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Preface


I first observed Papua New Guinea (PNG) nationals crossing the border with Australia and entering the Torres Strait Islands in 1997, when I was on Saibai Island to facilitate community planning for improvements to their water supply, sewerage and housing. My working life at that time was divided between developing countries in Asia and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in Australia. As I stood on the foreshore, watching small groups cross the short distance by dinghy, I was struck by the clashing of two very different worlds. I knew that many of the visitors were related to the Saibai Islanders and that the conditions of their entry limited them to traditional exchanges under a treaty. But I observed an air of supplication among the Papuans that I recognised from the poorest parts of developing countries I had worked in. I knew how disadvantaged the Torres Strait Islanders were compared to the rest of Australia, but clearly in this context the Papuans were much more disadvantaged again. I was struck by a mixture of surprise and trepidation. I remember not knowing which way to look.


It was a sight and a feeling that stuck with me, but it would be years before I had the chance to explore what was happening on the other side of the border. Later, I would discover that Garrick Hitchcock (author of chapter 9) was already doing his PhD on the political ecology in the South Fly District along PNG’s border with Indonesia, and Kevin Murphy (chapter 2) would soon be starting his PhD analysing social relations along the border with Australia.


Around then I started a conversation that would last many years with Geoff Miller (chapter 6), who went on to take a placement as a health adviser with the Australian aid program in Daru. All the while I kept a close eye on the related research coming out of Torres Strait, especially the work of Bill Arthur and Will Sanders at the Australian National University.


After I joined The University of Queensland in 2013, I met Jennifer Corrin (chapter 3), who already had strong ties with the South Pacific as a legal practitioner and researcher. I would also meet Jodie Curth-Bibb (co-editor of this book and co-author of chapters 1, 5 and 8) and Peter Chaudhry (chapter 4), who both worked with me at the Institute for Social Science Research, along with research assistants Tsarie Duthie and Laura Simpson Reeves. By 2015 we had a sufficiently strong team to apply for a competitive ARC Discovery grant, which we won to commence in 2016.


Doug Porter from the World Bank and Bryant Alan from ANU encouraged us through the application, then advised us throughout the project’s duration. We also learnt of the long-standing and locally respected work by CSIRO in fisheries, with James Butler and Sara Busilacchi approaching us in an uncommon spirit of open collaboration (chapters 7 and 8).


As fieldwork commenced on the PNG side, we were encouraged by widespread support from PNG government stakeholders at village, district, provincial and national levels. We were especially well received by the village leaders and households in the South Fly villages we visited in the course of four field trips. Much of our travel was by shallow-draft fibreglass dinghies, ‘banana boats’, visiting coastal villages and following the river systems to inland villages, and extending west to PNG’s border with Indonesia. Skilled operators such as Sapi Yo kept us safe along the weather coast and Cordelia Jackson and Cassie Hughes answered our daily safety calls back to The University of Queensland.


We also undertook two field trips to the Torres Strait. We found strong support among the Torres Strait leadership, who shared our concern for their close neighbours while maintaining the need to protect the limited resources on their islands.


Simply put, we set out to understand a little-known part of the world and to recommend improvements. We collected socioeconomic data, attended community meetings and, crucially, interviewed community leaders and households. Interviews typically went for more than an hour, as people explained detailed and (for us) unexpected aspects of their lives.


Together we wrote this book as a means to raise awareness of a poorly understood but strategically important borderland. The people living on the PNG side want people living in Australia and other countries, and in Port Moresby and other PNG cities, to understand their situation, which is quite unlike anywhere else in PNG and the world. Compared to the Australian side, they experience a marked level of relative inequality and a disparity in public funding and services. They want assistance, but in ways that are appropriate to the unique constraints and opportunities they face.


We believe it is in Australia’s national interest to understand the border from the perspective of the PNG nationals living there, and that their ‘security’ and development ultimately determines the ‘security’ of the Australian border. We think that many of the people working for the Australian and Queensland government authorities at a personal level believe this too, if allowed to shed the official line.


The other authors and I would like to thank our partners and families for their love, patience and support during the research and writing of this book. Compiling a volume of this size requires an editorial effort well beyond the individual authors. It would not have been completed without Tsarie Duthie’s relentless coordination and skilled edits.


We are also very grateful for the goodwill and openness extended to us by the many people who accommodated us and gave us their time for the interviews. An incredible exchange of learning occurred between the project team and the people who participated. We were continually surprised by the capabilities that exist within South Fly villages despite the struggles they face with a lack of transportation, market penetration, funding and services. We hope that this book will encourage stakeholders to approach development of the region in ways that take advantage of its unique strengths as a borderland.


Mark Moran
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Chapter 1



Introduction


Mark Moran and Jodie Curth-Bibb


Less than five kilometres from Australia’s northernmost island lies the southern coast of Papua New Guinea (PNG) (figure 1.1). Just 15 to 20 minutes in a dinghy (depending on the weather) and you are there. This geographical proximity is matched by a cultural closeness, as the people on either side of this passage of water have a long history of reciprocal relationships and shared identity. Despite this closeness, these peoples face a starkly different future, and they could hardly be further apart in terms of quality of life, well-being and access to opportunity.


The villagers on the PNG side of the border experience acute disadvantage. They rely on water tanks (which are often poorly maintained) or are forced to walk long distances to get fresh water; transport by dinghy is extremely expensive and at times dangerous; there is no electricity; the few health facilities that exist are often ill-equipped and unstaffed; and students often need to travel long distances to get to a primary school. Houses are made of bush materials and are not mosquito-proof. Villagers either use a pit latrine, if the household has one, or they use the beach or the bush for a toilet. There is limited access to markets and limited employment opportunities close to home.


South Fly District of Western Province PNG can be seen as something akin to a triangle, defined by three powerful external influences: the Torres Strait Islands of Australia, the Merauke Regency of Indonesia and the Fly River Corridor, with the mining benefits and environmental impacts flowing from the Ok Tedi Mine. In understanding the context, we have utilised a spatial conceptual tool that draws on the notion of a ‘borderland’, which extends beyond the district’s administrative boundaries into Australia, Indonesia and the Fly River Corridor.


[image: image]


Figure 1.1: Map of the South Fly–Torres Strait region. (Created by Tim Skewes and reprinted with permission from Elsevier)1


This borderland sits at the periphery of the PNG state. It receives very little in the way of public expenditure or service delivery from its government. But perversely, the prices for basic commodities are comparable to those in Torres Strait (table 1.1),2 due to the high transportation costs, and macroeconomic distortions, arising from the high levels of foreign direct investment in the PNG economy, predominantly from mining. Given the relative poverty experienced by those on the PNG side of the border, the elevated cost of goods is an enormous obstacle to development. Although many can rely on subsistence crops rather than purchasing store goods, there is no avoiding the barrier of high-cost fuel in the South Fly. Fuel is essential for basic transportation to markets and health services, but the cost of a single litre of fuel can reportedly be as high as 10 kina (approximately A$4). The cost of fuel is significantly cheaper in outer islands of the Torres Strait (A$2), and even more so across the border in Indonesia due to a state fuel subsidy.3


Table 1.1: Median basic commodity prices in the South Fly and Torres Strait Islands


[image: image]


Note: The currency of Papua New Guinea is Kha(K). Prices collected from five Torres Strait Islands communities and fourteen South Fly communities.


Despite these difficulties, the people maintain strong families and social bonds within their village communities. For those villages with gardens, subsistence activities provide people with sufficient food and daily exercise, although they remain vulnerable to drought. People in these villages are already well engaged with the global cash economy and with the advantages and problems it brings. Many villages are becoming increasingly dependent on processed, store-bought foods like rice, flour and sugar, which are contributing to an increase in ‘lifestyle diseases’ such as diabetes.


When PNG was still a colony of Australia, the people in the South Fly and Torres Strait Islands enjoyed close relationships that fostered mutual benefits for both parties. This began to transform after PNG gained independence in 1975. Signed in 1978 and ratified in 1985, the Torres Strait Treaty then defined the border between Papua New Guinea and Australia. The benefits that flowed to Torres Strait Islanders as Australian citizens have steadily increased ever since, lifting their living standards. Meanwhile, the people living in the South Fly have received limited support from their government and aid agencies, and their living standards have deteriorated. Environmental damage caused by the Ok Tedi Mine has spoiled the marine environment on which many of them depend, especially those villagers near the mouth of the Fly River.


In recent years, the management of the Australian border and the Torres Strait Treaty has increasingly hardened. By limiting traditional visits to 14 villages, there is now another divide: Treaty villagers, who benefit from the treaty, and those in non-Treaty villages, who do not. Many non-Treaty villagers now have to sell their produce and crafts to Treaty villagers, who then on-sell those products to Torres Strait Islanders, some of whom then themselves on-sell into mainland Australia.


South Fly villagers must carve out a livelihood in the border region to raise cash for various things, including costs associated with their children’s schooling. Many still depend on productive cross-border relationships in Torres Strait. They travel across the border to work as domestic help; access health services; engage in traditional activities; and sell arts, crafts and other goods. But these cross-border interactions are stifled by the vague and variably enforced regulations in place, which allow only for ‘traditional’ activities across the border. Work for PNG nationals in Torres Strait is fraught. Many are paid with food and second-hand clothes, or with meagre sums, so that their activities are deemed by Australian border authorities to qualify as traditional.


Although people of Torres Strait also experience disadvantage relative to non-Indigenous Australia, there is a sharp divide when looking across the border into PNG. Household incomes in the South Fly District are significantly lower: while Torres Strait Islanders reliably earn their income from work or welfare payments, South Fly residents’ income is intermittent and diverse, from opportunistically selling crafts, gardening, hunting, fishing and, for a few, whatever remittances their relatives can manage. Torres Strait Islanders are concerned about the plight of people living in the South Fly, but they are also concerned by the pressure visitors place on their limited island resources, especially their water supply, health services and housing.


Health services for PNG nationals are extremely limited. When transport can be organised, patients make their own way to the hospital in Daru. But over-crowding in Daru’s limited housing has made it difficult to control the epidemic of multidrug-resistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB) and other disease outbreaks. Many South Fly residents access Australian health services for emergency care, putting pressure on Queensland Health clinics on the outer Torres Strait Islands. The precarious health context highlights the need for aid programs to take a population health approach that encompasses both sides of the border.


The problems of underdevelopment of the South Fly and the difficulties this has caused for border security have long been known. Consistent with Recommendation 25 of the 2010 Senate Inquiry, Torres Strait: Bridge and Border,4 the authors set out to understand the development context of the South Fly borderland, with particular attention to the external effects of the Australian and Indonesian borders and the mining-affected Fly River Corridor. We then explored how international aid assistance and improved border management could ameliorate this underdevelopment.


The state of the borderlands


The Torres Strait Treaty defines a Protected Zone, control over which is divided between Australia and PNG, to preserve the traditional way of life of traditional inhabitants and the marine environment. This interacts with a number of other jurisdiction boundaries including Fisheries, Internal Waters, Coastal Waters, Territorial Sea, Contiguous Zone Limit, and Exclusive Economic Zone.5


The treaty also defines the cross-border passage of 14 PNG Treaty villages6 and 14 Torres Strait communities.7 The population affected by the border extends beyond these nominated villages and island communities, to include the greater Torres Strait Region of Australia (to Thursday Island and the tip of Cape York), as well as much of the South Fly District.8 Although it is technically a maritime border, crossings are made daily in small dinghies. According to the 2019 Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) Inquiry, more than 27 000 PNG nationals crossed the border in 2017–18.9


Those deemed to be ‘traditional inhabitants’ are subject to provisions under the treaty, which allow them to cross the international border into the Torres Strait. Although initially there was no real enforcement of an official definition of ‘traditional inhabitants’, in 2000 formal notes were exchanged between PNG and Australia restricting the definition to the 14 Treaty villages.


The Torres Strait Treaty has been recognised for its innovation in international law and support for customary activity.10 It was designed to accommodate existing cultural ties and traditional ways of life and the associated travel between islands and across the international border. But as Kevin Murphy outlines (chapter 2), the social construction of the borderlands does not map easily onto the border and corresponding treaty arrangements. There is a history of mobility to accommodate relationships, cultural exchanges, marriage, trade and resource extraction, as well as warfare and consequent internal migration inside this borderland. As some groups have permanently settled in new territories, they have pushed out and displaced others who still have claims to such lands today. The consequences of these movements continue to evolve and drive social tensions.


The existence and placement of the border under the treaty, and the administrative interpretations that have operationalised its management, have resulted in a range of asymmetries. At odds with a cultural ethos of reciprocity that borderlanders once shared, the current regime of border management instead fuels resentment that exacerbates pre-existing social tensions, with potentially destabilising effects. On the Australian side of the border, Torres Strait Islanders have access to the services and benefits of the Australian welfare state, whereas on the PNG side people of the South Fly experience high levels of poverty and deprivation and a near-complete failure of public infrastructure, services and governance.


Within living memory, there was a time when living standards on either side of the border were similar. It is illuminating to compare a typical response to key questions from one side of the border to the other, to comprehend the enormity of the divide.11 For instance, a qualitatively typical male respondent living in the South Fly in his fifties who has ten years of education will have living conditions starkly different from those of a comparable male residing in the Torres Strait, as table 1.2 indicates.


Table 1.2: A comparison of several lifestyle indicators of two adult males of similar age and years of education from the South Fly and Torres Strait Islands








	

	South Fly village


	Torres Strait Islands community







	Household income in the last month


	A$199


	A$2840







	Sources of income


	Crafts, garden produce, hunted meat


	Paid employment—via Community Development Employment Projects scheme (CDEP12); spouse employed







	Type of toilet


	Pit latrine


	Flush toilet







	Water piped to house?


	No (rainwater tank or river)


	Yes









We used the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) to assess the level of poverty in the South Fly.13 The MPI measures ‘deprivations’ at the household and individual level across health, education and livelihood and living conditions. Each household is classified then as poor or non-poor, depending on the weighted number of deprivations. Following the work of John Burton, we made some adaptations to the MPI methodology so that it was appropriate for rural PNG.14


The villages in the South Fly recorded a MPI of 0.35.15 Our MPI calculations were completed at a subnational district level, so they can be compared only with similar subnational estimates.16 The level of poverty in the South Fly is commensurate with that experienced in rural districts in Afghanistan and Sudan.17 It is also significantly worse than what is experienced in Papua Province of Indonesia (0.21).18 What this means in reality is that people are experiencing poverty that causes significant stress for many people of this borderland region.


Much of this poverty is understood by borderlanders as a failure of governance by the PNG state. Chapter 5 details the sentiment on the ground in the South Fly regarding the governance mechanisms available to people, and we describe three forms of governance failure that local informants themselves have articulated to us:


1 the PNG Government’s inability to get resources to the ground, associated with high levels of perceived corruption


2 the current inability of aid agencies interventions to reach the people on the ground and their feelings of being disconnected from aid decisions and being powerless to hold aid to account, and


3 the effects of policy and associated governance surrounding Australia’s enforcement of the border.


Like borders elsewhere internationally, the border of Australia and PNG is not a natural objective thing, but rather the consequence of political manoeuvring and historical geopolitics. In exploring its historical evolution we illustrate its mismatch with the cultural geography that pre-dated it. We detail the failures in public service provision and governance and the related levels of poverty experienced by people living on the PNG side. We examine the administration of the border and its effects on people’s daily struggle for survival on the PNG side. We unpack the current interpretation of the treaty and ask: what are the options for contesting its application?


We demonstrate the asymmetrical effects of the border and the stark differences in opportunity and outcomes for those on the PNG side compared to those on the Australian side and those seemingly somewhere in the middle, including PNG nationals living in Treaty villages, and Papuan Australians who are now citizens of Australia living in the Torres Strait. We demonstrate how the application of the treaty has resulted in a tiered economy with mounting tensions arising between the haves and have-nots. We consider how the treaty produces a fourfold hierarchy of identities: Australian Torres Strait Islanders, Papuan Australian citizens, PNG Treaty villagers and, finally, PNG non-Treaty villagers. These identities were once shared but are now increasingly divided. Divisions have been exacerbated by the Australian state in the way it privileges certain groups over others, and how those thus privileged have worked hard to protect those privileges.


We argue that the recent hardening of the border is undermining the prior success of the treaty. The focus on border enforcement, rather than building capacities across the border, exacerbates difference and inequality and fuels local resentments and tensions, which arguably destabilises the border. We therefore offer an alternative lens, using systems understandings to place-based governance that treats this region as a borderland or border zone for public policy, trade and resource management. In doing so we centre our attention on people and on their experience. We show that Australia’s attempt at securing the border is inescapably intertwined with the ‘security’ of people living on the PNG side, and that their well-being and goodwill is in Australia’s national interest.



A borderlands theoretical framework


The borderland has always been a contested space, yet there have been recent and profound shifts in the discourse surrounding the Australian border and the management of it.19 Politicians have taken advantage of fears of drug-resistant tuberculosis, asylum seekers and people smugglers. In 2013 the treaty was described in the Queensland Parliament as ‘one of the most lax border arrangements in the world’20 and as a major national risk to Australia’s ‘health security’.21 In the same year, in response to the federal government’s payment of $18 million to Queensland Health to compensate for the cost of PNG nationals accessing the Queensland health system, the then Queensland Health Minister claimed that the payment was ‘recognition that the Commonwealth Government cannot secure the Queensland–PNG border’.22 He went on to say that people crossing from PNG into Australia could be ‘going anywhere’ and that the border is ‘open to people smugglers to continue their illegal trafficking of humans through a different route’. The border is, he said, ‘as porous as a spaghetti colander’.23


The notion of a porous border is not new and is certainly not unique to the PNG–Australia borderlands. The fluidity that is understood to characterise many border regions has resulted in a dedicated field of study. As early as 1916, Holdich and Lyde questioned how boundaries could be ‘good or bad’ depending on ‘their intrinsic merit in fostering or limiting tensions’, including wars between states.24 Samuel Whittemore Boggs also questioned the universal and timeless ‘good’ of boundaries when he noted that the function of boundaries was specific to a certain time and space and that interaction across boundaries might be required to lessen tensions. Boggs asks: ‘what tensions are created by the lines in such a case; and what devices may be used to relieve those tensions?’25 Importantly, boundaries are continuously pushed and spaces reconfigured through essential movement of people and the maintenance of relationships in the ‘everyday practices of survival and regulation’.26


The development of border studies, or borderlands studies, is generally understood to have its origins in the key works of Prescott and Minghi in the 1960s,27 and the classic texts of ‘boundary scholarship’ they produced in the following two decades. When borderlands studies first emerged, its largely ‘state-centric’ analysis appealed to ‘sound boundary management as a fundamental aspect of “international” peace and order’.28 This then advanced to understanding borderlands as unique socioeconomic geographies that are lived and dynamic spaces, with populations that take on unique borderland identities.29 The early suggestion by Prescott in ‘studying the attitude of borderlanders’ was furthered by Minghi calling for research ‘focusing on people within border zones as opposed to the boundaries themselves’.30 This is critical to our understanding of this borderland region as we explore the manner in which this borderland has been historically constructed and socially constituted (chapter 2).


In his seminal work in attempting to theorise borders and borderlands, Brunet-Jailly proposes a holistic framework for exploring borderlands in a systematic way.31 In an attempt to synthesise the range of lenses that have been used in empirical studies on individual borderlands, Brunet-Jailly draws these approaches together to suggest four ‘equally important analytical lenses’: (1) market forces and trade flows; (2) policy activities of multiple levels of governments on adjacent borders; (3) the particular political clout of borderland communities; and (4) the specific culture of borderland communities.32


Table 1.3 Brunet-Jailly’s theory of borderland studies main hypothesis.


[image: image]


The Brunet-Jailly framework (Table 1.3) clearly resonates with our analysis of the PNG borderlands. We will demonstrate that the push and pull across these four factors at once brings borderlanders together and pulls them apart. Moreover, we question the relative ‘goodness’ of the border by drawing on August Lösch’s classic text, The Economics of Location,33 which points out the economic cost of borders and the reduction in efficiencies due to the barriers they erect for the flow of trade, goods and labour.34 This description well describes the obstruction to trade in the PNG–Australia borderland, which affects most harshly those with the least.


Despite more than a century of scholarly interest in boundary studies and more than 60 years of interest in the concept of borderlands, there is very limited applied research in the PNG borderlands that draws upon a borderlands framework. W.S. Arthur is one notable exception, with his analysis Autonomy and Identity in Torres Strait: A Borderline Case?,35 in which he argued that the ‘Treaty and the associated Protected Zone have helped create a “borderland” with its own unique social, economic and political characteristics’, and where the residents have come to identify as ‘borderlanders’.36


Given our emphasis on how people experience the border, we attempt to provide ‘a view of governance from the perspective of those who are living it’,37 to observe the ‘throwntogetherness’ of governance.38 This allows us to sidestep the state as the ‘methodological unit of analysis’,39 and to use the borderland as the centre in which to observe the governance relationships that weave in and out of it in the interests of optimising service delivery, public finance and local-level accountability. What emerges then is a bricolage of informal and formal institutions at the periphery of the PNG state, in what has been described as an ‘Area of Limited Statehood’ (ALS).40


ALS scholars use what is understood as a ‘spatial grammar’ and the analysis of sociospatial relations.41 Like Brunet-Jailly’s ‘four factors’, areas of limited statehood are understood not as ungoverned but as ‘differently governed’ spaces in a way that recognises institutional (formal and informal) and jurisdictional (including external jurisdictions) layering and contestation. When Risse puts forward a definition of ALS, he makes the point that it avoids the Eurocentric perspective of what has been normatively classified as ‘fragile states’, with its preoccupation with democratic ‘good’ governance. Instead ALS focuses on ‘those parts of a country in which central authorities (governments) lack the ability to implement and enforce rules’.42 In the case of the PNG borderland, we are interested in spaces where the authority of the state does not reach, partly because it is unable to service its population in a way that would engender recognition, legitimacy and loyalty from the ‘periphery’ to the centre.43


When we take a place-based approach to governance and service delivery, we are better able to understand the complex intersections between policy arenas; the relationships between disparate sectors and disciplines can be traced as their complex intersections weave through this place. We see how poverty, income, livelihoods, fishing and marine resources, water, hygiene and sanitation, nutrition, health and environmental conservation are all heavily interdependent. Transport, infrastructure, education, and law and order intersect in ways that are mutually constituting or destabilising, affecting each other in ways that inextricably shape outcomes in other sectors. Governance, policy and service delivery responses become greater than the sum of their parts. We argue that a borderlands, place-based systems analysis offers more sustainable policy solutions both to poverty and deprivation on the PNG side and to security and border protection on the Australian side.



The research


This book operationalises aspects of borderland studies and the ALS literature to explore the underdevelopment and potential for aid assistance, centred on the South Fly District. It is based on research that was completed with support from an Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery grant, over a four-year period from 2016 to 2019, jointly led by two chief investigators from the University of Queensland: Professors Mark Moran and Jennifer Corrin. It drew on a range of literature, primary source material and documentary analysis, as well as the combined experience of the authors, three of whom—Kevin Murphy, Geoff Miller and Garrick Hitchcock—had been working in the South Fly for many years before the project began. University of Queensland researchers Jodie Curth-Bibb and Peter Chaudhry brought important comparative experience from other parts of PNG and the bordering Solomon Islands, and from Vietnam’s borderland with Laos and China, respectively. The chief investigators brought their experience of working in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander affairs in Australia: Mark Moran, and law reform and development in plural legal contexts in the Pacific and PNG: Jennifer Corrin. The project was also greatly enhanced by the contribution of two researchers—Sara Busilacchi and James Butler—from the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), who drew on their previous studies in this region, separate from the ARC project.


The research took a mixed method approach, combining unstructured interviews with officials, local leaders and aid workers; semi-structured interviews with community leaders in PNG and the Torres Strait Islands; focus group discussions with community members in the borderlands region; observations in the villages visited; and, significantly, the completion of community-level and household-level surveys. Interviews were preceded by a community meeting, to explain the research and the sampling strategy. Informants were selected on the basis of advice from the community Village Recorder (or accountant), according to a stratified sample, based on age, gender and household composition.


The household-level survey collected data on health, education, livelihoods, living conditions and, importantly, cross-border mobility. It was divided into sections on household and individual respondent characteristics, including levels of schooling, religion, type of housing, household assets and access to water; livelihoods, including sources of income and the nature of existing cross-border income streams; health and access to health, including any access to cross-border health facilities; and cross-border interactions in general—whether and why respondents cross the border, where they go and how they get there. The predominantly multiple-choice survey ended with two open-ended questions: ‘What is the one thing that you would like to see change that would improve your life?’ and ‘What is the biggest change in this village that has occurred over the past five years?’


The community-level survey captured data on infrastructure, governance and services. It was designed to be conducted with one or more community leaders and to be triangulated with observations made of housing, infrastructure and other aspects of community life. It covered a broad range of community-level characteristics including: population, religion and languages spoken; public infrastructure, including roads, wharves, water sources, community infrastructure; commodities and prices of supermarket staples; the presence of governance actors and law and justice services; health issues, services and infrastructure; education and the levels of schooling offered; and connectivity in the community: mobile phone coverage or access to two-way radios.
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Figure 1.2: Research field trip map. The researchers collected data from coastal and inland villages in the South Fly over four years. (Adapted from Murphy, 2013)


In total, 273 household interviews in 37 villages were included in the study. Figure 1.2 depicts the villages where data was collected over the four-year period.44 The fieldwork occurred over five field trips. During the first trip in late 2016, the research team spent close to a month visiting five Treaty villages along the South Fly coast (Buzi, Bula, Mabuduan, Mari, Kulalae and Tais), and collected interviews from eight villages in the west of the South Fly District, closer to the PNG–Indonesian border (Balamuk, Bondobol, Indorodoro, Kiriwo, Korombo, Wando, Weam and Wereave). The second trip was in September and October 2017, during which researchers focused on the Treaty villages (Ber, Bula and Mabuduan again, Jarai, Old Mawatta, Parama, Sigabaduru and Sui). They also briefly crossed the border into Australia via Horn Island, visiting two of the outer Torres Strait Islands (Saibai and Boigu Islands). In June 2018, the researchers returned to the South Fly for the third field trip, surveying villagers in non-Treaty villages to the east (Ume, Masingara and the Treaty village, Kadawa), then up a number of river systems, including the Oriomo (Abam, Dorogori, Mur Lagoon, Upaire and Wuroi), the Pahoturi (Dug, Kibuli, Kodoro, Ngao, Ardamroang and Wamorong), and the Mai Kussa (Dimiri and Sibidiri). The fourth field trip was to the Torres Strait only. A smaller team returned in October 2018 to the two outer Torres Strait Islands visited earlier, then to three islands with close associations to the South Fly villages (Badu, Darnley and Iama Islands), with a version of the survey modified to fit a Torres Strait context. Finally, in August 2019, the researchers returned to the South Fly for the fifth and final field trip, to many of the villages previously visited to disseminate findings and seek input on the research recommendations.


We faced a few limitations with the research. The lack of administrative data provided by the Queensland and Australian government authorities hindered the work. In particular, Queensland Health (outpatient and inpatient presentations to outer Island clinics and medevacs) and the Border Force (immigration visits) hold data that would have greatly strengthened the research. Conversely in PNG we found the data to be forthcoming but unreliable.45 As a result, almost all of the research is based on data that have been collected by the authors.


The survey instrument was adapted for each field visit as researchers gained a deeper insight into the situation in the South Fly. Improvements were made to the community and household survey on return trips, which reflected lessons learned. We also added additional questions in 2018, which allowed researchers to calculate the MPI of the region. However, these changes made comparisons between different years of data collection more difficult, with participants in earlier years not offered certain options. Additionally, there were instances of non-response or unrecorded responses throughout the collected surveys, which reduced sample sizes for some questions. For each response we have reported here, we have clearly stated the number of respondents asked the question so as to accurately reflect the data available for each question.


The CSIRO team has been working in the South Fly since 2011. During this period the team has conducted several projects focusing on small-scale fisheries and their multifaceted role for people in the region.46 The first project in 2011–13 was funded by the PNG National Fisheries Authority (NFA) and the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA). It assessed the status of small-scale fisheries and their role in livelihood and food security.47 This project was followed by two workshops in Cairns (October 2014) and Daru (June 2015) jointly funded by AFMA, NFA and the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), driven by the interest of stakeholders in the Treaty Zone and beyond to better understand the causes of asymmetrical development in the borderland region and how to address them.48 This was followed in 2017–18 by a project that explored the legal and illegal value chains of some of the most valuable marine products harvested in the South Fly, funded by the NFA in partnership with the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR).49 Both projects employed a mixed-methods research approach, applying both quantitative and qualitative methods to collect data and information. This material was integrated with participant observation and informal conversations carried out by Sara Busilacchi during her visits to Daru, Port Moresby, the Treaty villages and Jakarta.


The political economy investigation of cross-border marine resources and the flow-on effects of the Ok Tedi Mine disaster on marine resources in the borderland waters of the Torres Strait are based on information collected by key informant interviews, focus group discussions and the market survey in 2011–13 and 2017–18. Data collected during a CSIRO–AusAID project in the coastal area of the Western Province in 199550 and during a CRC Reef–JCU study of the subsistence reef fisheries of the eastern Torres Strait communities in 2004 were used as a baseline.51 All data from CSIRO projects are referred to as such, and all remaining data are from ARC Discovery grant borderlands research unless otherwise stipulated.


Conclusion


In search of solutions for these seemingly intractable problems, we take a transdisciplinary, systems approach that is anchored in place and informed by borderlands theory. From this position we examine the border from an anthropological, legal, governance, inequality and welfare, health systems, marine resource and conservation lens to better understand the interconnections and intricacies of public policy and development in this place.


Applying both a humanitarian and a security lens brings us to the same conclusion, which is that the South Fly is too close for Australia to ignore the poverty and increasing frustration and consequent tensions prevalent in the region. We argue that this problem is being exacerbated by a combination of a hardening border protection, compartmentalised policy prescriptions and partial solutions to complex problems. We suggest that a more place-based solution would look very different. Drawing on Brunet-Jailly’s borderlands framework, we explore four factors: local cross-border culture; the policy activities of multiple levels of government; market forces and trade flows (and associated resource management); and local cross-border political clout.


If we can sidestep the state as a unilateral methodological unit of analysis and instead explore the ‘throwntogetherness’ of the borderlands region, we can see that relationships run through this borderland in a way that illuminates other possibilities. We look to new policy prescriptions that will improve Australia’s border management. We also look to how Australia’s aid assistance to the South Fly can better take into account the effects of the border. Clearly, the borderland is a unique development context unlike anywhere else in the region. Importantly, for the same reason it offers great opportunities.


We also describe how increasing securitisation of the border is driving inefficiencies and ultimately exacerbating underdevelopment on the PNG side, which is then perversely undermining border security. Border management ought to take account of the tensions and asymmetries it creates among the people of the borderland and the potential for destabilising the border. Ultimately the most effective way to take pressure off the border is to draw on the positive experience of cross-border arrangements under the treaty and to leverage existing cross-border relationships to improve people’s lives and reduce inequalities rather than exacerbate them. Ultimately, we contend that the best way to keep Australia’s border safe is to ensure that those people who reside in the borderland are afforded greater opportunity for development and dignity to alleviate the injustice they feel.
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Chapter 2



The sociohistorical context of the borderlands


Kevin Murphy


This chapter describes and analyses the borderland region as a social field, defined by reference to the intersection of Papua New Guinea’s borders with Australia in the south and Indonesia in the west. The borders establish a matrix of asymmetrical relationships, deriving from the facts that they are the means of geographical distinction between disparate nation states and that they are a focus of the exercise of state enforcement regimes. I argue that the asymmetrical structuring of relationships as they relate to the PNG–Australia border results in social tension across the border and exacerbates pre-existing social tensions within PNG. There is a wealth differential across the PNG–Indonesia border, but it is not as great as that across the PNG–Australia border. The Australian border administration has become progressively more restrictive in recent years as to who is allowed to cross the border and what they are permitted to do when they do cross under the ‘traditional inhabitant’ provisions of the Torres Strait Treaty. The state enforcement regime at the Indonesia border is in some respects more flexible than that at the Australia border, and it has become increasingly attractive for the trading opportunities it affords for people from South Fly District.


The people of the borderlands before colonisation


Defining social groupings on criteria of linguistic, social and cultural variation is always problematic. There are exceptions to generalisations; there is overlap at the margins, and the possibility of reifying groups where they might not exist as such. Nevertheless there are distinctions throughout the borderlands region in language, social organisation, ritual, ontology, economy and other sociocultural characteristics that correspond sufficiently for some general patterns to be evident. The people now living in this region maintain richly detailed oral histories that continue to inform their own understanding of similarity and difference among themselves, and there is some ethnographic information available from the publications of European missionaries, explorers, colonial government officers and anthropologists. These combined sources allow for a representation of patterns of linguistic, social and cultural variation, group definition and intergroup relations as they were before the commencement of colonialism in the 19th century.


The region of the New Guinea mainland directly to the north of Torres Strait is commonly known in the ethnographic literature as the ‘Trans-Fly’ after F.E. Williams’s ethnography, Papuans of the Trans-Fly.1 A more commonly used geographical descriptor in Papua New Guinea today is the term ‘South Fly’, after the name of the electoral district; however, these two terms are not strictly equivalent. ‘Trans-Fly’ in Williams’s usage (and in that of others who followed him, including Knauft2) refers to a congeries of small groupings that inhabit most of the South Fly District but also extend a short distance westwards into what is now the Indonesian province of Papua. There are other, non-Trans-Fly groups who also live in South Fly District, these being the Kiwai in the east and the Suki in the north.
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Brunet-Jailly’s hypothesis: If each of the four analytical lens enhances or
complements one another, what emerges is a borderland region that is
culturally emerging and is integrating.
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(cost/litre) | (cost/kg) | (cost/kg) | (cost/kg)| (cost/kg)

(as) (A8) (As) (as) (As)

Torres Strait Islands 195 171 3.96 205 153
South Fly 3.33 (K8)| 3.12 (K7.5) | 3.02 (K7.25) | 3.12 (K7.5) | 0.83 (K2)
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