
Chapter 4 

The Campaign and the News Medi a 
The Campaign 

The 1997 election campaign began officially o n 18 April 1997 when nominations closed . Because 
it was in its final  stages by the time our Observer Grou p arrive d i n Port Moresby o n 6  June, we 
were unable to see much of the campaign . 

We shoul d recor d a t th e outse t tha t w e wer e tol d tha t candidate s wer e abl e t o campaig n 
freely. Thi s wa s confirme d b y ou r ow n observation s a t th e en d o f th e campaig n period . Th e 
extent an d visibilit y o f campaignin g reflecte d th e hig h leve l o f candidat e participation . 
Everywhere w e went , w e encountere d a n enthusiasti c atmospher e i n whic h i t wa s widel y 
believed tha t anyone could win . 

In general , campaig n method s i n th e 199 7 elections i n Papu a Ne w Guine a wer e simila r t o 
those use d i n othe r Commonwealt h countrie s a t electio n time : vehicle s wit h loudspeakers , 
bullhorns, billboards, T-shirts an d poster s (som e four-sided an d suspende d fro m trees) . Indeed, 
many o f ou r Grou p remarke d tha t ther e was seldo m a  rural o r urba n dwellin g whic h wa s no t 
festooned wit h candidates ' posters . Many like-minde d candidate s i n Regiona l an d Ope n seat s 
also campaigne d together , occasionall y drawin g i n nationa l politica l figure s fo r extr a support . 
Some o f th e large r an d bette r finance d politica l partie s wer e als o abl e t o affor d pai d 
advertisements i n th e Pres s an d o n th e radio . Bu t mor e customar y method s wer e als o used . 
These included motorcades , feast s an d rallies , the latte r ofte n resemblin g colourfu l 'sing-sings ' 
where supporter s woul d b e lavishe d wit h foo d an d gift s b y candidate s a s a  demonstratio n o f 
their status as traditional 'big men' . 

Although ther e wa s n o specifi c Cod e o f Conduc t fo r electio n campaigning , th e Electora l 
Commission di d produc e an d disseminat e a  leafle t entitle d Law  on Campaign,  Bribery,  Undue 
Influence and Illegal Practices.  Th e information containe d i n thi s leaflet , a s well a s othe r electio n 
news, wa s als o widel y publicise d throug h 'advertorial'-typ e column s an d programme s i n th e 
national media , finance d b y th e Electora l Commission . Pre-campaig n spot s warned candidate s 
to stay within th e law "o r the police and defenc e forc e wil l dea l with you. " Towards the end of 
the campaig n th e threa t wa s disqualificatio n i n th e Cour t o f Dispute d Returns . Despit e thes e 
efforts, ou r Grou p wa s awar e o f allegation s o f campaig n abuse s including bribery an d threats , 
the calling-i n o f favours , campaignin g pas t pollin g da y an d th e nominatio n o f 'friendl y 
candidates' t o spli t th e electorate' s vot e alon g villag e an d triba l lines . In addition , ou r Grou p 
observed tha t incumben t minister s continue d t o mak e announcement s an d t o tak e politica l 
initiatives, which the media publicised t o maximum effect . 

Our attentio n wa s als o draw n t o th e benefit s derive d b y sittin g member s durin g th e 
campaign perio d fro m th e use o f thei r Electora l Development Fund s ove r th e preceding years . 
As note d earlier , th e ED F i s use d t o establis h developmen t project s i n th e MP' s electorate . 
Recently i t ha s bee n decide d tha t ED F expenditure shoul d b e controlle d no t b y th e M P alon e 
but b y a  committe e whic h th e M P chairs . Nevertheless , th e M P continue s t o hav e substantia l 
influence o n ED F expenditure -  an d t o clai m th e benefi t durin g th e electio n campaig n period . 
Critics have objecte d tha t sinc e a  sitting MP may initiat e an d promot e project s i n the run-up t o 
the genera l electio n an d eve n i n the campaig n perio d thi s contradict s th e spiri t o f th e electora l 
law and gives an unfair advantag e to the MP. 

Violence 

Election campaign s i n Papu a Ne w Guine a hav e i n th e pas t bee n marke d b y considerabl e 
violence i n part s o f th e country . W e wer e tol d tha t ther e ha d bee n les s violenc e durin g th e 
campaign perio d thi s time . Th e impositio n o f curfew s an d liquo r ban s i n Por t Moresb y an d 
other centres , and toward s th e en d o f th e campaig n acros s the entir e country , wa s cite d a s on e 
of th e reason s fo r this . Police, wh o wer e o n aler t throughou t th e campaign , tol d u s tha t thes e 
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Rallying support... candidates  campaigned freely and their words and activities were reported fairly: (above) election 
rallies such as this played an important part in the campaign and often attracted large crowds; (below) a candidate's 
motorcade in Morobe province 
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efforts ha d mad e a  majo r impact . Churc h organisation s als o assiste d b y encouragin g peacefu l 
polling, a s di d th e Electora l Commissio n b y repeatedl y stressin g th e importanc e o f a  cal m 
campaign perio d throug h th e media . Ou r Grou p als o detecte d a  determinatio n o n th e par t o f 
many voter s t o ensur e tha t campaignin g wa s peaceful . Althoug h ther e wer e violen t incident s 
which wer e extensivel y reported , th e overal l campaig n di d no t appea r t o u s t o hav e bee n a s 
violent as had been feared . 

Election Issues 

From ou r ow n observations , i t appeare d tha t th e forme r governmen t partie s concentrate d o n 
their record i n office , whil e the opposition emphasise d tha t th e incumbent partie s had faile d t o 
live u p t o th e expectation s o f th e people . However , campaignin g wa s ofte n localise d an d 
focused o n individuals an d personalitie s rathe r tha n issues . Many candidate s had ver y genera l 
platforms, stressin g fo r instanc e thei r suppor t fo r development , bette r road s an d schooling . 
Party manifesto s wer e no t i n wid e circulation . On e part y organise r wen t s o fa r a s t o tel l 
members of our Group tha t his party's manifesto wa s a  secret - fo r fea r tha t other parties would 
steal its ideas. 

Corruption an d th e nee d fo r goo d governanc e emerge d a s th e majo r nationa l issue s o f th e 
campaign. Severa l nationa l an d man y loca l campaign s denounce d successiv e generation s o f 
political leader s fo r thei r allege d failur e t o liv e u p t o th e require d standard s an d propose d 
a ne w styl e o f politics . On e senio r medi a representativ e tol d u s tha t thi s issu e ha d "grippe d 
the nation" . I t wa s give n a  powerfu l boos t durin g ou r tim e i n Papu a Ne w Guine a b y th e 
intensification o f a  campaig n b y th e NG O Transparenc y International , whic h urge d politica l 
leaders t o sig n a  nationa l integrit y pledge . Thi s grou p urge d politician s t o condem n vote -
buying an d t o make publi c disclosures on campaign contributions . Debate about the conduct of 
Papua Ne w Guinea' s politica l leader s wa s als o stimulate d b y medi a treatmen t o f th e recen t 
'Sandline events' , the submissio n t o the Acting Prime Ministe r o f the Commissio n o f Inquiry' s 
report a t th e en d o f Ma y an d th e publi c campaig n o n th e Sandlin e issu e by Brigadier-Genera l 
Jerry Singirok , wh o addresse d rallie s alongsid e 'anti-corruption ' candidate s i n man y part s o f 
the country . 

Church organisation s throug h 'Operatio n Bruki n Skru ' (Operatio n Kneeling ) an d a  'Pray -
Before-You-Vote' campaig n encourage d voter s to break free o f traditiona l obligation s an d elec t 
the best candidate for the job - no t just the person in their own clan or language group . 

The News Medi a 

Print Media 

Papua Ne w Guinean s ar e well served b y a  small but robus t an d professiona l new s media , bot h 
publicly an d privatel y owned . Th e natur e o f th e country' s rugge d landscape , however , mak e 
newspapers nearl y inaccessibl e t o al l bu t urba n dwellers . Ther e ar e tw o English-languag e 
newspapers, privately owned , whic h publis h Monda y t o Friday an d ar e distribute d nationally . 
These ar e th e Post-Courier  (33,25 1 audite d circulation) , owne d b y Ruper t Murdoch' s New s 
Corporation, an d The  National (24,000 - accordin g t o th e publisher' s statement) . There ar e als o 
two qualit y weekl y newspapers , The  Independent  (English ) an d Wantok  (To k Pisin) , bot h o f 
which are owned jointly by the Catholic, Lutheran, Anglican and United churches . The weeklies 
print 10,000 and 11,00 0 copies respectively . 

Of th e country' s English-languag e newspapers , th e Post-Courier  has th e wide r circulation . 
However, neithe r i t nor it s lively rival , The  National, backed a  particular part y i n the latter par t 
of the campaign. On occasion, both are feisty an d willing to question the major pronouncement s 
of th e parties . All the newspaper s provide d health y criticis m o f th e campaig n an d calle d fo r a 
new way of conducting governmen t business . 

While ther e were n o specifi c guideline s fo r electio n coverag e i n th e Press , for th e mos t par t 
the industr y di d adher e t o a  basi c cod e o f conduc t fo r electio n advertising . I n th e English -
language paper s effort s wer e mad e t o distinguis h editoria l matte r fro m pai d advertising , an d 
after campaignin g officially ende d n o campaign advertisements were run in any of the papers. 
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Name recognition .. . a candidate in Madang reminds voters of his name and, crucially,  his number on the ballot paper 

Radio 

Radio i s by fa r th e mos t importan t channe l o f informatio n i n Papu a Ne w Guinea , give n th e 
country's difficul t terrai n an d poo r roa d system . The country' s publicl y owne d radi o network , 
the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) , is therefore th e most important sourc e of election 
news, providing i t in both English and Tok Pisin. Particularly i n the months prior to the election 
campaign, th e NB C wa s a n invaluabl e sourc e o f vote r educatio n throug h it s twice-weekl y 
election awareness programme . 

The NB C has suffered , an d continue s t o suffer , seriou s fundin g problem s whic h inhibi t it s 
ability t o upgrade antiquate d equipmen t an d operat e a s a  national an d regiona l broadcaster . I t 
has a  nationa l statio n a s wel l a s 1 9 provincial station s providin g coverag e i n theor y t o 9 5 pe r 
cent of the country. At the time  o f our visit , however, som e five provincia l station s were of f th e 
air du e t o lac k o f fundin g an d a  sixth , i n th e Easter n Highland s Province , wa s onl y abl e t o 
broadcast o n a  temporar y basi s whe n additiona l provincia l fund s wer e mad e availabl e a t th e 
time o f th e count . Despit e being publicl y funde d (albei t modestly) , the NB C is an independen t 
news-gathering organisation and no t a government information bureau . 

During th e campaig n i t wa s allege d i n th e Post-Courier  tha t on e provincia l statio n i n th e 
Highlands, which broadcas t a  long-running radi o programm e hoste d b y on e o f the candidates , 
was closed by the provincial Governor. The allegation exposed a n anomaly in the functioning o f 
provincial NBC stations. Since a restructuring o f the provincia l governmen t system , day-to-da y 
responsibility fo r runnin g th e provincia l radi o station s no w rest s wit h provincia l governor s 
who could , potentially, exercise undue influence ove r them durin g election campaigns . Politica l 
interference wit h th e medi a wa s als o suggeste d whe n i t wa s reporte d tha t severa l electio n 
candidates an d a  governmen t departmen t hea d ha d aske d th e Electora l Commissione r t o hal t 
NBC's liv e reportin g o f th e coun t t o avoi d influencin g electio n result s whil e votin g wa s stil l 
continuing. 

The lac k o f fundin g fo r th e NBC , an d th e curren t climat e o f fisca l self-reliance , mea n tha t 
NBC mus t no w operat e o n a  commercia l basi s t o complemen t publi c resources . I t therefore n o 
longer provide s fre e airtim e t o recognised politica l parties . The cos t o f purchasin g airtim e wa s 
felt by many to be prohibitive to all but the wealthiest politica l parties . 
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Given the importan t natur e o f th e NB C in disseminating vote r educatio n a t election time , a s 
well a s its ongoing rol e i n a  democracy, w e were ver y concerne d wit h th e underfunding o f th e 
NBC, and hope that the next government wil l upgrade radio equipment a s a national priority t o 
ensure a properly functioning nationa l radio network . 

The other radi o broadcaster i n the countr y i s PNG F M Pty Lt d whic h own s two music radi o 
stations, NA U F M i n Englis h an d Yum i F M i n To k Pisin . Althoug h bot h ar e highl y popular , 
only NA U FM , launche d i n 199 4 an d th e olde r o f th e two , ha s nationa l coverag e whil e Yum i 
principally reache s the major cities . Unlike in the printed media , ther e was less careful divisio n 
between 'editorial ' an d advertisin g here . One party, the People's Progress Party, regularly ra n a 
musical campaig n jingl e o n NA U F M whic h wa s neve r identifie d b y th e statio n a s a  pai d 
political announcement . 

Television 

Although ther e i s no publi c televisio n broadcaste r i n Papu a Ne w Guinea , ther e i s a  privatel y 
owned televisio n station , EM-TV. Launched i n 1987, it is today stil l received onl y by a relatively 
small percentage of homes in the rural areas . It is owned by Australia's Network 9 . Once a week 
it broadcast a n Electio n '9 7 Update i n English , an d thre e time s a  week i n Tok Pisin , spot s pai d 
for b y th e Electora l Commission . Thi s wa s a n importan t sourc e o f informatio n an d educatio n 
for voters , particularl y illiterat e ones , an d complemente d th e Electora l Commission' s twice -
weekly columns in the print media an d other publicity on the radio. 

Like it s radio-statio n counterparts , EM-T V di d no t provid e an y fre e airtim e t o politica l 
parties o r candidates ; nor di d i t provid e a  televised leadershi p debate . The role o f constructiv e 
criticism an d commentar y i s les s develope d her e tha n i n th e Press , despit e th e weekl y 
commentary provide d by its news editor, John Eggins. 

On the rocks .. . part of the earth's crust put to  effective election use: this improvised advertisement stood next to an 
important road in Simbu province 
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In conclusion, our Group fel t that the media o n occasion exaggerated th e negative aspect s of th e 
campaign: this might have been because th e countin g was slow , which allowe d th e Press mor e 
time t o concentrat e o n electio n troubles . However , ou r feelin g wa s tha t th e medi a wer e 
generally professional an d fai r in their reporting of the elections. 

Access t o th e medi a -  whethe r print , radi o o r televisio n -  wa s neve r a n issu e amongs t 
political parties . Some o f the m complaine d tha t onl y thos e with substantia l fund s coul d affor d 
paid advertisements , thoug h mos t accepte d th e prevailin g climat e o f 'user-pay ' wit h 
resignation. 

Given tha t the prevailing level s of literac y an d th e availabilit y o f the media limite d it s reach , 
overall the Group found tha t the media playe d a n important rol e in the 1997 election campaign . 
The Grou p note d wit h satisfactio n tha t th e medi a ar e fre e an d no t subjec t t o politica l 
restrictions. We believe that this is an essential element in Papua New Guinea' s democracy . 
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