in Spiritus 60, No. 234 (2019) 78-91. 
 
1  PNG has not become a settler state and practically all people with land 

rights in PNG are indigenous people. Hence, indigenous ethnic groups, 
though often small, form a majority of the population in PNG. Their an-
cestors have lived there for perhaps thousands of years so land rights 
normally rely on links traced to ancestors. We will use the term “local” 
people to refer to people having hereditary rights to a particular area of 
land. 

2  Today English has become the principal language of education, admin-
istration and commerce. Melanesian Pidgin (Tok Pisin) has developed 
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In the nineteenth century, the territory known as Papua came un-
der the colonial power of Britain, and the territory known as New 
Guinea under the colonial power of Germany. After the First World 
War both came under the colonial administration of Australia, until 
the territories united as Papua New Guinea gained independence in 
1975. Today PNG is a constitutional monarchy within the British 
Commonwealth, with a 111-member unicameral national parliament 
elected for five years by universal suffrage. PNG politics is business. 
Over USD 300 million each year is distributed in District and Provin-
cial Services Improvement Programs controlled by politicians or polit-
ical appointees. Corruption and the culture of exploiting public office 
for personal gain seems to have become entrenched and Transparen-
cy International ranks PNG at 135/180 on the corruption perceptions 
index, putting PNG in the company of Russia, Mexico, and the Do-
minican Republic.4 

With substantial mineral and gas deposits, plentiful forests and 
bountiful tropical waters, PNG could be a rapidly developing country. 
However, in economic terms the nation has made little progress since 
independence.5 There has been a steady decline in infrastructure and 
services in recent years, particularly in rural areas. Poverty remains 
a contested concept in PNG. The abject poverty seen in many parts of 
the world is largely absent from PNG, or at least hidden by subsist-
ence food production which also masks the high levels of malnutrition 
and stunting prevalent in rural PNG. The poverty experienced in 
PNG is rather one of opportunity and income for at least 2.4 million 
people in isolated rural areas. Young people pass out from school with 
little chance of formal employment. PNG has yet to meet any of the 
Millennium Development Goals.6 

                                                                                                                                  
naturally as the dominant lingua franca, often used for communication 
between members of different ethnic groups. 

3  Indigenous peoples of Oceania are divided culturally into three groupings: 
Polynesia, Micronesia and Melanesia. People in Papua New Guinea (to-
gether with Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, indigenous people of New Caledo-
nia and the iTaukei of Fiji) are mostly Melanesian (Melanesia etymologi-
cally means “islands of black [people]).” 

4  Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index 2017. https:// 
www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2017. 

5  On the United Nations Human Development Index, PNG ranks 153/189, 
just above Tanzania and Zimbabwe. http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/ 
HDI. 

6  Jonathan Pryke/Paul Barker, A Bumpy Road: Social Trends Papua New 
Guinea, PNG Country Assessment, Lowy Institute, Sydney, Australia, 
August 2017. 
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Evangelization by German and French missionaries began in the 
coastal areas in the nineteenth century.7 In the year 2000 census, 96 
per cent of the people are identified as Christian.8 The Catholic 
Church, with nineteen dioceses, is the largest Christian denomina-
tion in the country. This paper offers a case study of the mission of a 
Catholic Diocese in PNG working with local people to bring about 
unity and justice over land development in a part of East New Brit-
ain Province known as Pomio.9 The church response is based on the 
principles of Catholic social teaching and the letter of Pope Francis, 
Laudato Si’ (LS), on the Care of Our Common Home. 

Special Agricultural Business Lease (SABL) 

It is often asserted that 97 per cent of PNG’s total land area re-
mains under customary ownership10 of the local indigenous people 
just as it was when PNG gained its independence from Australian 
colonial rule in 1975.11 This is no longer true.12 The PNG Land Act 

                                                           
7  Early German missionaries were from the Missionaries of the Sacred 

Heart (MSC) and the Society of the Divine Word (SVD) and the Sister 
Servants of the Holy Spirit (SSpS). Early French missionaries were from 
the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart and from the Society of Mary (SM). 

8  The year 2000 census, which is the most reliable to date, records the 
Catholic Church with 27% of the population, Lutheran 19%, United 
(Methodist) 11%, Seventh Day Adventists 10%, and Anglican 3%. Pente-
costal churches are growing rapidly. Philip Gibbs, Bountiful Harvest, the 
Churches in Papua New Guinea (Occasional Paper 13), Goroka, PNG: 
Melanesian Institute 2007, 33ff. 

9  The Pomio District is one of the four administrative districts that make 
up the East New Britain Province in PNG. It covers an area of 11,000 km2 

with a population of some 75,000 people, almost all being indigenous peo-
ple. The principal local languages in the district are Mamusi, Mengen, 
and Lote. 

10  There are two principal types of land rights in PNG. Customary land 
rights, sometimes referred to as proprietary rights, give the proprietor or 
land owner the right to decide who will occupy or use the land, for what 
period of time and for what purpose. User’s rights, on the other hand, are 
those rights obtained through occupation and use of land granted by a 
proprietor. Customary land rights are acquired principally through inher-
itance or by marriage. Customary land is held in common but production 
is largely dependent upon individual effort, particularly that of women. 

11  PNG is yet to ratify the ILO Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
in Independent Countries 1989 and the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

12  C. Filer, The New Land Grab in Papua New Guinea: Pacific Studies 
34:2/3 (2011) 269-294. 
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(1996) contains provisions that enable the state to lease land from 
customary landowners and then lease it back to other persons or or-
ganizations. In the eight years from 2003 to 2010, almost ten per cent 
of PNG’s total land area was alienated from its customary owners 
and transferred to private companies through this lease-leaseback 
scheme. The leases came to be known as Special Agricultural Busi-
ness Leases (SABL) and in that way, more than 5 million hectares of 
customary land have been alienated in over seventy leases to land-
owner companies associated with some rather dubious “development 
partners,” most of whom appear to be logging companies. 

Landowners have been encouraged by the government to enter in-
to the scheme. John Parulrea, former chairman of the landowner 
company Memalo Holdings of Pomio writes as follows. 

It was decided that it was appropriate to get outside 
companies to become involved in commercial operations 
in the area to stimulate the economy and promote infra-
structure development …. The means of achieving this 
was through the Special Agricultural Business Lease 
which was being promoted by the National and Provin-
cial Governments. Through this customary land would be 
given to the Government. This would then be converted 
to State lease. This was then returned to the customary 
land owners who could then sublease it to a company.13 

Landowners have not been aware that serious questions were be-
ing raised about corruption and exploitation associated with the 
scheme, and a Commission of Inquiry was set up in July 2011. The 
Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea, Hon. Peter O’Neil, on present-
ing the Commission of Inquiry’s reports to Parliament in September 
2013, said that these reports revealed a shocking trend of misman-
agement and corruption and changes were necessary. He also stated: 
“We will no longer watch on as foreign-owned companies come in and 
con our landowners, chop down our forests and then take the pro-
ceeds offshore …. For too long landowners have been taken ad-
vantage of and had their land stolen from under them.”14 Despite the 
protest of the Prime Minister, the SABLs continue. 

                                                           
13  Affidavit of John Parulrea, Catholic Archdiocese of Rabaul. The Sigite-

Mukus Agreement Submissions Regarding the Unfairness of the Current 
Sub-lease agreements between Gilford Ltd and the four land owning 
Companies: Pomata Investment Ltd, Rolopal Investment Ltd, Nakiura 
Investment Ltd, Unung Sigite Ltd. 

14  Post Courier, 20.09.2013. 
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Spirituality of Land and Identity 

SABLs that require local people to lease their land to the State 
with the intention of attracting commercial development can run the 
risk of offending against traditional attitudes to land of the indige-
nous people. The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Peoples has stressed how indigenous people have a strong link to 
territories and surrounding natural resources, have distinct social, 
economic or political systems; and a distinct language, culture and 
beliefs.15 The people of Pomio, who are the focus of this paper, contin-
ue to maintain their identity with strong intimate links to their in-
herited natural resources. Above all, land is their home, their moth-
er.16 Myths and stories contribute to the importance of geographical 
features. Sacred sites in Pomio are regarded as where the world be-
gan and also where it will end, so many are worried by the destruc-
tion of these sites. People tell of the mythical Nutu brothers, one big 
and one small, whose rivalry brings about conflict and belief in the 
rebirth of the world a second time. The center of the conflict, a place 
called Marana near the Palmalmal airfield, is a sacred place where it 
is believed the world will re-begin. Accordingly, there was much con-
cern and anger when logging by Rimbunan Hijau started at Mara-
na.17 

                                                           
15  https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/fs9Rev.2.pdf 
16  “Our biological mother gives birth to us, she buries our umbilical cord into 

our mother land. When growing up we continue to drink from the milk 
which is water that comes from the breast from our mythological mother, 
the land. When we die our body goes back to our mother ‘the land’ and our 
spirit goes back to the spirit of the land (the creator).” (Co-author Matthi-
as Lopa, Pomio). Matthias Lopa adds, “The Asian industrial revolution 
rapes our mother and leaves us her children abandoned. Our step-father 
the Asians have no cultural, social, political and social connection with 
us.” 

17  Personal communication anthropologist Andrew Lattas with Philip Gibbs, 
26 December, 2018. In the myth, one brother, “Bigpela Nutu,” does every-
thing first but haphazardly or incorrectly whilst the other smaller broth-
er, “Liklik Nutu,” does everything a second time and properly. For this 
reason these stories feature in millenarian beliefs about the world being 
remade a second time, only this time properly. Liklik Nutu had an affair 
with the wife of Bigpela Nutu, after which he drew designs on her stom-
ach. When Bigpela Nutu found this out he chased away Liklik Nutu who 
absconded overseas from where he will return. Some say he went to the 
land of whites where he was called Jesus. – Another story tells of the sig-
nificance of the river Nanas. It concerns God creating not Adam and Eve 
but two men. The older one places volcanic glass into the trunk of a betel 
nut tree and then tricks the younger brother into climbing the tree and 
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Most local people in PNG see land as an integral part of their 
lives. They relate to the land both physically and spiritually. Land 
gives local people a sense of identity and of belonging. Mountains, 
rivers and lakes are part of people’s history. Each clan knows where 
their ancestors are buried and will identify with certain features of 
the landscape such as mountains and rivers and these features are 
important for inter-clan relations particularly on occasions involving 
marriage or funerals. Someone will be identified not by name but as a 
person from that river or that mountain. Spiritually people identify 
with the land as part of their history and identity. In the mythic past, 
their ancestors who are buried on their land provided villagers with 
their songs, masks, dances, magical spells, clans, and certain species 
of taro, bananas, and pigs.18 

Matthias Lopa from Pomio summarizes, “If we give our land away, 
or if someone has taken it through commercial means, then we come 
to realize that our life is taken away and our sense of connectedness 
is disturbed because land is our life. The graves of our ancestors give 
us a sense of belonging. If that land is taken away for 99 years, then 
we become nobody.” 

Injustice to Vulnerable People 

The development for this study is known as the Sigite Mukus Oil 
Palm Project. It is undertaken by Gilford Ltd, a wholly owned subsid-
iary of the Malaysian logging company Rimbunan Hijau, involving 
55,400 acres of land situated in the West Pomio district of the East 
New Britain Province. The people of West Pomio are a vulnerable 
people following a semi-subsistence life-style relying totally on their 
land for food and housing materials. They are relatively isolated and 
most adults are illiterate. They have not been given sufficient atten-
tion by the Government and their institutions are inadequately fi-
nanced and managed. They are dependent on their land to extract a 
                                                                                                                                  

then sliding down fast whereupon he is castrated and becomes the first 
woman—his wife. This happened at a river called Nanasa—the word also 
means incest. Some of the blood from the castration event splattered the 
moon and created the menstrual cycle. 

18  Particularly important in the Pomio area is the place of the dead in the 
Kivung movement which arose in the 1960s and still has influence today. 
Through that millenarian movement dead ancestors who dwell in the al-
ternative world of the underground assumed new importance as media-
tors of sovereignty, civilization, and development. Andrew Lattas, The 
Utopian Promise of Government: The Journal of the Royal Anthropologi-
cal Institute 12:1 (2006) 129-150. 
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living for themselves and their families. From the appeal of the peo-
ple it appears that they have been adversely affected by the Sigite 
Mukus Project. The sublease agreement appears to be unjust in the 
way it was set up and the way it is being implemented. The Chair-
man and Directors of the different landowning companies had no part 
in the draft of the agreements. The people are also aware that some 
of their fellow clan members have been persuaded by different means 
to support the work of the company. Also of significance is the 
awareness that the company has police stationed in the logging 
camps. The company is providing accommodation and transport for 
the police. From the perspective of the people the police will support 
the company. When they are in this vulnerable position and are pres-
sured to sign an agreement, it is highly likely that they will succumb 
to the pressure. According to Matthias Lopa “it is not a development 
but a foreign invasion and exploitation of our indigenality.” 

Aware the company was exploiting the vulnerability of the indige-
nous people, the Catholic Archdiocese of Rabaul tried to intervene on 
their behalf. 

When the representatives of Gilford came we expressed 
our concern about the fact that this was a Special Agri-
cultural Business Lease rather than a logging agree-
ment. We said that we needed to take it to West Pomio 
and discuss it with the people. We were told clearly by 
the Gilford representatives that if we didn’t sign imme-
diately the project work would not proceed and they 
would look elsewhere for a local project partner.19 

Since then there is general dissatisfaction among the people about 
the project. 

The project has been in operation for five years. However 
we have received no benefits or services. Now the people 
are annoyed at us [community leaders]. They are ques-
tioning why they are not receiving the benefits that we 
were promised.20 

The dissatisfaction can be summarized under the following five 
points: 

                                                           
19  Affidavit of David Olpua, clause 11. Catholic Archdiocese of Rabaul. The 

Sigite-Mukus Agreement Submissions regarding the unfairness of the 
current sublease agreements between Gilford Ltd and the four land own-
ing companies. 

20  Affidavit of Paul Manus, last clause. Catholic Archdiocese of Rabaul. The 
Sigite-Mukus Agreement. Submissions, p. 28. 
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– The inadequacy of the rental payment of PNG kina 1.50 (USD 
0.50) per acre per year.21 

– Loss of land. The sublease agreement makes no provision for 
adequate land for food gardens and conservation and sacred 
sites such as graves and some caves with ancient drawings. 

– Damage done to the environment, for example, spraying from 
the Oil Palm, is polluting rivers that supply water and food 
for the villagers, and clearing of land has removed the protec-
tion that the trees and vegetation provide in times of heavy 
rain and flooding. 

– The project has provided employment for up to 4,000 people, 
but under very poor conditions and at wages below the mini-
mum wage of K 3.36 per hour (USD 1.00 per hour). 

– The fact is that there has not been the infrastructure devel-
opment in the area that people were led to believe would oc-
cur as a result of the project. 

Engagement of the Archdiocese in People’s Concerns 

Logging by Gilford Ltd, a subsidiary of Rimbunan Hijau logging 
corporation, had commenced in 2010 and by 2012 there was already 
tension in the West Pomio communities. During his visits to commu-
nities of the Pomio Deanery, individuals and groups of people asked 
Archbishop Francesco Panfilo to speak up for them as they felt pow-
erless. Archbishop Panfilo tells how people were asking him to “be a 
voice for the voiceless.” They had entered into an agreement with 
Gilford Ltd, a subsidiary of the international Malaysian company, but 
were experiencing difficulties communicating with the company. Peo-
ple expressed to the Archbishop their dissatisfaction, as outlined in 
the previous section. 

Some community leaders were asking about a new lease agree-
ment recommended by the Government Commission of Inquiry. The 
lawyer for the logging company pointed out that the sublease agree-
ment should be respected as a legal document. The Archbishop ac-
knowledged that it was legal but questioned whether it was just and 
                                                           
21  It is estimated that the company has felled and exported logs worth at 

least K 313 (USD 96) million. This figure does not take into account the 
value of some species such as teak. The company is supposed to pay the 
landowners K 10 (USD 3.00) per cubic meter, which based on the figures 
of felled and exported logs would amount to K 12 million (USD 3.7 mil-
lion). It is unclear to the people who has received this and how much they 
have received. 
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fair. The Archbishop thought that developing a new lease agreement 
could be a way of bringing the divided community together. “It could 
build up unity in the community, and as Bishop that is my mission,” 
said Bishop Panfilo.22 In June 2014 the diocese welcomed volunteer 
administrator Mr Doug Tennent, a New Zealander with many years 
of experience in PNG, including teaching law at the University of 
PNG. The Archbishop was happy to have Mr Tennant active in the 
renegotiation of the agreement. 

Care of Our Common Home 

The basis of the Archdiocese’s engagement in people’s concerns is 
not just that the majority of the people living in the Pomio area are 
Catholic. The work of promoting peace and social justice is also a 
central part of the social teachings of the church. It is biblically based 
and responds to the call of Pope Francis to care for our common home 
(cf. Laudato Si’) . 

Two months after Laudato Si’ was published in June 2015, Arch-
bishop Panfilo wrote a six-page pastoral letter responding in practical 
ways to what the Pope had written, especially chapter five of Laudato 
Si’. The Archbishop notes how the heart of the Pope’s reflections is 
the point that the people have to sit together at the negotiating table. 
But that didn’t happen in Pomio. The Archbishop recalled how the 
pope asks, “What kind of world do we want to leave to those who 
come after us, to children who are now growing up?” The pope further 
adds, “We need to ask ourselves other pointed questions: What is the 
purpose of our life in this world? Why are we here? What is the goal 
of our work and all our efforts? What need does the earth have of us?” 
(LS 160). He notes the answer lies in profound changes to political, 
economic, cultural and social systems, as well as to our individual 
lifestyles (LS 5, 23). 

Pope Francis wants to impress on everybody that “integral ecolo-
gy” is not only care of the natural world but it also implies justice for 
the poorest and most vulnerable people. Only by radically reshaping 
our relationships with God, with our neighbors and with the natural 
world, he says, can we hope to tackle the threats facing our planet 
today. There is an inseparable bond “between concern for nature, 
justice for the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace” (LS 
10). The Archbishop recalls how in the Apostolic Exhortation Evan-
gelii Gaudium (EG), Pope Francis wrote: “I want a Church which is 
                                                           
22  Archbishop Panfilo, Personal Communication with Philip Gibbs, Vuna-

pope, 1 September 2018. 
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poor and for the poor …. We are called to find Christ in them, to lend 
our voice to their causes, but also to be their friends, to listen to 
them, to speak for them and to embrace the mysterious wisdom 
which God wishes to share with us through them” (EG 198). The pope 
also asks how can we as church, in very practical ways, care for our 
common home and be a church that is poor and for the poor? 

The Archbishop concludes, “Trusting in God’s love and providence 
and in the cooperation of believers, the Archdiocese of Rabaul is com-
mitted to the following: 

1. Disposing of the land, especially of large plantations; 
2. Starting a housing project for low-income earners; 
3. Helping achieve a broad consensus in the Sigite Mukus 

Palm Oil Project in West Pomio.”23 
This paper focuses on the third point. 

Divide and Rule versus Unite to Serve  

On May 31, 2016, Mr Doug Tennent and the Archbishop flew to 
Port Moresby for a meeting with a delegation of the parent company 
Rimbunan Hijau. The meeting seemed to go well and it appeared that 
the company was open to re-negotiate a new lease agreement. How-
ever, this did not happen, time was passing, and the six-year statute 
of limitations period was almost over. After the elapse of the six-year 
period, no one would be able to bring the Company to court over the 
agreement. So, encouraged by the Archbishop, the landowners pro-
ceeded to file legal action to obtain a court order for mediation be-
tween the local people and the company. 

The Company was not happy with this move and developed a plan 
to discredit Doug Tennent and the Archbishop. On Friday, June 9, 
2017, two officers from the Office of the Immigration and Citizenship 
Service Authority flew from Port Moresby to the Archdiocese head-
quarters at Vunapope to serve Mr Tennent with a “Notice of Cancel-
lation of Entry Permit” and “Direction as to Custody and Removal 
Order,” which were signed by the Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Immigration. After two days of challenging the order, the officers 
came with the police and forcibly took Doug Tennent to Port Moresby. 
The Archdiocese took out an injunction restraining Mr Tennent from 
going on any flight out of the country. However, this was ignored and 

                                                           
23  Archbishop Francesco Panfilo, Pastoral Letter 7, 15 August 2017, Archdi-

ocese of Rabaul, p. 2. 
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he was deported to New Zealand. There was widespread concern in 
the media with much criticism of Rimbunan Hijau. The Archbishop 
appealed, “Any ordinary person knows that orders of this kind cannot 
be given unless there are powerful and wealthy institutions and per-
sonalities behind. For the sake of the ordinary and innocent people of 
PNG, we ask the Government to come clear once and for all.”24 

The Friday, June 16, 2017, edition of The National newspaper 
(owned by Rimbunan Hijau) published an article entitled “Pomio 
project defended.” There some landowners came forward and declared 
that they were not the ones who lodged the complaint against Mr 
Doug Tennent. One wonders why these landowners had to be flown 
all the way to Port Moresby by the company to deny something they 
claim they did not do. 

At the Port Moresby press conference, it was claimed that the 
Archbishop and Mr Tennent continue to “propagate divisions among 
the landowners and landowner company directors.” The Archbishop 
and Mr Tennant were accused “of deceit,” because they “are not advo-
cating for the landowners,” but rather “they are out to permanently 
stop the desires and aspirations for development” of the landown-
ers.25 

The Archbishop has responded that the strategy of “divide people 
in order to rule” is commonly practiced by greedy and powerful eco-
nomic groups who want to enrich themselves at all cost. The strategy 
of the Church, however, is “unite people in order to serve” the com-
mon good of all. He continued, “For this reason I appeal to everyone 
to put aside personal interests and think about the good of all, espe-
cially of our children. What kind of world do we want to leave to those 
who come after us? The Church does not have any other interest than 
‘to encourage an honest and open debate so that particular interests 
or ideologies will not prejudice the common good’ (LS 188).”26 

                                                           
24  Archbishop Francesco Panfilo, The Deportation of Mr Douglas Tennent, 

statement circulated by email. 12 June, 2017. 
25  A response to the Press Conference of some landowners from Pomio (The 

National, June 16, 2017, p. 2). Doug Tennent was deported allegedly “due 
to the blatant abuse of the conditions of his Religious Worker visa, by en-
gaging in sensitive landowners’ issues.” He spent two months in New Zea-
land before being permitted to return to Papua New Guinea. 

26  Archbishop Francesco Panfilo, Pastoral Letter 7, 15 August, 2015, Arch-
diocese of Rabaul. 
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Value of Mediation 

The main intention of the church’s efforts is not to take the com-
pany to court, but rather to bring them to mediation so that the local 
people can have a “place at the table” (LS 183) and can discuss issues 
that concern them with the company. In fact, from March 26 to 27, 
2018, a mediation was conducted at Kokopo to address the issues 
relating to the Sigite Mukus Oil Palm Project in West Pomio. The 
mediation was conducted by an external accredited mediator from 
Australia. As a result of the mediation the company has agreed to 
renegotiate the sublease agreement and now it is up to the landowner 
groups to develop a new agreement that they consider fair and sub-
mit this to the company by 2020. 

This mediated arrangement opens the door to effectively address 
the issues and tensions that relate to any development project that 
concerns the livelihood of local people. It allows both parties to nego-
tiate on equal terms and enables the land owners to take the lead in 
proposing the terms and conditions of the new agreements based on 
equity, justice and sustainability, and with an emphasis on the need 
for environment awareness and protection. 

Conclusion 

Land is essential to the social, cultural and spiritual development 
of indigenous people and for them to uphold their identity and sense 
of belonging. People do not only own the land, but it is an integral 
part of their lives. Pope Francis recognizes this when in Laudato Si’ 
he invites everyone to recognize indigenous peoples as our principal 
dialogue partners on the issue of environmental sustainability and 
also to consider their values related with the environment. Indige-
nous peoples must be recognized as resources in learning how to re-
late with nature in a more sustainable way. 

In PNG indigenous people form the majority, yet ethnic groups 
can feel discriminated against when confronted by the actions of an 
international logging company that is supported by their own gov-
ernment and the police. The local people in various parts of the coun-
try find themselves in an unjust situation which they feel powerless 
to change. In this case study the local West Pomio people feel that the 
sublease agreement for the Sigite Mukus Oil Palm Project appears to 
be unjust in the way it was set up and the way it is being implement-
ed. Even some of their fellow clan members had been persuaded by 
different means to support the work of the logging company. At this 
point they turned to the church for help. 
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Archbishop Panfilo recalls his response to Laudato Si’ and the sit-
uation of the local people in his diocese as follows: “Can a Bishop look 
the other way? Can a Religious Worker pretend that these injustices 
are not happening? To advocate for the vulnerable and powerless, 
which is the situation of the people of West Pomio, is a Gospel man-
date, just as it is to educate the young and care for sick people. It is 
the duty of every religious worker, and of every Christian for that 
matter, to give effect to the teachings of Christ in word and action. 
One wonders why those who expose these evil and unjust practices 
should be deported, while those who commit them are not!”27 

 

ABSTRACTS 

Besonders bei indigenen Völkern geht die Beziehung zu ihrem Land weit 
über seine Bedeutung als Produktionsmittel hinaus; Land und Boden sind 
die Grundlage ihrer Identität und haben eine spirituelle Bedeutung. Dieser 
Beitrag berichtet von einem Konflikt in Papua-Neuguinea, wo eine Holzfäl-
lerfirma wegen ihres Umgangs mit dem Land als lebensbedrohend ange-
sehen wird. Die Erzdiözese Rabaul hat sich in der Verteidigung der Rechte 
der Menschen auf ihr Leben und ihre Kultur engagiert. Dabei haben sich die 
Lehren von Laudato Si’ als sehr hilfreich für diesen Einsatz erwiesen. 

Particularmente pueblos indígenas muestran que su relación con la tierra 
va mucho más allá de un medio de producción; la tierra es la base de su iden-
tidad y tiene una importancia espiritual. Esta contribución se refiere a un 
conflicto en Papúa Nueva Guinea donde una empresa maderera se ve como 
amenaza a la vida, debido a su tratamiento de la tierra. La Arquidiócesis de 
Rabaul se ha comprometido con la defensa del derecho del pueblo a su vida y 
cultura. Las enseñanzas de Laudato Si’ se mostraron muy útiles para este 
compromiso. 

Pour les peuples indigènes en particulier, la relation à la terre dépasse de 
loin les moyens de production ; la terre est le fondement de leur identité et 
revêt une importance spirituelle. La contribution se réfère à un conflit en 
Papouasie-Nouvelle-Guinée où une compagnie forestière est considérée 
comme menaçant la vie en raison de son traitement de la terre. L’archi-
diocèse de Rabaul s’est engagé dans la défense des droits du peuple à la vie et 
à la culture. L’enseignement de Laudato Si’ s’est révélé d’une grande aide 
dans cet engagement. 

                                                           
27  Archbishop Francesco Panfilo, Presentation of Archbishop Panfilo at 

round table meeting, Palmalmal, 21 June 2017. Unpublished document, 
Archdiocese of Rabaul. 


