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I. Executive Summary   
 
In all three Districts, we found that people who had benefited from the high vanilla prices 
were grateful for the experience, and the majority had been lifted, for the first time, from 
financial want: they paid their school fees, customary needs, and dietary needs with ease. 
This was unquestionably the benefit of their hard work and risk-taking. In an 
environment without financial infrastructure, however, they had nowhere to invest their 
profits and few ways to spend it in the short term. Every village and hamlet has a story of 
the permanent house that never got finished, and the vehicle that can no longer be 
repaired. These are the sorry but hopeful stories. More common are tales of wanton 
drinking and waste on new wives, ‘girlfriends’ and prostitutes; of generosity run amok 
and prices and business houses that raised their prices through the roof. Ordinary goods 
were suddenly twice the price, but no one need hesitate. And because the beneficiaries 
were uneven, were spread out and gaining mythical proportions, greed and envy 
flourished along with theft and hold-ups along the highway. Much of the trauma could 
have been spared had the banks been able to create accounts and savings schemes for the 
newly-wealthy, but their rules remained rigid and they were able to grab only a fraction 
of the money floating through these communities at the time.  
 
In year 2000 the price of vanilla began rising until, by late 2002 it was over K500/kilo 
and in early 2003 it peaked at K800/kilo. Then in the middle of 2003 it started to fall, 
until 2004 when it dropped fully, where it remains.Business houses were chief 
beneficiaries of the boom, and enjoyed terrific profits for the mad months of 2003. Their 
complaints had to do with security, and the inconvenience of restocking quickly enough 
to service the needs. They hired more staff, put on more security. Vanilla beans were 
soon moving through business and private hands much the same way tambu shells in the 
islands or nununiga banana fiber money moves in the Trobriands: the next best thing to 
cash. Small objects could be purchased directly with vanilla, and ad hoc measures of 
them were used to repay loans and stave off grievances. 
 
In emergent cash economy there is a hazy line between what the individual needs and 
what he/she wants. In these communities, where people have been living largely from the 
garden, they were also dependent on cash for modern  services: education and health first 
of all, and following that, transport to market. Thus, cash did not flow through an area 
that was otherwise ignorant of it; it arrived like a tsunami precisely because people knew 
the life-changing significance of kina. The quality of life had been relatively high, due to 
good crops and a stable income from cocoa and coffee. This income kept the 
communities afloat, allowed them just enough to sustain the infrastructure of their 
basically remote lifestyles. But once these crops became unprofitable, and cash began to 



 5

evaporate, people were forced to adjust to life without kerosene, petrol, school and even 
malaria medicines.  
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We make no claims of exactitide with the above chart---but it reflects the average prices for the years 
quoted to us,  and show not just how quickly the crop ‘boom-ed’ but also how immediately it ‘buest’ed.’  
 
 
The first and most powerful impact of the vanilla boom was the resuscitation of the 
weakened infrastructures in all these communities: suddenly the corpus was alive and 
kicking again, it had shaken anemia and promised to thrive. People began celebrating. 
But they also reached threshold where there was simply too much cash to manage. There 
were no economic girders beneath the towns, in particular; these were themselves thrown 
up without much planning and with no expectations of more complex development. 
There were no businesses or services dedicated to long-term investment for the village 
farmer: nothing more to buy after all the household goods and beer was sold out. 
Between a gen-set and a Land Cruiser there was little else to buy, which effectively 
forced people to spend their profits on air travel, hotels, binges, and new wives. In a town 
like Lae or Port Moresby there might be savings and loan societies, business groups, even 
financial planners. There would be vehicles and materials to buy for new business 
ventures. Most importantly, there would be lower hurdles to opening a savings account.  
 
Timing:  The Drekikir villages in the mountain foothills were the first to plant vanilla, 
and the first to benefit from it. It was as if they stood at the shore with surfboards waiting 
for the tsunami to come in. When the Madagascar crop failed, they rode the crest of that 
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wave, and even if they came through alittle banged up, they weren’t drowned by it. Those 
who watched them rise with the sales from that first lucrative harvest went back and 
planted vanilla themselves. Just when the Drekikir people were razing their coffee and 
cocoa gardens to plant more vanilla, so were their neighbours willing to follow suit and 
gamble everything on this new crop. But by the time some of the late-comers saw their 
first harvest, the boom had gone bust, and the cost of gambling everything on vanilla was 
coming due: people realized too late tha teir other other incomes were gone, food gardens 
had been forfeitied, and all their dreams of big money would be dashed. Those Drekikir 
foothills people who rode the first wave, however, were remote villagers, and few had the 
means or the know-how to save their profits. Money was squandered on short-term rather 
than long-term desires. Those who did finally invest in better homes and vehicles largely 
did so from their second harvests, and sometimes got caught halfway there before the 
prices dropped.  
 
The contrast between Maprik-Dreikikir and Wosera is dramatic, although not unexpected: 
those who planted vanilla first experienced a roller coaster of economic and social 
upheaval because of it; those that planted vanilla late, remained unrewarded and also 
unscathed. Subsistence agriculture in Wosera, or in Maprik and Dreikikir before the 
boom, was not perfect, and its very engagement in a cash economy means that it requires 
a steady income from some cash crop or project. We hear this again and again in the 
interviews below.  
 
Training : The Department of Agriculture and Livestocks’s Rural Officer in Maprik 
District, James Hosea, says that vanilla was first introduced to Maprik in 1992 under the 
DAL’s Minor Crop Diversification Programme. Villagers in all 4 Maprik LLGs were 
trained in cultivating and processing vanilla at that time (although the quality of that 
training is unknown to us). His two reports (details of which are reproduced below) 
confirm that planting in the Maprik area really took off in 1993-1998, and the number of 
plants brought to harvest in 1998 was close to 60,000. (The DPI in Maprik, however,  
tells us that the cultivated form of vanilla was introduced in 1996-7 under the Smart 
Program.) 
 
In 1993 Alfred Jamran (Chambram?) is said to have brought vanilla in from the Keravat 
agricultural campus in Rabaul to his village of Yambes, from where it spread throughout 
Drekikir. Yambes growers harvested their first crop in 1996, which appears to have been 
the first commercial harvest for the Maprik-Drekikir-Wosera region. The Maprik DPI 
says that they looked over his training materials and gave their blessing for them at the 
time, although they initiated training later in Maprik.  
 
In 1999 the DPI introduced vanilla to Wosera, which was a good 3 years after the first 
plantings in Drekikir and Maprik.  Training appears to have been spotty throughout the 
region, and virtually no one we spoke to in Wosera had received any training on 
processing the bean.  
 
With respect to the limited staff of the DPI and ther DAL, the vanilla craze was quickly 
too much to manage. There seems to have been real efforts to educate villagers about 
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cultivation and drying, but whether these workshops were effective, or thorough, is hard 
to say. Most of the growers we spoke to from Drekikir to Wosera look back and blame 
their lack of training on the government. It is because they were ill- trained, they say, that 
so much poor quality vanilla flooded the market by late 2003.  
 
Store prices: Supermarkets and major retail stores unashamedly raised their prices along 
with the boom. In a market economy, this is not unexpected. But in a precarious new 
market economy where major shops are foreign-owned, it proved to be disasterous public 
relations. Papindo opened a branch in Maprik which was a service to the community that 
looked all too opportunistic. This kindled a feeling of exploitation in the public that 
would snowball by late 2003, when vanilla prices dropped. By then people across the 
region were all to ready to believe Papindo, the part-Indonesian company, had 
manipulated the market to cheat Papua New Guineans of their due profits. 
 
Banks: One of the reasons the retailers were able to ‘carpetbag’ the boom so effectively 
was because banks resisted any impulse to relax the requirements on opening bank 
accounts. Remote villagers especially found commercial banking prohibitive. The 
requirements for opening term deposit accounts have always involved being verified by a  
current account holder, or showing multiple forms of identification. BSP employees 
apparently went on village visits to sign up new clients, largely because they suffered 
their own cash crunch at the time. We have no statistics on this, but it would appear that 
the outreach efforts were less than successful. Even in 2005 out team found very few 
villagers with bank accounts. The ID was of course only one of the obstacles to banking 
for remote villagers; even where the roads were good and transport available, by the peak 
of the boom road blocks and hold-ups were all too common.  
 
The vanilla boom is just one of many arguments for micro finance in PNG. PNG is 
belatedly encouraging micro finance institutions and practices to grow in its banking 
industry. The concern of late, and the reason brakes have been put on this process at all, 
has been the popularity of quick-money and pyramid schemes that have appeared across 
the county—most notably in the North Solomons Province. The lack of regulation in the 
industry creates the perfect environment for these ‘other’ savings and investment schemes 
to flourish The typical grassroots is either distrustful of or intimidated by commercial 
banks, and although there are legitimate savings and loans societies in most major towns 
of PNG, they are few and far between. Non-literate and remote villagers without easy 
access to towns have few means with which to make their income ‘grow’ (although see 
Sexton 1982, 1986 for indigenous banking schemes that have been successful 
exceptions).  
 
Both the EU and the ADB have funded long-term projects for the development of micro 
finance in PNG. The Credit Schemes for Women and Cocoa Producers (based in 
Bougainville) was a technical assistance project funded by the European Union and 
conducted by Bankakademie International from 2000-2002; and the Microfinance and 
Employment Project by the Asian Development Bank is still running, from 2002 – 2006.1 

                                                 
1 Banking has changed in PNG over the last two decades. In Mt. Hagen’s PNGBC, in 1989, people used to 
be able to use thumb prints as signatures, and the nonliterate could verify their identity by uttering a 
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Prostitution, adultery, domestic violence: Men went to border towns when they sold 
vanilla in Jayapura and actually bought women as brides. Women came as carpetbaggers 
looking for men. Girls were seduced for vanilla, women took young boys. It was a 
bacchanal, violating all sense of order and in the day of HIV/AIDS. HELP Resources also 
proroduced a report in 2005 on child sex abuse and commercial exploitation of children 
in PNG (HELP 2005) that raises the alarm about the traffic in women, children, guns, 
maraijuana, eaglewood and vanilla that heated up during the vanilla boom and still exists 
today. They spoke to people from Jayapura (West Papua) to border villages in PNG, 
throughout Sundaun Province, including Vanimo,  and into Maprik, Drekikir and Wewak, 
to trace some of the routes taken by vanilla growers traveling to sell their beans and 
returning home flush with new money (Ibid: 30-40). Prominent PNG men have long 
carved out this route from Port Moresby to Japayapura for business and for sex with 
Javanese prostitutes. The Central Sepik crisis Counseling Centre in Maprik, Coordinated 
by Lucy Goro, continues to deal with fall-out from some of the child-bride transactions 
made during the height of the boom. Young women from border villages in Sundaun 
Province were purchased for K10-20,000 by Maprik and Drekikir vanilla growers on 
their way back from Jayapura. Many have since been abandoned after the bust, 
sometimes with babies in tow.  Vanilla was also a magnet for fathers, mothers and 
brothers along the Sepik River wanting to sell their daughters and sisters to vanilla 
growers at the time. Some of these very young children are informal servants as well as 
sex toys for their new owners. 
 
Perhaps the most surprising sign of how widespread this problem was comes from the 
one police officer in Wosera District, who told us he was seeing 10 cases involving 
prostitution every fortnight. He also saw up to 304 cases of in one week of alcohol 
leading to abuse, assault, property damage, and theft. He sent most of the domestic 
violence cases to the Welfare Officer, but added that most of these arose from husbands 
committing adultery or begrudging their wives vanilla money. This was the situation in 
an area far from the eye of the storm, where people had planted but had yet to harvest 
their vanilla during the peak season. We do not have Maprik or Drekikir police statistics, 
but our data from Lucy Goro of the Central Sepik Crisis Counseling Centre, and from 
previous reports (HELP Resources 2005, NHASP 2004) confirms that Wosera suffered 
much less than the other two Districts.  

                                                                                                                                                  
personal password to the teller. This accommodation to clients’ needs was instrumental in the growth of a 
strong local economy, because it ensured that even the most remote villagers could save their money over 
time, could build a nest egg for their dreams, and most of all guarantee that their hard-earned coffee profits 
would not be squandered, stolen or lost in a hole in the ground. The most restrictive rule at the time 
concerned taking a loan: villagers had to have the same amount of money in their account, as security, that 
they wished to borrow. Collateral would also be listed in a loan application: things like pandanus trees, 
coffee trees, cassowaries and sometimes wives (with their brideprice value). As comical as this sounds 
now, these relaxed protocols were essential to the healthy and sustained growth of a ‘middle class’ in Mt. 
Hagen, based first of all on coffee, then on the spin-off businesses coffee afforded: trucking, PMVs, retail 
sales and so forth. Today women across the highlands who have been born or married into coffee 
communities can be seen driving 4WDs and operating their own secondhand shops, video rental businesses 
and kai bars. Families own rental properties in town, they invest in farming equipment, and in clan business 
groups with their surplus profits. Much of this can be attributed to the early access to banking that 
Highlanders from Hagen to Kainantu have enjoyed. (See Finney 1973)    
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Theft:  In an environment where money was everything, if temporarily, there were only 
so many ways to get it: growing and selling beans, selling goods to growers, buying 
beans to sell to exporters, and theft. Once Papindo started buying green beans those beans 
on the vine in the garden were rife for theft and kids stole all kinds of vanilla knowing 
they could get cash from it. Roadblocks on under-maintained roads were too easy. 
 
Land disputes: This is the topic that requires the longest-term perspective, and for which 
it is necessary to comb the ethnographic literature. Rules of land tenure and usufruct are  
never etched in stone, and the ethnographic materials tells us that the Abelam practiced 
fairly flexible systems of group incorporation and ususfruct. These are migrant people 
themselves, and so flexibility has always suited their objectives. Only in Wosera has there 
ever been a threat of land pressure, and even these renowned gardeners reacted by 
intebsifying their gardening practices, and more recently, began out-migrating to West 
New Britain for plantation work. For these, among other reasons, the Abelam in general 
have not tightened their land tensure rules until very recently. The return of migrants, and 
the general drift of grifters, carpetbaggers and sex workers to the area during the boom, 
presented an urgent problem. As a result, land disputes were common. Village 
Magistrates and Councilors were not just unwilling but unable to negotiate these disputes 
because they were largely unprecedented. The issue of land tenure is larger than the scope 
of this report, but it is true that these districts suddenly saw the need for formalizing what 
had otherwise been fluid. The problem is finding a way to define tenure as a rule rather 
than an exact blueprint, so that it can serve the changing needs of a growing community. 
 
Food security is a critical issue: people across the region cut down their other gardens to 
plant vanilla. It wasn’t cost-effective to maintain coffee and cocoa while they toiled for 
higher prices with vanilla. Unfortunately, no one anticipated that this valuable new crop 
would crash well below the more stable, if depressed, prices for cocoa and coffee. 
Communities across the region are now concerned with reviving their former coffee and 
cocoa gardens, and in Drekikir, for example, villages have already launched new coffee 
growers associations. Some of our informants reported that they were getting K5/kilo for 
their beans today, while cocoa and coffe are selling for between 20-60t /kilogram. 
Perhaps more importantly, people who neglected their food gardens, in preference for 
store bought foods, are struggling to replant yams, taro and other staples. Fortunately the 
sago grounds were spared destruction, and this important staple has sustained many 
otherwise hungry communities. But food security implicates a range of other concerns 
like nutrition, soil erosion, and the ability to pay fees for education and medical needs. It 
is clear that these farmers need a cash crop alternative to coffee and cocoa, in order to 
lubricate the wheels of their economy. The risk, otherwise, is that villagers will increase 
their reckless sale of eaglewood and other forest products in pursuit of cash.  

 
The lack of accountability for public servants contributed to a general dissolution of 
government infrastructure.  We spoke to the single hard-working police man in Wosera, 
and heard his complaints regarding support from above (no vehicle, no assistants), 
especially during this difficult period. But a greater strain was put on the entire area by 
disgruntled or underpaid civil servants who simply did not show up for work, most of 
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them taking the opportunity to plant vanilla gardens themselves. This was the single 
greatest factor to sustained lawlessness and disorder during the vanilla boom.  Without 
the personnel for government infrastructure, the entire apparatus of civil society was little 
more than a houe of cards. Youth groups, church groups and other civic organizations 
buckled under the strain of having little or no law enforcement or bureaucracy, and 
noticeably absent teachers and religious leaders.  
 
We know from the recently produced Human Rights Watch report on police abuse in 
PNG (HRW 2005) that the question for people who have been either abused or ignored 
by police across PNG seems to be ’Who polices the police?’  The personnel responsible 
for ensuring the links between judicial and law enforcement branches, as between schools 
and churches, were all away from their office—and the unusual circumstances seems to 
justify this. It points to a serious flaw in the operations of civil society across PNG, where 
the local values of conciliation and peace-making tend to gag private citizens when they 
see abuses of authority. People turn away rather than protest or jump in to take over. The 
fear is that they will be held accountable for usurping someone else’s responsibilities, a 
fear deeply rooted in the separation of powers and roles in traditional society.  
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III. Introduction  
 
In 2003 the Maprik region of the East Sepik Province in Papua New Guinea enjoyed an 
extraordinary surge in private finances when the Madagascar vanilla crop suffered frost, 
and left a shortfall in the world market. Suddenly the newly introduced cash crop in PNG 
jumped to premium prices, and people literally got rich over night. Villagers with 
virtually no experience in the cash economy and little more than bus fare to sell their crop 
the were suddenly filling their pockets with thousands of kina, flocking to the shops to 
buy things they could never before afford, and generating an economic ‘boom’ in the 
small town of Maprik and the provincial headquarters of Wewak. Unfortunately, as with 
all such booms, the bliss evaporated very quickly. Money was wasted, social 
relationships were distorted and abused, and the market prices eventually dropped, 
leaving everyone more or less empty-handed.  
 
What this study proposed to do was to examine some of these processes, and the 
individual narratives that comprise them, to see how mistakes might be redressed and 
measures might be taken to prevent some of the hardships people suffered from this roller 
coaster of events. What happened in the East Sepik reverberated around the country in 
smaller and less extreme cycles; therefore what we discuss here is relevant to all of PNG 
and its smallholder communities. The vanilla boom was development of the worst kind, 
and what we learn from it might help establish principles for development of the best 
kind. 
 
Of course it all started out brightly. The Department of Primary Industries began 
distributing vanilla seeds throughout the East Sepik in the early 1990’s without yet 
promoting it as a cash crop. There was no suggestion, for example, that it might replace 
the slumping but relatively stable cocoa and coffee crops. The prospects had shifted 
dramatically by 1993 when, for the first time, growers started selling their dried beans to 
buyers for good prices. It was now an excellent substitute for these depressed cash crops.  
Then vanilla prices started to climb. By 2001 the principal world crop, from Madagascar, 
had faltered, and opened a void in the world market for secondary sources. And by 2003 
PNG growers were reaping unprecedented rewards.  
 
The black vanilla market was already experiencing a shortfall by 1998, which was 
seriously exacerbated by the 2000 Madagascar harvest, which was small, at 850 tones. S 
a result, the 2001 the UE import market prices had reached Euro 100 per kg and by 2002 
they were at Euro 150 per kg. 
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Laurent Bertin, Manager of Spice Tech, PNG, the vanilla exporter (based in Madang) 
reports that the that global demand for vanilla has remained fairly constant, at around 
2000 tones per year over the past 10 years. This explains why the vanilla prices were 
steadily rising from these shortfalls even before Madagascar’s crop suffered three 
cyclones in 2000. Between 1994 and 1998 the world price had declined from US 
$55.63/kg to US$15.26/kg2, reflecting the volatility of the commodity on the world 
market. Meanwhile, the exports of PNG vanilla were increasing as the prices were rising, 
and between 1998 and 2001 PNG exports increased from 1 tone to 24 tones for the year 
(See CUSO 2003). Even before the Madagascar hurricanes/cyclones many developing 
countries, including PNG, were encouraged to take advantage of a growing vanilla 
market shortfall. But the 2000 Madagascar cyclone dramatically changed the landscape 
and value of the crop. In 2001 Spice Tech was buying vanilla from farmers for K50/kg of 
dry beans; by 2003 they were offering K700/kg. (some buyers were offering K800/kg at 
the peak).  
 
Nevertheless, by 2002 end-users were complaining about the poor quality of the beans on 
the international market. It seems difficult to attain the minimum standard of 2 percent 
vanillin, and PNG vanilla was no exception. The grading system that exporters had 
introduced was being compromised by the rush to sell beans, and sellers were even 
doctoring their beans to get the best price. Despite the prior shortfall of vanilla on the 
market, the new sources quickly made up for it and were now supplying demand. Quality 
was all the more important. Indeed, the three critical features of the world vanilla market 
is that it is highly speculative, it is suffering a decline in productivity overall, and that it is 
also experiencing increased competition from synthetic vanilla. As this synthetic vanilla 
floods the lower grades of the market, it is increasingly important that the new producers 
maintain the highest standards to keep the top prices high. Aiming at improving the 
quality of the products available and increasing productivity in the field would seem to be 
the right choices in the context of a market that is just as likely to swing upwards as 
downwards. 
 
According to one industry newsletter (Fruitrop Newsletter January 2003, reproduced 
below), the vanilla market is distinguished by its very opacity. Pricing fluctuates widely 
and is very unpredictable. And yet the supply situation is relatively simple. Practically all 
exports come from four countries, with Madagascar being the uncontested leader holding 
63 percent of international supplies (even) in 2001. Indonesia and the Comoros are 
strongly present with 21 and 9 percent respectively. They are followed by modest 
suppliers in Uganda, India, Jamaica and Papua New Guinea. The import price of black 
vanilla in the US and Europe quadrupled between 1999 and 2001. Political instability in 
Madagascar, and a drop in production after hurricanes Eline, Gloria and Hudad in 2000, 
all encouraged producers to enter the market with gusto.  
 
In 1993, Alfred Jamran (Chambram?) brought the crop from Rabaul to Yambes village in 
the Dreikikir District. Yambes villagers believe that he was the first person in the general 
Maprik area to encourage and teach vanilla cultivation in earnest. Yambes growers 

                                                 
2  Dr. Geoff Wiles, National Agriculture Research Institute, Inaugural Vanilla Training Workshop, Coast 
Watchers, Madang, 2nd – 5th April 2002. 
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harvested the crop for the first time in 1996. By being (arguably) the first to harvest, 
Yambes people were then the first to benefit, and indeed they reaped the most harvests 
and most money from the crop over all. Yambes became the epicenter of this social and 
economic explosion---and the reverberations were wide.  
 
Ironically, the PNG Investment Promotion Authority’s website as of August 2005 still 
touts the bright potential for this cash crop. [See Appendix] “Promising”, with 
“excellent” prospects and “extremely strong” demand, vanilla is, in the eyes of the IPA, 
still a solid investment. But this elides the chronic price volatility of the crop, and 
certainly effaces the terrific roller-coaster ride farmers all over PNG took between 2002 
and 2004, when the price spiked and plummeted in the course of 18 months. 
 
The first media reports of this boom period in 2003 were nothing but positive. Ripples 
across the rural communities were gaining speed and breaking like waves in the main 
towns—Madang, Lae, Wewak, for examples. 
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But this excitement was short-lived. It wasn’t long before dark clouds rolled in on the 
vanilla market. All the dreams of newly flush farmers in the East Sepik Province were 
suddenly dashed, and the negligence of all other gardens and cash crops became starkly 
obvious. People had ignored their cocoa and coffee gardens; some had pulled up their 
crops to plant more vanilla. Most had neglected not just their cash crops, but also their 
food gardens, so they could expand their vanilla plantings. By 2005 agricultural officers 
were looking at a cash crop debacle of serious proportions. People in Maprik were now 
getting lousy prices for coffee, cocoa and vanilla. And their garden food was gone. 
��
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By JAMES KILA 
 
PAPUA New Guinea’s premier crop, coffee is not totally diminished in the hub of the 
vanilla boom districts of East Sepik such as, Maprik, Dreikikir, Wosera-Gaui and 
Angoram. 
 
The pair was invited to participant in the agricultural show at Maprik station hosted by 
the East Sepik’s Foundation for Women in Agriculture. Upon their arrival they found the 
town of full of people, mainly vanilla farmers, busy doing their business. However, one 
thing frustrating which the farmers expressed was the big fall in the price of the crop. 
 
“Farmers were expressing their shock that the price of vanilla which previously was 
buying at K600-K700 per kilogram saw a massive fall to K20 and K50 per kilogram,” 
said Mr. Naged, a liaison officer. 
 
Mr. Tevo, who is the CIC’s senior plant breeder said he was impressed in the way some 
of the farmers in the area have responded to their visit simply because although many 
have already turned their attention to the cultivation of vanilla they have not completely 
abandoned coffee.  
 
“We were quite surprise to see farmers still growing coffee as well as vanilla in 
intercropping gardening system,” Mr. Tevo stated. 
 
The plant breeder also had the opportunity to showcase a new high-yielding robusta 
cloning material. The clones are for a new coffee variety called “Omuru One” which 
already has been distributed to a number of organized farmer groups in the Madang 
Province. 
 
“The new Omuru One robusta variety is very promising in terms of yields per hectare, 
and would be good alternative crop for farmers in the Sepik, who once were leaders in 
terms of robusta coffee production in the country,” Mr. Tevo said. 
 
The pair also noted in their visits that some farmers have neglected their gardens, some 
have even uprooted or cut down their robusta coffee to plant vanilla. 
 
Mr. Naged stated that their important message to the Sepik farmers was that with the 
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decline of the vanilla price, coffee is a stable crop and can provide the alternative means 
of income so its best they return to coffee. 
 
“All is not lost; the genuine coffee farmers have not totally forgone coffee. CIC still has 
its office functioning in Maprik to help coffee farmers,” Mr. Naged said. 
 

In 2003 CUSO commissioned a social impact study of the vanilla boom as a comparison 
between East Sepik (Maprik, Dreikikir) and Madang (Amele) villages. A study of the 
Social, Economic, Religious and Cultural, impacts of vanilla in the Maprik and Dreikikir 
Districts of East Sepik Province and Amele (Sein) in Madang Province.  It’s interesting to 
look at this 2003 study as a baseline for the information we collected two years later, 
when the prices had dropped and the glow of quick money had disappeared. Maprik and 
Dreikikir were amongst the first communities in PNG to plant vanilla, and so an extended 
view of their experience is more possible here than anywhere else. 
 
The 2003 study found that  

 
There has been a significant rise in social problems experienced within families and 
the communities as a whole, including a rise in alcohol consumption and a break 
down in the relationships between the community and organizations. However, 
socially there has been an improvement in peoples’ living standards, and 
infrastructure. Most significantly income gained from vanilla has enabled people 
within these communities to meet their basic needs more easily and the ability to 
improve the infrastructure and facilities available to them. 

 
This confirms our own findings. Most importantly, there was an inkling then of the 
problems that would come to the fore by 2005, especially in terms of tradition, and food 
security.   
 

These communities were also found to be moving away from traditional farming 
practices while concentrating on growing vanilla, reducing their ability to be self 
sufficient with food security. …There has been a move away from traditional cultural 
practices including a decline in respect for the community leaders. There has been an 
increase in migration to the area, which has resulted in some social problems 
however, has increased the cultural diversity. …  

  
The major changes the communities have experienced are: 
· Migration of people from outside of the province into the communities (mostly 

females from Karkar Island in Madang and the Highlands Region). 
· Prices of the basic goods and services are increasing 
· The opening of new business houses such as Papindo and Agmark in Maprik town 
· Increase in the varieties of goods being bought and sold at the markets, such as 

electrical goods and kitchen utensils. 
· Families and individuals financial status has increased  
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· Villagers are now living on manufactured foods, such as soft drinks, biscuits, rice, 
tinned meat and fish.  

 
From the growers’ perspectives, the negative impacts of these changes include: 
· A rise in alcohol consumption among all age groups 
· There has been an increase in a commercial sex industry, which was not so 

prevalent prior to the introduction of vanilla. 
· Domestic problems such as polygamy, domestic violence and divorce are 

increasing. 
· There has been an increase in the number of roadblocks and armed robberies 

along the highway, especially between Maprik and Wewak. 
· A rise in the sales of guns and marijuana.  

 
The positive impacts… gained from vanilla include: 
· An improvement in the living standards of the community (e.g. they are able to 

buy new, clean cloths, food from the store, many have purchased new cooking 
and eating utensils, semi permanent and permanent houses have been built to 
replace bush material ones and they have bought electric generators). 

· Many people are involved in small-scale businesses such as trade stores, poultry 
farming, selling of second hand clothes and buying and selling vanilla. 

· Most now have the money to travel by public transport to other parts of the 
country. 

· Some villagers are able to buy vehicles. 
· Villagers find it easier to afford school fees. 
· People can pay for improvements to the infrastructure within the community (e.g. 

villagers from Yambes paid for a construction company to build a five kilometer 
road from the main highway into their village.)  

 
The 2003 report is marked by the informants’ optomism. People were still in the midst of 
the boom when they were interviewed. Some had been planting since 1999, but at most 
they had three years’ of harvest behind them, and prices were increasing rapidly. As the 
report notes,  
 

Almost all the growers interviewed aimed to build permanent houses and to operate 
small businesses. From the seventeen growers interviewed five aimed to fund their 
children’s education as an investment for their families’ future and seven were 
planning to buy a vehicle with the money they earn from vanilla. 

 
All the growers interviewed were aware that the price of vanilla is likely to fall; 
therefore some carry out alternative income generating activities including poultry 
farming and operating PMV’s. They do not believe however that the price will fall as 
low as that of coffee and cocoa. “Even if the price drops as low as K50.00 per 
kilogram this is acceptable to us,” said one interviewee. In order to maintain the price 
most growers wish to improve the quality of the beans, which can be done by only 
picking properly ripe beans. 
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IV. Vanilla booms   
 
Why do booms and busts occur? Agricultural booms and busts are not uncommon. 
Vanilla, for its very volatility, has a reputation for causing havoc in rural communities, 
especially those not yet absorbed into a cash economy. The American children’s book 
author and illustrator, Armstrong W. Perry, traveled to Bora-Bora in the 1920’s where he 
became so enamored of the island that he wrote many stories of the islander’s lives. But, 
in the words of one biographer, Armstrong was distressed by the advent of a vanilla 
boom (Barrett 1992: 3-8). 
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Suddenly a [vanilla] blight struck all of the other islands except Bora-Bora, which 
soon took on the aspect of a boomtown similar to that of the Gold Rush days in 
California. The islanders found themselves millionaires almost overnight; movie 
palaces sprang up, the men bought automobiles, and the women the latest Paris 
gowns. With these riches also came theft and murder. The old chief, Opu Nui, 
observed sadly that the people had lost their initiative, their native customs and 
traditional ways of living. Suddenly the vanilla boom was over ... new vines had 
replaced the stricken ones on the other islands. And the season of storms had arrived. 

Vanilla cultivation 
 
There are two types of vanilla plant. The one with the small leaf or in 
pidgin we say mambu lip is called Tahitensis. The other one which has 
big broad leaf is called Planifolia. The difference between them in terms 
of pollinations is that the former makes its pollen quarterly where as the 
later puts out its pollen once every year.  
 
It takes two years for vanilla to bloom flowers. In the third year it will 
bear fruit and ready for harvest. Both types of vanilla bear flowers twice a 
year. However, this also depends on the fertility of the soil and the 
climate. Caring for vanilla is very hard work. It requires pruning, 
cleaning, pollinating, drying, and grading before being sold. For 
pollination alone, it can take 16 hours to cover an whole field. Most of the 
people that we interviewed had fields of 3,000 to 4,000 plants. 
 
After pollination, it takes about 8 to 9 months before the green beans are 
mature enough for curing (drying). Once harvested, they can be either 
boiled or put in plastic bags with a temperature of 65 degrees Celsius for 
three minutes, and than put in the sun for curing. Proper curing takes at 
least a month to sun dry the beans, but may take two to three months for 
good quality beans (it depends on the weather). When curing, farmers use 
canvas or blankets to dry them. Roofing irons are also used, but the beans 
should not stay too long or they will become over dry. When the day is 
over, the beans are wrapped in blankets and packed in boxes for the night. 
 
Beans are graded according to their length and color. For A quality bean 
the colors should be black and shiny and should be moist. Everything else 
is a lesser grade. 
 
  A Grade-16 cm and up 
  B Grade 14 cm and up 
  C Grade 13 cm 
  D Grade 12 cm and below 
 
The rejected beans are beans that have been over ripe and have been split, 
they lose color, have grille or sores and black spots.   
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One afternoon a great hurricane struck Bora-Bora and the newly made millionaire's 
houses and possessions were destroyed; and the people, fleeing its fury, took refuge 
in the mountains. Soon they faced famine and privation, compounded by the fact that 
they had grown soft from easy living. Led by the old chief, they rallied and were able 
to win a victory, not so much over a natural disaster but as a more personal victory 
over themselves...Sperry said: "The thing which remains with me most vividly from 
those months on Bora-Bora, stronger than the manifold charms of the island, is the 
remembrance of the great courage with which that little band of Polynesians faced the 
destruction of their world and faced it down, and stooped, only to rebuild. 
 

It appears that vanilla can be a dangerous but not insurmountable component to 
agricultural development. Let’s hope Bora-Bora’s resilience has set an example for PNG.  
 

V. Introduction to the project   
 
Nancy Sullivan Ltd. was hired by HELP Resources Wewak to conduct a two-week 
seminar on ethnographic data collection and qualitative research methods to their in-
house staff and volunteers. Following the workshop, the participants and trainers broke 
into two groups, to focus on two extended research projects: the social impact of the 
South Seas Tuna loining factory in Wewak, and the social impact of the vanilla boom in 
the Maprik-Dreikikir-Wosera region west of Wewak.  
 
This report reflects the results of three weeks research on the latter subject conducted by: 
Francis Akuani, Chris Dominic, Malawa Wong, Robert Hagoma, Rodney Firaki, Debra 
Kavagu, Stella Kasua, Jeromy Gau, Ezekiel Kavagu, Ruth Yarman, Ignasia Gawi, Sabina 
Poseliau, Simon Warr,  Gellie Akui, Bunamb Aluang, Francis Diap, Jennifer Loff, Naomi 
Wanga, Julie Baugora, Jean Bosoro, William Koran, Pias Reypainj, and Linson Sengi.  
Nancy Sullivan edited and wrote the final report. 
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The team itself broke down into two groups to spread out into the three general areas of 
the region; they were led by Francis Akuani in the Dreikikir and Maprik area, and Simon 
Warr in Wosera. Their findings differed greatly because most of the vanilla ‘madness’ 
occurred in the Maprik and Dreikikir side of the area, while very little planting went on in 
Wosera, and therefore comparatively few effects were felt. The differences are 
instructive, and can help us understand how communities might better manage such 
phenomena in the future.  
 
In general, both teams were hard working and eager. Their work was not perfect, and 
there are methodological flaws to the data. Temerity was a problem in general, as we had 
reports that some trainees failed to operate as individuals in the field and observed 
without recording. But the trainees with initiative definitely made up for the rest. In 
general, the trainees did not get beyond the verbatim stage of interviewing, lacking 
follow-up questions or techniques to isolate the informant and thereby get more personal 
data. This is to be expected, and we had enough data to be able to triangulate and fill 
holes otherwise lacking. In any rapid rural appraisal, there are questions of 
reproducibility to the results.  
 
There were also limitations created by team leaders. We had serious reports come in 
about one of our own trainers harassing women in the field, and even encouraging an 
discontentment within the team about not being paid for the fieldwork. There were 
troubles collecting all the data from this team, and ultimately in analyzing it because the 
team leader had compromise his objectivity. In other team, one of the HELP Resources 
Board Members also proved an obstacle to effective research because he posited himself 
as the sole authority on the subject and, despite constant warnings, refused to submit to 
the direction of a female team leader, even intimidating some of the women in the team 
against conducting any interviews whatsoever. In this case we sent the team back to the 
region without this person to conduct some of their fieldwork again.  
 
Fortunately, we have been aided by a few statistical reports that preceded us, one by 
CUSO and another by the Department of Agriculture and Livestock, and these have 
helped ballast information we would otherwise consider methodologically unreliable. But 
the project was truly a success, insofar as it got people in the area to reflect in 2005 on the 
bust as well as the boom before it, and it updated some of the previous material on record. 
The trainees all learned about ethnographic techniques in the workshop and certainly 
learned more from their attempted application in the field. Reviewing the data that came 
back to us, there are clearly some individuals who are better at this sort of qualitative 
research than others, some who instinctively understand the need to frame the data and 
culturally contextualize the responses. In general, we believe most students learned the 
importance of moving beyond the preferred response to a question and providing 
participant-observational data that can qualify the answers people gave. They understood 
that one or another interviewee might be politically or socially motivated to respond in a 
certain way, or have restraints imposed by speaking in public. Some trainees understood 
how their own background could determine the nature of the responses they received, and 
noted as much in their field data. Experience is always the best tutor, and we believe 
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everyone involved received a healthy dose of instruction from the obstacles they faced in 
the field.      
 
What happened in the East Sepik may not be what or how it happened in other parts of 
PNG; nor will the same events be likely to occur again. But there are clear lessons to be 
learned from the events of the boom and the devastating effects of the bust thereafter, 
which continue to this day. And these are what we hope to present as useful outputs from 
this project.  
 

VI. Methodology   
 
This is a qualitative study and its principle tools are ethnographic observation and 
interviews. For this kind of short field period, it is necessary to keep the protocol flexible, 
so that teams can find the most efficient means of collecting the right data in the 
established time frame. It uses a simple iterative toolkit that can be mastered by team 
leaders and the inexperienced trainees alike. This includes various techniques of 
information gathering, including semi-structured interviewing of groups and individuals, 
informal discussions with villagers and key informants, direct observation, and the 
collection of secondary and/or anecdotal information on pertinent matters. This method 
differs from a social mapping or standard RRA project inasmuch as it does not collected 
wholly ‘public’ information, but seeks to learn the individual experiences and opinions 
that lie behind public consensus. Although time prevents interviewing enough members 
of a community to establish representative sampling, it creates a richer picture of the 
whole community.  In this case, information about which there is substantial 
disagreement is not discluded, but allowed to stand. Arguments, controversy and opinion 
are all contextualized as subjective material. But disputes present an opening for 
researchers, and should be explored with attempts to trace the problems to its origins. 
Sometimes this can be facilitated with archival and other secondary documents. 
Fieldwork for social mapping is usually paced to optimize the depth of information 
against breadth of coverage; in the RRA depth must be achieved in a shorter period of 
time, and yet still remains paramount to breadth.  
 
Two groups of fieldworkers set out to three field sites: Maprik, Dreikikir and Wosera. 
The first team started in Dreikikir and walked from village to village, conducting both 
group and individual interviews. They concluded their work with interviews in Maprik. 
The second group set out for Wosera, where they focused on observing and recording the 
events of the yam harvest festival. The time spent traveling from village to village was 
minimized, although the team also returned to Maprik for their final interviews. 
  
Researchers were supplied with a list of sample queries and directions for queries, as well 
as a brief introduction to frame their investigations. Interviews collected in Tok Pisin 
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have been recorded, transcribed, and in some cases translated, here. All observations of 
village life and general community outlooks have been recorded. Data was collected over 
a three-week period, then transcribed and analyzed for another several weeks. In all our 
interviews, researchers represented themselves as volunteers from HELP Resources and 
ethnographers from Nancy Sullivan Ltd. there to conduct a social impact assessment of 
the vanilla boom for a general public readership.  
 
Some attempt was made to eliminate gender bias by balancing both the teams and the 
respondents. The issues themselves are gender-divided, in that the men experienced more 
of the benefits from the boom, while women experienced more of the disadvantages.  
There was certainly overlap, insofar as women also felt benefits from vanilla, and men 
also experienced its pitfalls, but very little of this information was too controversial or 
sensitive to discuss with interviewers. Thus, even though women generally interviewed 
women, and men interviewed men, neither men nor women were particularly inhibited 
from sharing the good or the bad with either the male or female team members.  
 
These two teams either visited or interviewed individuals from the following locations: 
 
Maprik District Dreikikir District 
1.Timingir 1.Yambes 1,2,3,4 
2. Brukam 2.Musungwa 
3.Urita 3.Musumblem 
4. Solom 4.Thaiunge 
5. Bonohoi 5.Musungwik 
6.Luaite 6.Nanaha 
7.Waragom 7.Wara Sikau 
8. Maprik town 8.Laning Guap 1,2,3 
9.Balif 9.Yakgrumbok 1,2 
10. Nialikum 10. Baklo 
12.Imbras 11. Musundai 
 12.Mushulo 
  
Wosera District  
1. Kumunikim 1  
2. Kumunikim 2  
3.Tatenba (Kumunikim 4)  
4. Kolongu 1  
5. Kolongu 2  
6. Utamuf (Maprik District)  
7. Mamalimbi (Maprik District)  
8. Muhi (Maprik District)  
9. Ingalimbi (Maprik District)  
10. Blamda  
11. Telenge  
12. Gatikim  
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13. Ilaita (Maprik District)  
14. Strakim (Maprik District)  
15. Laienga (Maprik)  
16. Gwaiwaru  
 
Both teams also interviewed public officials, health officers, teachers, and business house 
employees in the villages and in Maprik and Wewak towns. 
 
There were limitations both in the preparation for the fieldwork and in the data collection 
process. The workshop was a broad introduction to the ethnographic method, and devoted 
only one week to preparing a fieldwork plan for each of two field sites. Half the group 
was to study the social impact of South Seas Tuna factory in Wewak, and half were to 
study the impact of vanilla in the Maprik area. This meant that our research designs were 
not as polished as they might have been. Because we took a total of 21 people, 19 of 
whom were newcomers to qualitative research, the ability to micromanage the project 
design was compromised. Each of our two Principal Investigators had roughly 10 people 
to direct and oversee, which meant a lot of poor fieldwork went uncorrected. Interview 
skills were not as well honed as they should have been.  
 
The ethnographers from Nancy Sullivan Ltd. also had logistical and authority problems 
with some of the volunteers, such that one team was more or less hijacked by the political  
agenda of a local vanilla buyer and HELP Resources (then) Board Member. The Team 
Leader of another group also had a problem delegating interviews, preferring to do most 
of them himself, but in the end failed to get all his interviews. We also found that not 
sending out prior letters of introduction prevented us from seeing some of the public 
figures. In particular bank personnel in Wewak and Maprik had to be approached later. 
Then we discovered that a few of our new volunteers either did not take notes or lost their 
notes when they returned to Wewak (!) Needless to say, we learned a lot from the project. 
 
Fortunately, all villagers were cooperative and we experienced no security threats or real 
obstacles to data collection.  
 
It is for some of the above reasons that we have incorporated some of the data from 
earlier vanilla reports, in an attempt to make up in a longitudinal range what might be lost 
in breadth or quality of material here. Compromised, or uneven, as this research may be, 
we nevertheless believe it accurately reflects the state of affairs in the region at present, 
and serves to isolate important lessons for communities grappling with similar problems 
in the future. 
 
The report presents Maprik and Dreikikir data first, as similarly affected by the vanilla 
boom from 2001 to 2003. Dreikikir was hit harder, and the data here will explain why. 
Following this we present the data for Wosera, which, although it did plant vanilla, never 
really participated in the ‘craze’ that their western neighbors experienced. We describe a 
yam ceremony from participant observation, and present some of the details of traditional 
Abelam culture that seems to thrive still in this part of the region. Much of what we spell 
out in the Ethnography section below will be reflected in the interview and text-box 



 24

material for Wosera. In both the Maprik-Dreikikir and the Wosera section, we have 
presented select interview data to illustrate a particular point of view, whether that be a 
PMV driver or a village farmer. Later in the Discussion we examine the issues in a 
crosscutting fashion, to assess what segments of a given population were affected in 
which ways.     
 
The interviews were virtually all conducted in Tok Pisin and transcribed from a recorded 
record, and translated to English. Every one has been edited for clarity, although as much 
verbatim materials is preserved as possible.  Finally, we apologize for irregularities or 
flaws in our spelling, especially local place names. Tenses, too, have been adjusted for 
clarity: often people speak in the present tense in Tok Pisin for both present and past 
events. For clarity, we have made all our informants speak in the past tense about the 
vanilla boom, even though it is not perfectly clear whether some of the details or 
behaviors are still occurring in 2005.  
 

VII. Introduction to the area  
 
To understand some of the choices people made, we must sketch a picture of the 
environmental context within which these took place. The Ambunti-Dreikikir District is 
about 30 kilometers wide and 45 kilometers long at the foothills of the Torricelli 
Mountains. There are no roads from the coast across these mountains, except for a road 
that leaves Wewak in the east, crosses the range and then runs east-west along the length 
of the foothills. There is one way in and out of the area to the capitol city of Wewak, one 
way down to the Sepik Plains and River below, and one way west to the Arapesh region 
and Lumi beyond. Transportation is good here compared to many remote parts of PNG, 
but it is neither reliable nor easy. Most villagers in need of health services or markets 
must walk some distance to the feeder road that will take them to the main road.  
 
From Dreikikir to Angoram there is potential for agricultural development because the 
land is good and there is fair access to markets. Even then, poor maintenance of the Sepik 
Highway and feeder roads remains a major constraint to such development. Without 
better roads to market, there is no security in planting any cash crop. 
 
Until the vanilla boom, the main source of cash was the marketing garden food at 
Kunjingini, Maprik and Pagwi. Although there are extensive plantings of Robusta coffee 
and cocoa, depressed prices have resulted in declining sales in the last several years. 
Other sources of cash income include sales of tobacco, firewood and artifacts. There is 
potential for expansion of the smallholder cocoa industry in the inland hills, given the 
province’s active research and extension activities, and the recently developed solar 
dryers. (Hanson et al 2001).  
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According to the PNGIMR (1986), the PNG Rural Development Handbook (Hanson et al 
2001), and NHASP (2004) (among other sources), the general Maprik-Dreikikir-Wosera 
region experiences heavy rains from late September on, which influences the way people 
garden. New gardens are cleared and burned during August and September and planted to 
catch the rains. Early or late rains are a concern, and too much rain is more common than 
drought. “Unseasonable rain, or squalls which approach from an unusual direction, are 
blamed upon magic made by people in other villages, and wooden gongs are sounded in 
protest.” (PNGIMR 1986). 
 
Areas at higher elevations receive more rain. In the northwest, yams give way to sago 
production supported by taro and banana gardens. Yams are adapted to wet and dry 
regimes, but are most susceptible to too much moisture which will rot the tubers. Sago 
and taro and better adapted to saturated ground. But even the severe 1997-98 drought did 
not cause serious food shortage problems at Dreikikir.  
 
The region’s primary vegetation is a tall lowland hill forest with an irregular canopy, but 
much of this has been replaced by secondary forest. In some places people say that before 
the steel axe was introduced the gardens followed the ridge tops rather than running down 
into valleys as they do now; and they were smaller. Steel axes enabled people to take 
down larger trees and clear sloping ground.  
 
The first Wosera census was conducted in 1941, and the records show that the Pacific 
War caused a sharp decrease in population (for various reasons) that was followed by a 
slow increase until 1970.3 After 1970 the population growth was more rapid. The 
PNGIMR suggests that there may have been smallpox epidemics in the 1800’s but it is 
hard to say how much the population dropped due to them. “Children still die of tetanus, 
malaria, pneumonia and diarrhea in these villages,” The PNGIMR says, “but an 
improvement in living conditions and improved health care facilities, including 
vaccination programs from the 1970s to the 1990s (when services began to decline), has 
reduced the infant mortality rate and led to the sudden increase in population.”  
 
The birth rate is still high, even though health care standards are dropping. At the same 
time, living conditions are improving, with rainwater more often being used for drinking.  
Many young people leave the villages and stay with relatives in the towns, but eventually 
many return to get married and take up farming. 4 

                                                 

����Recording the demography of the Wosera area has been an ongoing activity for the IMR since mid 1990. 

Part of the Malaria Vaccine Epidemiology and Evaluation Project for the East Sepik Province, the project 
keeps active records of births, deaths, incomes, health and other statistics for 29 villages and more than 13 
500 people. This material is an excellent baseline for social and other demographic research in the region. 
See PNGIMR 1986. 

 
4 According to the National Census 2000 the total population of province is 343,181 of which 172,012 are 
men and 171,169 women divided between 69,180 households. According to the National Census (figures in 
the Census in some cases are different from those in the district plans) the populations of the districts are: 
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There has also been a history of out-migration for the Abelam in the Wosera sub-district 
(see Curry 1997; Lea, Joel and Curry 1988) that dates from the colonial era plantation 
worker schemes. A large number of people from this area have migrated to resettlement 
schemes in West New Britain and at Gavien.  Relative to other areas of Papua New 
Guinea, the Wosera have very low incomes and poor nutrition (especially amongst 
mothers and young children). The area is also densely settled, with densities ranging from 
60 to 200 people per sq km. The colonial and postcolonial administrations have long been 
concerned that Wosera subsistence systems were under stress and in the long term would 
be unsustainable under high population growth rates (Lea 1964, Curry 1992). 
Fortunately, the out migration rates have ameliorated some of the impact of population 
growth. The question remains whether or not this has been offset more recently by return 
migration in the heat of the vanilla boom.  
 
For the Wosera, subsistence production is characterized by a bush fallow system of 
gardening and sago processing. Dioscorea esculento yams are the most common, (known 
by the Abelam as asakwa) and cultivated in gardens and interplanted with taro (Colocasia 
esculenta and Xanthosoma sagittifolium), with supplementary crops (see Kaberry 1941, 
Forge 1970, Losche 1990, Scaglion 1976, Hauser-Schaublin 1990). But sago is the most 
important non-garden food and the primary staple from January to June when yams are in 
short supply (Curry 1992:44-61). Usually only one yam planting is made before 
fallowing, but sometimes two plantings are made, with Chinese taro and sweet potato 
planted into the harvested yam holes. Yams (all species) are trained up standing trees to 3 
m. Agricultural activity is highly seasonal, with clearing from September to December, 
planting between November and January and harvesting from June 
 
Wosera District is also distinguished by the intensive cultivation of the D. esculenta  
yam, which can withstand inundation for short periods (Quin 1984). These Asakwa yams 
are planted in mounds about 60 cm high. It also seems that fallow lengths are being 
reduced and cultivation periods are being lengthened by the rotational cropping of sweet 
potato and peanuts. Tobacco, for cash sale, may also be cropped during this rotation, 
following a short grass fallow.  
 
The National HIV/AIDS Support Project  (NHASP) conducted a social mapping project 
in the Dreikikir-Maprik area in 2004 (NHASP 2004). We reproduce here some of the 
statistical data they were able to collect: 
 
In the Ambunti /Dreikikir District there are:  
· 59 Elementary Schools, of which 19 are run by the government and 40 by others 
· 42 Lower Primary Schools of which 14 are run by the government and 28 by others 

                                                                                                                                                  
 
Wewak   63,965 divided between 12,188 households 
Ambunti/ Dreikikir 55,397 divided between 12,016 households 
Maprik   57,806 divided between 12,586 households 
Wosera Gawi  49,408 divided between 10,502 households 
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· 8 Upper Primary Schools of which 3 are run by the government and 5 by others 
· 2 Lower Secondary Schools of which 2 are run by the government 
· 2 Vocational Centres 
 
In Wosera/Gawi District there are: 
· 36 Elementary Schools all run by the government 
· 24 Lower Primary Schools of which 9 are run by the government and 15 by others 
· 9 Upper Primary Schools of which 3 are run by the government and 6 by others 
 
Wosera /Gawi has 17 village courts divided between 4 LLGs. In Ambunti/Dreikikir there 
are 7 police.  
 

a. Ethnography of the area 
 
The general Maprik area, from Dreikikir in the West through to Wosera in the east is 
Abelam territory. These people share one non-Austronesian (Ndu) language in different 
dialects across the whole region.5 The Abelam are distinctly different from coastal people 
who speak an Austronesian language (Forge 1990: 160-172). The neighboring Ndu 
speaking Boiken and Kwanga people both came up from the Sepik River basin, and were 
followed by the Abelam, who settled between them, south and southwest of the Maprik 
town area.6 More densely populated than their neighbors, the Abelam were still 
expanding into the Kwanga area in the early part of the twentieth century. But their closer 
relatives are the Sawos and Iatmul directly to their south.  
 
These are warring people, or at least they were up until Maprik station was established in 
1937. As elsewhere in PNG, trade was crucial for establishing peace and building 
alliances. What’s different here is that a ‘yam cult’ culture arose as the basis and means 
for this trade. Virtually nowhere else but the D’Entrecasteaux Islands is there the same 
focus and elaboration of yam production as is found in this area.  
 
As mentioned, the Abelam in particular are brilliant cultivators of yam, and they raise 
great numbers of 2 main special (Dioscorea alata and Dioscorea esculenta). It is the D. 
esculenta, or asagwaka (aka asakwa) in Abelam language, that makes them remarkable, 
though. This yam is unusually tolerant of saturated land, which appears to have been an 
Abelam innovation, and allows them to cultivate river flats and flooded areas. Abelam 

                                                 
5 The main languages for the Ambunti/Dreikikir District are: Sassarman, Waskuk, Iwam, Manambu, 
Nukuma, Andep, Wogamasin, Beremo, Behemo, Mayo, Yambes, Kombiou, Akun, Sanyo/Hewe, Gawanga 
and Winioka. In the Wosera Gawi District the main languages are: Kumukundi, Iatmue, and Mepekit-
Kambiabit. 
 
6 “There is a myth relating how the ancestors of the Abelam and of all mankind came up from their 
dwellings underground through a hole. They came to the mountain Yambukandja and the place called 
Dumeni in the southern Wosera region. From there many pairs of men went off in different directions.” 
(Huber-Greub 1990: 275) 
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farmers have devised techniques for drain the yam holes in their gardens. Thus they can 
produce the terrific numbers of yams required for yam harvest and exchange.  
 
Yam harvest exchanges required that “up to 80 percent of a man’s production would…be 
displayed and initially presented to exchange partners, affines, and matrilateral kin.” 
(Ibid:161).  Village-wide presentations of yams were made to both allied and enemy 
villages, in competitions that depended entirely upon having the edge on cultivation 
technology, including magic.  
 

The distinction between aggressive yam exchange, which allowed alliance to 
continue, and war or feud is summed up in the Abelam contrast between wi cambera 
‘those with whom we exchange spears’ and wapi cambera ‘those with whom we 
exchange yams.’ (Ibid:162)  

 
Success in these exchanges reflected not just the virility of the men folk (for these yams 
are long and phallic) but also their skill in magic and ritual. Part of this involved 
abstinence from sexual activity, which is still today considered a principle factor in 
successful yam growing. “In Sepik terms, it was the Abelam’s superior access to 
supernatural power that made their log yams longer, their gardens more productive, and 
their occupation of land previously the undoubted property of others so conclusive. (162-
3) 
 
Anthropologist Diane Losche describes the ‘ideal’ for relations between men and women 
as a form of  “harmonious interdependence” (1990:400 ). Although both the yam cult and 
the spirit cult (which includes initiation) exclude women, they do not so much denigrate 
as they do separate them. Women are expected to cook for men and boys during all 
ceremonial events, and observe the same taboos against sexual intimacy. The ideology in 
both cults demands misogyny and the authority of older over younger men, but some, 
including Losche, have argued that this is an ideology honored in the breach (Ibid). Not 
only are older men more feared than respected for the sorcery they own, but women are 
not antagonists to men either. As Forge explains`(1971:141-42) “women are treated as 
inferior by men, who nevertheless believe them to be basically superior.” And even as 
early as 1940, a pioneer female anthropologist recorded that “in spite of the rigorous 
exclusion of the women from the yam and tambaran cults, the daily relationships 
between the sexes are characterized by ease and friendliness.” (Kaberry 1940-41:252)  
Whatever the ritual messages that may be conveyed, it is apparent that in daily life the 
relations between men and women in the Abelam (and by extension Dreikikir and 
Maprik) area are based on an idea of complementarity and not male dominance.  
 
But any way you look at it, the Maprik-Dreikikir-Wosera people were violent and 
aggressive. As the anthropologist Anthony Forge describes the Abelam: 
 

[W]arfare was chronic, and casualty rates appear to have been very high. Although 
such measures are full of danger, it appears that about 30 percent of [adult] 
deaths…in 1958 were killings by enemies…Training boys to violence was considered 
essential, but this necessity started from the assumption that the will to kill had to be 
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induced by cultural practice. Initiations into the various stages of the tambaran cult 
involved very little overt instruction in anything, although the initiates were beaten 
and rubbed with nettles at most stages. Puberty initiations for both boys and girls 
involved severe beatings, running the gauntlet carried by a mother’s brother, and 
seclusion. Boys’ seclusion was said to have been for up to two months….Boys were 
taught to bleed their penes and received instruction in a wide variety of male behavior 
including warfare…. (Ibid:168) 

 
But culture is not static, and the relatively long period of recorded data from the Abelam 
in particular tells us that innovations are fairly common. New systems of initiation age-
grading and of bridewealth have been recorded just prior to colonial intrusion, and 
adaptations may be occurring as we speak. The point is that these cultures are more 
flexible by their very nature than we may consider them: even in ‘taim bipo’ there were 
rules being bent and changed.  Anthropologist Barbara Huber-Greub (1990) has pointed 
out that villages in the Abelam area are themselves very fluid, and people are constantly 
moving around. 
 

In the course of [the village] Kimbangwa’s history, new hamlets were repeatedly built 
and old ones abandoned. Death, jealousy, and attacks by enemies from surrounding 
villages drove people from their familiar hamlets, sometimes even to other friendly 
villages….Even today, the flow of people between hamlets is striking. Rarely has 
anyone lived all his life in the same hamlet.” (1990:275) 

 
This is interesting, considering the importance of gardening to these cultures. 
Anthropologist George Curry has more recently noted that (Curry 1997:194 ff): 
 

In the precolonial period warfare was endemic amongst the Wosera Abelam and 
social organization was sufficiently flexible to permit the movement of people 
between villages and groups, and their full incorporation into the host societies. In the 
contemporary context of increasing population pressure, and in the absence of 
warfare, a significant response is a general tightening of the rules governing group 
membership and resource access. This response, it is argued, may represent a shift 
from a patrifilial system of social organization to one based on patrilineal-like 
principles, resulting in a legacy of marginalized immigrant lineages of three 
generations or less of a village residence.7 

 
Nevertheless, as Huber-Greub points out, selecting the right garden land was and still is 
critically important---and may have less to do with soil fertility than observing the right 

                                                 

����See also Curry and Koczberski 1998. Elsewhere Curtain (1980:abstract) tells us that, “Although labour 
migration from the Wosera was well established before World War 11, it increased in scale in the 1950s 
with the implementation of the Migrant��Labour Scheme (MLS).” ��
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tenure and usufruct laws so as to appease the ancestors, who in turn will help grow your 
yams. (Ibid:278) 
 

The ceremonial yam and its cultivation have central significance in the Abelam’s 
view of the companionship of the sexes, of the ancestors and spirits, of initiation 
ceremonies, of social rights and duties, and of power and political relationship within 
the village and between villages…Some of the ritual knowledge for the successful 
cultivation of long yams is acquired by men during initiation; some if it, however, is 
merely hinted at or transmitted in keywords, to be fully communicated only in the 
actual planting of yams. A young man who joins an older, experienced planter must 
do so in the way least likely to allow antagonisms to develop. …. [However] a planter 
with too much success sooner or later risks having sorcery aimed at him out of envy 
and apprehension. (Ibid:279) 
 

This brings us to sorcery. Sorcery in PNG is most often used as a jural system, a threat 
and a punishment against antisocial behavior. An agricultural society that invokes magic, 
that distinguishes itself for a supernatural ability to grow yams, is also likely to pride 
itself on personal magic and the medicinal/therapeutic uses of local botanical 
information. Healing the community is much the same as healing the self; solving a social 
ill will solve a physical one, and thwarting disruption on a social level will also ensure a 
community’s physical well-being. Abelam society is especially renowned for its 
hierarchical understanding of a spiritual and a botanical plane to their medicinal 
therapies. In an article on Abelam medicinal plants and healing, anthropologist Werner H. 
Stocklin. (1990:452) explains that sorcerers and traditional healers have always needed 
extensive botanical knowledge, but whereas sorcerers are aided by ancestral spirits, 
healers have the most technical knowledge.   

 
For traditional medical treatment as it is still carried out in the villages, the Abelam 
call upon a number of specialists who take part in the curing process according to 
their roles within a kind of diagnostic-therapeutic hierarchy.  

 
The Abelam can be summarized as a recently pacified warring culture that focuses on the 
cultivation and exchange of yams to maintain peace within and between communities. 
They place a premium on botanical information and gardening skills, as well as the 
ability to appease the ancestors and avoid antagonism within the group. There is 
considerable out-migration, or at least there was until the vanilla boom, and at the same 
time population growth has caused a hardening of what were once flexible land tenure 
rules. Abelam men and women are considered as fundamentally different, but not 
necessarily unequal, members of their community.  
 
This is the milieu into which members of the Department of Primary Industries 
introduced the vanilla orchid as a cash crop in the early 1990’s, without foreseeing the 
unprecedented success and disappointment this would bring. Certainly some of the 
behavior caused by the vanilla boom is more inherent to rapid economic gains in general 
(which are by nature disruptive), and some can be attributed to the lack of development 
that preceded vanilla (such as the absence of banking and investment opportunities). But 
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in order to understand the human reactions and the social behaviors on the level of family 
and community, we must keep in mind these key cultural characteristics. These are the 
values and ideals of these communities, as they were expressed before the cash economy, 
and as they continue (to some extent) to be expressed today.   
 
There are bright spots in this report, and the biggest one has to be the Wosera yam cult 
ceremonies that our team was able to witness and describe. This is proof of the 
persistence of culture in the face of what was certainly a dramatic economic upheaval. 
Although the Wosera people were the least involved in vanilla growing and selling of all 
our communities visited, the boom reverberated throughout Wosera and yet never 
diminished the importance of the yam cult. Elsewhere in the general area, there was 
evidence that yam cult ceremonies and observances that had been jettisoned during the 
height of the boom were being recovered and reanimated now that life has settled down 
again. This suggests that cultural values can be ignored (and they often are during periods 
of rapid economic and/or social change) but they are never really forgotten (or, they are 
not forgotten in short-term disruptions).  
 
This is a critical point, because much has been written about the way PNG cultures can 
undergo radical transformation—how communities appear to be missionized overnight 
and individuals can experience life-altering religious epiphanies. This has to do with 
indigenous ideas behind initiation, amongst other things. That is, Papua New Guineans 
are said to be pre-adapted to transformative experiences because they understand the 
process of being initiated as fundamentally and irrevocably transformative—
psychologically and biologically. And because initiations are relatively rapid events 
(although not always, in some areas they can last several cycles through twenty years), 
the idea of being ‘re-made’ overnight into another character, another disposition, another 
belief system or whatever, is not hard to imagine. Hence, criminals become saints and 
heroes become scoundrels and so forth. Enemies make peace, priests become 
businessmen, and all past deeds or police blotters are forgotten. 
 
The notion of transformation has to do, fundamentally, with the idea of the ‘self’ and 
personal will in PNG, which differs considerably from such concepts in the Western 
world. Western individualism posits a firm and unyielding inner core of the self, which is 
said to develop over time until it becomes an individual’s directional tool. Changes in the 
self are possible in youth, some would say, but not really possible in adulthood. In PNG, 
however, the self is really a composite of relationships and is altered continuously by 
these relationships. No man is an island, nor is he or she a finished product. There are 
variants of this in ideas about the soul, for example, in different PNG societies---some 
would say the soul is there from the start, others that it is built in childhood, and so forth. 
Thus some PNG cultures stress initiation and other transformative experiences, and 
others do not. But it is possible to say that initiation cultures understand radical character 
shifts better, or tolerate them better, than other cultures. This may be why people felt they 
could abandon traditional practices with the advent of the vanilla boom, knowing all the 
while how radically young men, for example, become adults in the initiation process. But 
the interesting twist to this story is how quickly the changes can be and are forgotten, too: 
how rapidly a community returns to some cultural practices, and how quickly the self-
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serving can become cooperative again. What we learn as children, he rules we internalize 
and the values they reflect, are very persistent. Culture is stronger than one cash crop and 
one economic windfall, it can’t be blown away by a boom (although it can be eroded by a 
bust). 
 

VIII. Maprik and Dreikikir   
 
For the purposes of this report we have placed the Maprik and Dreikikir data in one 
section and the Wosera data in another. The reason is that the first two Districts felt the 
impact of the vanilla boom more directly, so they are comparable.These districts also 
shared many of the same the commercial entities, buyers, exporters, government officers 
and health and educational services during the boom, and are still knit together by these 
commonalities today. Here we will distinguish between the two areas when we represent 
the villagers’ perspectives, but for much of the rest of the data we represent the two 
places as one whole.   
  
There are four LLGs in the Maprik District , namely, Wapinda, Nibep, Alma and Bubita 
Moyang. According to the PNG Rural Development Handbook (Hanson et al 2001: 205-
219) Maprik District had an estimated rural population in the year 2000 of 53 000. 
Moderate incomes are derived from the sale of cocoa, Robusta coffee and fresh food. 
Land shortages caused by high population densities around Maprik town may be a 
constraint to agricultural development in the future, although out-migration before the 
vanilla boom had helped offset the problem. Overall, people in Maprik District are 
slightly disadvantaged relative to people in other districts of PNG.  
 
Ambunti-Dreikikir District is in the west of the province. The estimated rural 
population in the year 2000 was 48 000. Most people in the district live around Dreikikir 
and southwest of Maprik where the population densities are lower than in Maprik 
District. There is no road connection between the district headquarters at Amount and the 
most populous parts of the district around Dreikikir. It is faster and easier for people in 
the foothills to reach the provincial capital at Wewak than to travel toAmbunti.  The 
Sepik Highway runs through the north of the district from Maprik to Dreikikir and on to 
Lumi, but it is poorly maintained and often impassable after extended periods of wet 
weather.  Incomes are moderate in the foothills around Dreikikir and come from the sale 
of cocoa, Robusta coffee and fresh food. There are similar nutritional deficiencies for 
children recorded in both Maprik and Dreikikir Districts. (Ibid) 
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IX. Maprik vanilla on the record   
 
The Maprik District’s Rural Officer James Hosea conducted two surveys of vanilla 
production for the District, one in 1999 and one in 2000. They are useful baseline 
material, as they represent amongst the first records of production and a snapshot of the 
pre-boom growth. The statistics were gathered for each LLG between 1993 and 1998 as 
part of the Division of Agriculture and Livestock’s Minor Crop Diversification 
Programme. These LLGs were Bumbita/Muhiang, Albiges/Mamblep, Maprik/Wora and 
Yamil/Tamawi. They are planting two types of vanilla: Planifolia and Tahitensis. The 
green beans are harvested when ripe, cured, and then sold to buyers.  
.  
The 1999 report begins by explaining that vanilla has been in the District for 30 years, 
and just recently have started cultivating it for commercial purposes. The report says this 
process began in 1992, and that the period from 1992 to 1996 was a period of establishing 
vanilla projects, training farmers, multiplying the planting materials and so forth. Then 
from 1997 to 2000 the district moved into the stage of production and marketing while 
still training farmers.  
 
Two Maprik companies are involved in buying cured vanilla beans. They both buy only 
the cured beans, and they do so for K.05 per gram and K50 per kilogram. One is Dua 
Estate, from Wosera/Gawi District, which owns a spice export license to export cured 
vanilla beans to the USA; their estate in Wosera has 12 hectares of 30,000 vanilla plants, 
and their offices are in Maprik, Wosera and Wewak. There is also Noko No.77, a locally 
owned company from Maprik, which acts as an agent for Agmark. They buy cured 
vanilla beans and sell them to Agmark in Lae, who export them. There are also Bismark 
Consultant in Wewak, Village Spice in Port Moresby and Agmark in Lae, to whom 
farmers can sell direct.  
 
The 1999 report covered the statistic from 1993-1998, and then projected vanilla 
production numbers for 1996 –2001. The 1999 report then assess the figures for that year, 
and offers statistics for green beans in each LLG, planting densities in each LLG and the 
area of land under vanilla cultivation for each LLG. It is the second study that reflects the 
real expansion of time, energy and land on vanilla as the area converts itself from a 
cocoa-coffee-vanilla production region to an enclave of primarily vanilla production. In 
summary, the report reveals that Maprik/Wora LLG has (at that time) the highest vanilla 
plant population in the District, followed by Albiges/Mamblep, Bumbita/Muhiang and 
Yamil/Tamawi. Ward 7’s Nagipaem village is, in 1999, the leading vanilla producer in 
the District. The highest number of mature vanilla plants comes from Albiges/Mamblep 
and the highest number of immature plants come from Maprick/Wora. Albiges/Mamblep 
also has the most vanilla farmers, followed by Bumbita/Muhiang, Maprik/Wora and 
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Yamil/Tamawi. There are also more immature than mature vanilla plants in the District, 
which is an indication of production yet to come.   
 
Between 1993 and 1998 the production of vanilla exploded: it first more than doubled by  
1994, and rose steadily by ten percent increments to 1998 in general (the 4 LLGs vary 
slightly in their growth). The amount of land dedicated to vanilla also trebled in that 
period. Based on this initial growth, and the rate of vanilla being planted, the projections 
for 1996 to 2001 were astonishing. The District in fact produced three times the amount 
of vanilla in 1996, 1997 and 1999 than the Department had projected, and their total 
production in 2000 was actually four times what the projected numbers had been in the 
first report. Whereas the 1999 report anticipated a total number of green bean kgs in the 
District for 2000 to be 44,213 kg, the actually number was 631,448 kg by the start of year 
2000, according to the second report. That is a nearly 15-fold increase on production 
from what had been expected.  The cured beans were expected to be 5,528 kg, and the 
actual amount was 78,931. That’s also a roughly 15-fold jump.  But perhaps the biggest 
surprise comes in the kina scale: the District expected to make about K 82,920 from 
vanilla in 2000, and the actually figure was more like K 3,946,306 for the farmers, and 
for the exporters it was K9,945,306. Vanilla was making growers K50/kg, and exporters 
K126. That is more like a 120-fold increase in profit for the exporters (and a 46-fold 
increase for growers). In most places, as the second report says, the majority of growers 
in 2000 are planting in a low density, at about 50 plants per hectare, and the rest are 
planting at slightly higher densities. In total, for Maprik District in 2000, 66.7 hectares of 
land was dedicated to vanilla farming. 
 
The data for 2001 is even more impressive. The same rough figures of plants had 
suddenly become much more valuable, so that whereas in 2000 the cured beans were 
exporting for K126/kg, by 2001 they had shot up to K200/kg., and the K 9+ million profit 
figure would then be (conservatively, if they did not produce a greater number of beans 
the following year) nearly K 16 million  (K15,786,200). The K 3,946,306 return to 
growers would then be K7,103,790, because the growers were getting K90/kg.  The 
report in 2000 also estimates that there were 1907 growers in the District, which means 
that they were making a mean income of K3, 725 on their crop by 2001. 
 
These are important figures because we know the market was still rocketing up in 2001, 
and the mean income of K3,725 in 2001 was far from the pot of gold a few lucky growers 
could claim two years later. 
 
Vanilla Statistics of Maprik District 
 
Table  1. 
 
Vanilla Plant Production Per Local Level Government: -1993- 1998 
Local Level 
Government 

Vanilla Plant Production In Numbers 
Year 

 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998  
Maprik/Wora 1500 3200 3425 4500 4500 4750  



 35

Yamil/Tamawi 300 582 600 1792 2806 3200  
Albiges/Mamblep 1600 1958 2500 2800 2850 3387  
Bumbita/ Muhian 600 1200 2000 2500 3000 3250  
 
Table  2. 
Vanilla Plant Production-Maprik District: 1993-1998 
Year  Plant Production Hectares 
1993 4,000 1.6 
1994 6,940 2.8 
1995 8,525 3.4 
1996 11,592 4.7 
1997 13,156 5.3 
1998 14,587 5.9 
TOTAL 58,800 23.7 
 
Table 3 
Expected Vanilla Green Bean Production Per Local Level Government: 1996-2001 
Local Level 
Government  

Vanilla Green Bean Production (KG) 
Years 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 
Maprik/Wora 1,500 3,200 8,1128 12,625 17,125 21,875 
Yamil/Tamawi 300 582 1,482 3,274 6,080 9,280 
Albiges/Mamblep 1,600 1,958 6,058 8,858 11,708 15,095 
Bumbita/Muhian 600 1,200 3,800 6,300 9,300 12,550 
 
Table  4. 
Expected Vanilla Green Beans Production-Maprik District: 1996-2001 
Year Production (KG) 
1996 4,000 
1997 6,940 
1998 19,465 
1999 31,057 
2000 44,213 
2001 90,950 
 
Table 5. 
Cured Vanilla Bean Production in KG Per Local Level Government: 1996-2001 
 
Local Level 
Government  

Production in Kilograms 
Years  

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 
Maprik/Wora 188 400 1,016 1,578 2,141 2,735 
Yamil/Tamawi 38 73 185 409 760 1,160 
Albiges/Mamblep 200 245 758 1,108 1,464 1,887 
Bumbita/Muhian 75 150 475 788 1,163 1,569 
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Table 6. 
Expected Cured Vanilla Bean Production-Maprik District: 1996-2001 
Year Production (KG) 
1996 501 
1997 868 
1998 2,434 
1999 3,883 
2000 5,528 
2001 7,351 
 
 
Table 7 
Expected Cash Income For Sale of Cured Bean Per Local Level Government: 1996-
2001 
Local Level 
Government  

Income in Kina 
Year  

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 
Maprik/Wora 2,820 6,000 15,240 23,670 32,115 41,025 
Yamil/Tamawi 570 1,095 2,775 6,135 11,400 17,400 
Albiges/Mamblep 3,000 3,675 11,370 16,620 21,960 28,305 
Bumbita/Muhian 1,125 2,250 7,125 11,820 17,445 23,535 
 
Table 8  
Expected Cash Income for Sale of Cured Vanilla Bean-Maprik District: 1996-2001 
Year Cash Income (Kina) 
1996 K7,515.00 
1997 K13,020.00 
1998 K36,510.00 
1999 K58,245.00 
2000 K82,920.00 
2001 K110,266.00 
 
Philip Kura, DPI Manager in Maprik, reported to us that a study carried out by one of his 
officers in June of 2004 revealed that 23 export licenses had been issued in Maprik alone. 
The count for total vanilla plants in Maprik District at that time was 88, 460, but this 
reflected only those farmers who had planted prior to 2003, and people have continued to 
plant vanilla since then. “Today we do not know the number because many people have 
continue to plant and it may have reached some millions already.” 
 
The export figures for 2000 to 2003 show a total of 36.8 tones of vanilla exported from 
Maprik District alone. The estimated value of this amount is K14, 700 200, for a price 
range of between K400- K700 per kilograms. This figure was recorded through 
Quarantine, however, where all exports should have been recorded. But there were plenty 
of other illegal shipments sent to Indonesia which were never accounted for. People 
chartered planes to Vanimo and from there they hired boats across the border. But now 
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that the price has dropped, the export tonnage has also has dropped from double digits 
annually to 3.3 tones in 2003 and then 1.3 tones in 2004. 
 
The first person to introduce vanilla in the East Sepik Province is said (by everyone in 
Dreikikir) to be Alfred Chambren from Yambes village in the Dreikikir District. After 
completing his course at Vudal Agricultural College Alfred came back to the village with 
the vanilla cuttings he had received from Kerevat Research Institute. He planted them and 
taught others the value of vanilla as a potential cash crop, and even went to the extent of 
conducting workshops (with the cooperation of the DPI) for villagers on how to plant and 
care for the new crop. Farmers paid a fee for these workshops and at completion could 
purchase cutting with 5 buds each for K20.  
  

X. Maprik-Dreikikir-Wosera joint data   
 
The National HIV/AIDS Support Program’s 2004 social mapping report for the Maprik 
region (NHASP 2004) provides some social and health data that has bearing on the social 
impact of the vanilla boom. One of the lists they compiled is of physical locations where 
high-risk behavior is likely to occur in the East Sepik Province. Many of these, if not 
direct offspring off of vanilla boom, are at least sustained by the money vanilla has 
brought in:   
 
· Jayapura (West Papua/Indonesia). While East Sepik does not border West Papua it 

must be included as a risk area because people who sell vanilla travel frequently to 
Jayapura for shopping and entertainment. 

· Wewak town and hotels where men who come to sell vanilla and other cash crops 
might spend several days entertaining themselves with alcohol and women.  

· Disco areas mainly in urban areas, but also in some rural areas, where people 
consume alcohol and drugs and look for sex partners 

· Video Shows also attract lots of people, especially young people 
· Sports Arenas are also places where young people from different communities come 

together. Alcohol and drugs are consumed in relation to games. 
· Gambling Places (in urban centres and villages), where women may sell sex to be 

able to participate in the gambling. 
· Frieda Mining  area (Ambunti Dreikikir)  
· Mandi Village (Wewak District) has a beer club visited by people from nearby 

villages 
· Ambunti Station and Awatip village where several people have already died from 

AIDS 
· Jama and Bengin (Wosera Gawi) have organized night discos attracting people from 

many villages. 
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HELP Resources also proroduced a report in 2005 on child sex abuse and commercial 
exploitation of children in PNG (HELP 2005) that raises the alarm about the traffic in 
women, children, guns, maraijuana, eaglewood and vanilla that heated up during the 
vanilla boom and still exists today. They spoke to people from Jayapura (West Papua) to 
border villages in PNG, throughout Sundaun Province, including Vanimo,  and into 
Maprik, Drekikir and Wewak, to trace some of the routes taken by vanilla growers 
traveling to sell their beans and returning home flush with new money (Ibid: 30-40). 
Prominent PNG men have long carved out this route from Port Moresby to Japayapura 
for business and for sex with Javanese prostitutes. The Central Sepik Crisis Counseling 
Centre in Maprik, Coordinated by Lucy Goro, continues to deal with fall-out from some 
of the child-bride transactions made during the height of the boom. Young women from 
border villages in Sundaun Province were purchased for K10-20,000 by Maprik and 
Drekikir vanilla growers on their way back from Jayapura. Many have since been 
abandoned after the bust, sometimes with babies in tow.  Vanilla was also a magnet for 
fathers, mothers and brothers along the Sepik River wanting to sell their daughters and 
sisters to vanilla growers at the time. Some of these very young children are informal 
servants as well as sex toys for their new owners. In Wewak the traffic is more organized 
and entrenched:. 
 

In Wewak both male ‘big shots’ and the newly rich (from gold or vanilla sales) look 
for women in Werwak’s hotels and bars. Most victims of CSEC interviewes in 
Wewak mentioned senior government workers and some political personalities and 
vanilla farmers as perpetrators. The recent vanilla cash crop boom provided 
thousands of male Sepik farmers with large amounts of disposable cash. As has been 
documented elsewhere in PNG, the men clained the money to be theiors to use for 
travel, alcohol and sex, if they wished. This has aggravated the situation of CSEC in 
ESP. With new-found wealth and no experience or guidance as to how to spend it, 
many men have squandered their unprecedented cash incomes on child brides, village 
drinking orgies and pleaure and entertainment in Wewak’s hotels. (Ibid:37)  

  
Youth groups, according to the District Plans, are mainly engaged in community services 
and spiritual activities. According to the District Plan the figure for Wosera Gawi is 
eleven, but elsewhere in the NHASP report there are 106 youth groups in the Wosera 
Gawi LLG (NHASP2004). (A remarkable number!) Young people also reported to the 
NHASP social mapping team that sports were valued in the communities, although “High 
School students in Burui in Wosera Gawi (maybe to show off) mentioned drinking 
alcohol, night discos and making friends with members of the opposite sex.” (Ibid)  
 
Alcohol and marijuana were the most serious cause of problems reported in Wosera 
Gawi and Maprik Districts. Young, old, male and female were making home brew, 
smoking marijuana and most of all drinking beer during the vanilla boom. This led to 
domestic violence, wife beatings, thefts of green bean, rape, and fights. Drinking and 
smoking marijuana was also fueled by gambling, card playing, and discos that went on 
regularly during the boom.      
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Married and unmarried women sold sex for money and for vanilla beans. Respondents in 
Yangoru Saussia said women would often sell sex while they were gambling with cards 
when they ran out of money. Respondents in Wosera Gawi said that when men win they 
like to celebrate with alcohol and buying sex, while women who gamble and lose then 
sell sex just to continue gambling. Respondents in Numbuhu Village said people spent 
more time gambling than working in their gardens. In Wosera Gawi people talked about 
men ‘bribing’ women with money for sex,  “or – as some preferred to express it – ‘people 
sharing their emotional desire.’”  
 
One Dreikikir community visited by the NHASP, Paupe, was too remote for marijuana or 
alcohol to have reached them. On the other hand, in Apos Village (directly southeast of 
Dreikikir) the Councilor reported that there was a club in the community selling alcohol 
illegally to youth. Married men join the youth in drinking and in looking for woman—
“‘causing adultery and fornication,’” as the NHASP was told. Marijuana, locally grown 
in what respondents referred to as the ‘garden of marijuana’ was (and presumably still is) 
a big problem. In Apos there have been marijuana smokers involved in rapes, and four 
boys in the community “are said to have become ‘mental cases.’“  
 
NHASP found virtually all the Maprik communities they visited expressed concerns with 
alcohol, and roughly 50% also had problems with marijuana. 16 out of 17 
Yangoru/Saussia and Wosera Gawi communities visited had problems with alcohol, 
including home brew, and 11 of these also had problems with marijuana. As in the other 
districts alcohol was said to lead to fights (in Sinsa, Yangoru/Saussia, fights had led to 
deaths), men buying sex from women and women selling sex to men. Respondents in 
Numbohu village (Yangoru/Saussia) reported that boys and girls from the age of fifteen 
drank beer and smoked locally-grown marijuana.   
 
Most communities in Ambunti/Dreikikir said (to NHASP) there were women in the 
community or nearby who sold sex for money or vanilla. Respondents in Apos said the 
women in the district sell sex for the price (at the time of the mapping) of one kilo of 
vanilla. On the other hand, (and remarkably), Maprik village communities were not aware 
of women selling sex, unless they did it secretly. In Ilaita, people had heard rumors about 
women going out to sell sex for money or vanilla, while people in Bainik and Waikakum 
villages did say there were women in the community selling sex, but very few of them. 
 
In several communities people reported (to NHASP) rape and forced sex with inebriated 
men. Women were also involved in drinking and smoking marijuana, which may incline 
them to risky behavior. Students in Apos (Amount/ Dreikikir) said adultery was common 
where married men get involved with young girls and married women with young boys. 
As a result young girls fall pregnant without having a partner to father the child. A sister 
at Dreikikir Health Centre confirmed that adultery is a big problem in the district 
(Ambunti/Dreikikir) resulting in violence and even killings. 
 
Many communities in Ambunti, Yangoru/Saussia, Maprik and Wosera Gawi told 
NHASP that young people remained in their villages because of vanilla and its spin-off 
opportunities. The vanilla boom had also led to increased mobility among people in rural 
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areas. Men especially traveled to towns to sell vanilla and spend time in hotels and 
guesthouses, where they could find women and girls selling sex.  
 
However, some communities like Ilaita in Maprik, and Wukutakua in Wosera/Gawi, 
reported that young people did not leave the village for entertainment in town, even if 
they were not involved in economic projects at home. It’s hard to assess why this is so: 
Closer to Maprik the lure of town would be greater, although perhaps not irresistible for 
villagers who has not benefitted from vanilla harvests. In Wosera, it is clear that the 
riches people experienced in Drekikir were virtually absent, and so the means simply did 
not exist for young people to leave their place. But also, as we shall see, the Wosera 
people have always been renowned for their yam growing and this preeminence may 
have something to do with young people staying home.  
 
Leadership thoughout the region has not been able to cope with these development, 
however. According to respondents in Ilaita (Maprik), leaders did not get involved in 
community problems during the boom, and even Councilors and Magistrates were 
accepting bribes from people. 8 
 
In 2003 CUSO interviewed five leaders from different villages within Maprik and 
Dreikikir Districts, who reported that villagers in general no longer depended on 
traditional gardening for their meals and were now buying rice, tinned fish/meat and flour 
instead. Their major cash crops had been coffee and cocoa but these have been 
abandoned by many for vanilla now. Children also had access to money--for example, a 
child of about ten years of age was observed selling vanilla beans for K75 in Maprik 
town. Young people, they said, had begun listening to modern music and forgetting 
traditional ceremonies. People had lost respect for their village elders. When leaders beat 
the garamut for a village gathering or communal work people rarely showed up, choosing 
to spend their time in their vanilla gardens instead.  
 
The number of new people standing for LLG or National elections rose in direct 
proportion to the incomes generated by vanilla. Traditional village or clan leaders were 
orators, they were hard working, brave fighters and sometimes wealthy with gardens and 
pigs. Even in the post-colonial period, some of the same qualities pertained to village 
level leaders, but with the introduction of vanilla people lost respect for desk workers—
people in public employ or the formal sector, the educated new elite. Money threw a 
spanner into all that, and selling vanilla became the only criteria for having power. 
Leaders reported, “It is now difficult to identify who are leaders within the villages 
because everyone has money.” (CUSO 2003).  
  

                                                 
8 The NHASP report goes on to say, “Tawai (Angoram) also reported there is no support from the leaders 
who are ‘too slack’, and people try their best to solve problems through custom. People in Samban 
(Angoram) have formed a group called Samban Grass Base aimed at self-help and carrying out awareness 
raising activities on alcohol and marijuana. However, the group lack support and at the moment there are 
no activities and the members have requested assistance from the government.” (Ibid) 
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Women also gained this new power with new wealth. As noted earlier, the Abelam 
woman was never a public equal to her husband, but she did have amicable relations with 
him and enjoyed her own spheres of influence. Even in the post-colonial era men have 
been the ones to make family decisions. With vanilla, women who gardened or had 
access to vanilla money were suddenly of equal importance in the new realm of capitalist 
values, and so they acquired some of the same mobility and control over their affairs as 
did men. Regina Numba, for example, a Community Health Worker’s wife, told CUSO 
“’Previously I used to wait for my husband’s fortnight (pay) to do marketing or shopping 
but today I have my own vanilla beans to sell and earn money, so I go marketing anytime 
I want.’” 
 
This kind of freedom is unrelated to the great rise in domestic strife and violence also 
occurring during the boom. Men paid for new wives and girlfriends, and some women 
were able to do the same with young men. But whereas there was no precedent for this 
kind of female behavior, the precedent for men has always been to incorporate the second 
woman into the family. So men took second and third wives, and their first wives were 
either ignored, burdened with the care, or young girls or forced to fight for their 
autonomy. Sexual violence was widespread, by all acounts. Those young girls who had 
been purchased with vanilla money when growers went to buy in Jayapura, found 
themselves helpless and destitute when the bust came around. In short, the plight of 
women varied. 
 
The following are sample interviews from all the data collected. We present them here in 
excerpts, to give a flavour of what each place or category of player experienced. Some 
refer exclusively to their perspective, others talk more widely about the vanilla boom and 
its consequences. Wherever possible, we have also including data from earlier studies to 
create more longitudinal depth.  

 

XI. Interviews with public figures   
a. Bank workers 

 
Stanert Wai, BSP-Branch Coordinator, Wewak, was only been transferred from 
Madang to Wewak at the beginning of 2005. However he is able to share some of the 
common banking information about the vanilla boom. He said that during the vanilla 
boom in 2001-2003, there wasn’t any significant money coming into the bank. Many 
vanilla growers did not want to open accounts to save their money in the bank. Most of 
the growers had the perception that the bank was going to steal their money. At the peak 
vanilla sold for as much as K800 per kilogram. Although there was more money in 
general coming into the bank, little or none was from the growers themselves.  
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The other reason he said the vanilla growers did not want to open accounts was that most 
of them were living in remote districts like Dreikikir. During the boom, the road 
conditions to those remote villages were bad and people had to walk miles to come to a 
main road and jump on a  PMV to Wewak. So it was hard to travel to Wewak banks, and 
also dangerous because of hold-ups on the road. Most of the vanilla growers are simple 
village men without formal education. It was hard for them to read and write enough to 
open an account.  
 
In response to the bank policy question, he said that for BSP Bank the policy for opening 
accounts is very relaxed and any ordinary person could come and open their account as 
long as he or she had the money. This was made possible after a review fours years ago. 
He explained the procedures as follows: to open and account the Bank (BSP) issues a 
Standard Bank Form known as Referee Declaration Form. On that Form the customers 
writes down his personal details and signature then there’s blanks spaces for his referee to 
sign. This Referee may be a well-recognized person; he/she may be a lawyer, a doctor, a 
Member (Ward Councilor) or member of another government or statutory body. He said 
in banking the customer is known as the person from Category A and those referees are 
from Category B. So to open an account a person who in Category A needs a person from 
Category B to be is referee to open an account. 
 
During the vanilla boom, he said, there was a meeting held in Port Moresby where all 
Branch Managers came to give reports. He was there and heard the Wewak Branch 
Manager reporting that the people, especially the vanilla growers in East Sepik, were not 
banking their money and the circulation of money was actually very low. The Manager 
reported that they had had to go out to villages on a marketing drive, to invite people to 
come and open accounts in BSP and save their money. The Maprik branch Manager also 
went out on a marketing drive for people to come open an account in Maprik BSP. The 
two branches at that time actually needed money to run the bank. However, the Wewak 
branch was able to get money through the business community, which as thriving at the 
time. 
 
He explained that the banks need money to run and they get this when people, businesses 
and institutions open accounts. But because people were scared to bank their money at 
that time, the circulation of cash was low. Many vanilla growers were keeping their 
money, hiding it in their house or burying it.  Banks also have branch limits. This is the 
amount of money required for each province. These are flexible each year, depending on 
the cash circulation of the province. When cash circulation rises, so does the branch limit. 
So the vanilla boom did raise the branch limit slightly.  
 
Edward Woisub (originally from West Coast of Wewak—Oginara village) is a director 
of the Sepik Savings and Loan Society, which opened in 2000 and therefore 
experienced the rise and fall of vanilla in the province. People started harvesting their 
vanilla, he says in 2000 or just before. They didn’t know how to deal with their money, 
and they saw purchases of K50,000 for cars (mostly vehicles) all the time. There were all 
kinds of subsistence farmers with cash crops and no financial services in Wewak. The 
movement started in 1977 but closed due to improper management; it reopened Oct 21 
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2000. They would go to the rural villages in Maprik and conduct public awareness in the 
markets, warning people against the misuse of money. At the start, their members 
increased daily, to 1000, then 2000 and now they have 12,000. They are regulated by the 
Savings and Loans Society Act of 1995, which is different from commercial banks. 
Villagers need only fill out a form and don’t need a photo ID, they must write or put a 
mark or a secret name, a hide name, to be identified. There are fewer control measures for 
the savings and loan societies, but the policies are generally the same as for commercial 
banks. It is faster, more reliable, and gives loans out in hard cash. Their payments days 
are Wednesday and Friday. They are also now in Maprik (where they opened in late 
2003), Angoram, and Madang, and hope to open more branches—Ambunti, Lumi, 
Aitape, Vanimo and even Bogia are planned. The savings mentality, he says, is not there 
in the villages. In the boom, they had more payments in than loans out, and eventually 
many people withdrew all their money and closed their accounts in the bust. Now they 
have 6000 members in Maprik still. People are returning to coffee. Many cannot pay their 
loans off now. Their guarantee is one-to-one, so if you borrow 50 you must have 50 in the 
bank as security. Thus, the bank cannot lose money on defaulted loans. This is the same 
for commercial banks, but in the SS&LS they do not take other materials as collateral, 
like trees, houses, land, etc. It is a member owned and controlled society, but some 
people have grievances against the society for their balances (bank fees?) and do not use 
them deliberately. But they have an AGM in March each year and elect directors from the 
members. There were plenty of loans for over 100,000 during the boom, or 50,000 loans 
for cars. The loans committee has discretion over granting loans, and indeed, some have 
defaulted. The future may be spice in the ESP. They wish to keep improving their 
services and products to be more reliable and efficient, and to hook up all branches by 
computers.   
 
 

b. Religious leaders 
 
CUSO also found that church leaders were worried their parishioners were becoming less 
committed to their Christian duties, such as attending church, especially during the 
pollination and harvest season. The Maprik Catholic Church, for example, usually starts 
its Sunday mass at 8:00 a.m. but during this period it would start between 9:00 a.m. and 
10:00 a.m. Some of the churches laymen and even pastors who had vanilla plots were 
also slack in their duties to the church; some were even involved in practices considered 
unacceptable to the church, such as drinking alcohol and taking second wives. 
 
Churches were also making money. Offering rose from a regular amount of roughly K20-
70 to K300-500 for each service, and this enabled some churches to affect some new 
projects. In 2003, for examples, the St. Theresa Parish had demolished their old church 
building and were now replacing it, and the A.O.G. church had already built a new 
building and was opening a school for Elementary to Grade 12. The Catholic Priest of 
Maprik town (Fr Bernard Burite) introduced a new programme called a “family to family 
evangelization program”. The Catholic youths in Maprik bought a new set of electrical 
musical instruments in 2003, and the A.O.G youths in Maprik sent more than 2000 
youths by ship from Wewak to Vanimo to attend their regional youth conference 
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Christmas 2003. The Catholic Youths in Dreikikir hosted a combined youth rally with 
other denominations in Dreikikir.  
 
Church group leaders told CUSO in 2003:  

 
The commitment of the members in each social group to achieve their aims and 
objectives is improving. The youths have cooperated with each other, organizing an 
interdenominational youth rally in Maprik from October 1st – 9th (2003) and another 
in mid December (2003) in Dreikikir. The women’s cooperation and commitment 
was good in the beginning of the year, however the attendance has decreased and the 
members have become less cooperative… Pastors are preparing sermons about how 
to use money in a godly way, to ensure that it is not spent on alcohol, prostitution and 
other activities, which go against the doctrine of the church.(Ibid) 

 
Lucy Munda, and Delcia Yale (Pastor for the Seket Nazarene Church), in Solom 
Village. Both women saw that the vanilla money helped them greatly in terms of money. 
The vanilla money made it possible for the women to buy things such as clothes, utensils, 
buckets and so on. Lucy and Delcia said that during that boom, many women from town 
used to come and exchange things with them for vanilla. As two women leaders in the 
Nazarene Church they saw that during that time many followers did not attend church, as 
they were busy tending their garden fields. Even some pastors left the Church say that 
‘they have seen the works of God.’ And yet the church offerings were as high as K50.  
 
Domestic violence and family break ups were the biggest problem. So many of the 
women leaders tried to establish church programs such as Kamap Gutpela Meri, which 
targeted young girls and mothers. Lucy and Delcia, among others, would travel around 
visiting other women and encouraging them through this program. They present their 
lessons through charts and the topics were based, for example, on marriage, on how to 
look after the family and maintain good relationships.  
 
During the coffee period they did not get as much money as they got during the vanilla 
boom. From Lucy’s and Delcia’s point of view coffee is harder work than vanilla. The 
women also said that many buyers who use to come into the village to buy vanillas were 
cheating them. Now that the price has gone down it stands at split beans-K5/ kilograms 
and Good Quality Beans- K10/ kilograms. Because of this low price many vanilla 
growers not longer have a choice of where to sell their beans. 
 
During the vanilla boom like many other communities in Dreikikir and Maprik Districts 
suffered social problems. Many of the men bribed women and took them to marry. The 
problem of alcohol was common; young boys, men, even young women and married 
women were drinking day and night. 
 
Many children did not go to school, especially young boys who left to tend to their 
vanilla gardens. They would go and sell the beans instead. Today when the price has 
dropped those children that have left school are going back and repeating their grades 
even when some of them may be 17 to 18 years of age now. 
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In the past when there was no vanilla people were making gardens and eating garden 
food. When the prices of vanilla went up people forgot about making gardens and they 
live on money by eating store food such as rice, tin fish and so on. As a result when the 
price dropped there was shortage of food because people did not have gardens to 
supplement them with food. So now they are turning back to gardening.  
 
During that time also village leaders such as the magistrate and the councilors they did 
not have the power to control the people. People were doing all sorts of things whenever 
they like. There was nobody that would listen to the leaders as everybody had money and 
power. The leaders themselves took part in some bad activities. Overall people were 
spending their money unwisely on women, beer, and so on. 
 
In truth, the predicament faced by churches was emblematic of the dilemma faced by 
everyone. Money brought freedom and the ability to effect positive change on many 
levels. But it also brought a magnetic force able to pull all other preoccupations into the 
service of this one industry, rather than vice versa. The speculative nature of the crop, its 
rapid climb in value, deluded some into believing they had time to save or spend wisely 
later on, that they could indulge themselves at first and get back to real values later on. 
This acted as a smokescreen to some who simply had no stronger values.  But when the 
prices fell and the bust rolled in, many once-flush farmers and well-respected community 
members had wasted not just their money but also their public respect.     
 
Villages were also competing to buy vehicles in 2003. Some villages had more than three 
vehicles. Taihunge villagers in Dreikikir had made payments for a Mitsubishi Canter, 
which they had not yet received, as demand for vehicles was so high.  
 

c. Civil servants 
 
Bob Wali is Station Police Commander in Maprik town. He is originally from 
Wosera. The years of 2002 and 2003, he says, were the two peak years for vanilla, when 
prices were between K600-K800 per kilogram. This affected the lives of all people. 
Every body had money, from children, to parents, to old people. Children left school, and 
young boys from 10-14 would buy smoke and drink beer. Many public servants left work 
to work in their vanilla gardens. Many police men, especially asples policemen, did not 
show up for work and would spend their days in their vanilla gardens. At that time 
services were terrible because public servants just didn’t show up in their office.  
 
Most farmers were shocked to receive such money and they did not know how Farmers 
did not know how to use their new wealth; many of them were unable to open bank 
accounts because the bank policies, especially BSP, were very strict regarding 
identification. 
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Men for sex bribed High School girls. There were many cases of child abuse. Highlands 
women came down to marry men here. Young women got married to old men, sometimes 
teenage girls marrying 50-year-old men.  
 
Robbery along the Maprik High way was a big problem for people selling their beans in 
Wewak. They would not only steal money but the bags of vanilla beans. According to 
Bob, the police shot 3 people dead in robberies. At that time the condition of the road was 
bad and it was easy for the people to hold up vehicles. Stealing green beans was a big 
problem, too; people stole from each other’s gardens, especially those who planted late.   
 
Apart from that, land disputes were big problems among clans and immediate families: 
brothers arguing against each other over who is the owner of the land.  
 
Vanilla buyers were coming in with a lot of money, most of them Asian and Australian. 
There were also local buyers like Papindo, Garamut and Spice Tech. But most buyers 
came from Jayapura. Many of these cheated the local farmers by getting their beans and 
not paying for them. Often the cheating would occur when the third party or middleman 
came in. For instance, vanilla that was worth K3000 would be bought at K1000 by a 
middleman, who would then take K1000 for himself and give the buyer K2000 There 
were many educated people tricking the local farmers for their vanilla. 
 
Lucy Goro is a Welfare Officer in Maprik and the National Women’s Council 
President. She is originally from Nilikum (Maprik District). During the vanilla boom in 
2002 and 2003 she had many clients coming to her office, often 15 to 20 clients a day. 
The main reason was polygamy. Last year in 2004 they had 370 client cases within 10 
months. This year, 2005, the number has increased further to 287 cases just within the 
months of April, May and June. She used to work Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays 
and Thursday and Friday it was strictly administrative duties. In the boom clients came to 
her seven days a week and even Saturday and Sunday. Those who lived nearby she used 
to tell them to stay over night so she could help them with their court papers, and in the 
morning they could go. She used to sit up till 2 am or 3 am to fill in their court papers 
when they’d told her their stories. The papers would be taken to their respective District 
authorities to sign in an affidavit.  
 
Most people that came then (and still come now) are married women with children whom 
their husbands have left to marry new women. Some of these new young wives came 
from West Sepik and Jayapura and met their husbands when they went to sell vanilla 
there. Many of these women have since gone back to their homes. Others are stranded in 
Maprik, as they have no money to go back. Sometimes she helps these women with K1 or 
K2 to buy betelnut for them to sell and make their way back home. But at the Women’s 
Council they do not have the money to help all of them. There were two Tolai women in 
Wosera, two Milne Bay women, one Markham, one Highlands and one from West Papua. 
The one from West Papua was a very young girl and she was already pregnant when by 
the time they sent her back.  Lucy was so angry with the man who brought her to Maprik 
that she wrote a letter to him telling him to raise the girl’s fare and bring her back to her 
parents.  
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 There was one case of a man who kidnapped a woman from West New Britain 

Province, got her on the ship and took her to Maprik. The woman had a child, a baby 
girl who was four months old. When they arrived here at Maprik the man wanted to 
kill the baby. What he did was he locked the baby in the house and took the mother of 
the baby with him to the garden. Sometimes they would leave the baby by herself and 
they would sleep in the garden house. The baby girl would be locked up and she 
would cry and cry until she would be hungry exhausted and too weak to cry anymore. 
It went on like this for sometimes and at one time the mother escaped with her baby 
and came to me. She told me that the man kidnapped her with her baby. At the time 
she and her baby were just walking around near the wharf at Kimbe when he forced 
and pulled on to the ship to come with him to Wewak. She and the baby did not have 
any clothes or anything with them.”  

 
She told Lucy that when they arrived she saw that the man did not want the baby and 
wanted to kill her. So what Lucy did was write a letter to the man and told him to send 
the woman and her child back to West New Britain. When the police arrived at his place 
to take him, he said he was sorry and would send the mother and the child back.  
 
Another recent case involved an old man from Ningalimbi village in the border of Maprik 
and Wosera who got a young lady from Bogia in Madang and wanted to give her to his 
brothers. The woman did not want to be given to the brothers of the old man.  

 
So I send a radio sketch to old man’s family and told them that they should come over 
to the welfare office and straighten this problem out. When they came there was a big 
argument and fight. The woman got up and told those brothers. “Husat tokim yu 
olsem bai yu kisim mi kam na givim mi long ol brata blong yu?” 

 
The women who face these domestic problems do not only come from Maprik District. 
Often they are from Dreikikir, Wosera Gawi, Ambunti, and East and West Yangoru 
Districts. Some even come from as far as Kubalia. Many of the women from the West 
Coast did not care if a man was very old, they’d follow him up to Maprik looking for 
money. When the price dropped they returned to the West Coast. There were also women 
from Turubu, the Sepik River and other parts of the Province.  
 
Lucy says that she has seen with her own eyes how some men traded vanilla for women. 
She said she saw one dark glass car with women inside come and stop near where she 
was standing at the Sea view Hotel in Wewak. Then another car filled with vanilla bags 
came and pulled up near that dark glass car. The women from the dark glass car jumped 
out and went in to the other car with the vanilla bags and the men there transferred the 
vanilla to the dark glass car and went off. Those women were both married and single .It 
seems that women were following the men for their money, so  

 
we should not blame the men for causing all the sex trade business. It was the women 
who want the money so they went and sold themselves to get money and drink beer. 
They do not have any fear at all. Even in the middle of the night they would jump in 
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the cars and go and look for vanilla in the villages and they were standing on their 
toes.  

 
When beans here were K750 per kilo, in Jayapura they were K1,500 per kilo, so men  
were traveling to the border to sell. When they came back with the money they would 
sometimes buy women from Lido village near the border, paying the parents of young 
girls to bring them over to Maprik. 
 
 Lucy said that during the boom there were fewer cases than after the boom. For instance 
she said for this year (2005) there were more clients than during the boom period. Some 
of them are men whose wives have left them with the children. Out of the 200+ cases 
there are around 30-40 cases of men whose wives have left them. These are the women 
who came from elsewhere to marry them in the boom, and have now returned. 
 
During that time that time both men and women were drinking like nobody’s business. 
They gave up steam for white can. That time beer and marijuana was available in the 
streets, the boys used to sell it out in the open. Today many of the youths are still going 
around selling bags or marijuana to get money because they cut down their coffee and 
cocoa trees to plant vanilla. Community police are now collecting a lot of marijuana bags, 
which is the biggest problem today in Maprik area. They no longer plant garden food and 
so they go hungry. 
 
The public servants who used to work in government offices never stayed in their offices 
any longer. Most of them were involved in buying and selling vanilla. Sometimes they 
used to exchange chicken with vanilla. She said in Maprik during the boom in all of the 
police residential areas that time you would their families drying beans in the sun. Today 
you can see none of this vanilla. Now they stock them in the house and take them over to 
Papindo at Maprik. Every Monday, Wednesday and Friday is the trading day and the 
price has gone down and so people are cuing in lines and fighting each to sell their beans, 
for K10-K20 per kilograms. This went on until just recently Papindo Intect has stopped 
buying vanilla.  
 
And the other thing was that, here at Maprik Health Center, many health workers used to 
get the medicines (tablets) from the dispensary and sell them to people on the streets. 
Often they exchanged them for vanilla during the boom period. Today they still sell 
medicine to the people and they don’t give free medicine anymore. If you are sick and go 
to the Health Centre they will write on the Health book your prescription and send you 
out to buy medicine. All those medicines that are prescribed are sold in the market 
outside in Maprik town. Besides they won’t write proper prescription on how much 
medicine you going to take or how many times you have to take if it is three days or four 
days. The selling price for tablets at the market stands as K1.00 or 50t for one tablet. This 
maybe amoxicillin, panadol, and so on. Most often people would buy three to four tablets 
and that’s it for treating the disease or the sickness. During the vanilla boom the 
medicines that were sold at the market were very expensive but now that the price has 
dropped it is sold at K1.00 and 50t. 
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Apart from medicines in the Health Center, the goods from the store were also sold at the 
market and streets. Many storeowners took their things out into the open market. 
Sometimes they took their goods out and exchanged them for vanilla. Goods such as 
cassettes, batteries, stationary, clothes, tin meat, rice, radio, knife, axe, spade and fork. 
There were salesmen from Ela Motors in Wewak who came to Maprik and exchanged 
new cars for bags of vanilla. It was 200 to 300 kilos of bag vanillas for a car.  
 
Some of the growers are facing problems now that the price has dropped. During the 
boom they paid off half the price of their trucks and cars. Now that the price has dropped 
the people at the Ela Motors are still waiting for the other half of the money. So the 
owners of the cars don’t know what to do. Either they’ll give back the car or give some 
more vanilla bags to pay up the total cost.  Lucy knows about three people who are in this 
situation. In another case the owner took the car from one of the Highlanders who came 
here to exchange his car for vanilla. So the Highlander gave his Toyota Land Cruiser to 
the Maprik person for some kilograms of vanilla bags, and the Highlands man left. 
 
Today if you go into Papindo and other stores that sell frozen meat, you will see that no 
one is buying it. The freezers are all filled up. During the boom you wouldn’t see any of 
it. All the freezers were empty. Normally people would buy cartoons of lamb chops and 
chicken. The store assistants used to put new stock every night for the next day. The 
containers for the goods used to come every week.  
 
When car dealers such as Ela Motors or PNG Motors would bring in new cars they 
normally know how many they will sell, and they can tell petrol stations how much more 
they need to stock. But during the boom the people just bought cars like they would rice 
and tin fish in the trade store. Often you would hear people complain, ‘Petrol pinis, diesel 
pinis.’ 
 
Jondua Moses, Technical Officer-Commerce and Industry, Maprik, is from Nungori 
Village. Before the vanilla boom most of his clients were from Dreikikir, Wosera, Maprik  
Districts. These clients came mostly to them for Business Registration, Business Advise, 
Cash Flow and Project Documentation. During the boom in 2002-2003, 2 -3 people 
would come in from one village to register 2-3 clubs, and get trade store and PMV 
licenses. There were no cocoa fementeries registered. The cocoa and coffee growers did 
not put their effort in their fementary. But when the price dropped the growers came back 
to renew their old registration for fementary projects. 
 
But during the time of the boom there were some problems with growers following the 
correct procedures to register their business. Many of these export licenses-- almost 150 
licenses-- are now invalid because the growers who got them did not follow the right 
procedures. There were two out or three export licenses in each village. Most of those 
growers who got licensees went to Moses at Commerce and Industry and to the D.P.I 
officers to obtain their licenses. Most of them went through the ‘back door.’ They would 
go to the Spice Board for a license first, and when they had problems they’d come back 
to Commerce and Industry to register. These growers did not have a proper MOU. 
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At that time the cash circulation was so high and it was all in the villages; there was no 
money in the bank. The BSP bank authorities in Wewak had to get cash from the Hagen 
BSP because the Maprik branch had no transactions of its own. Moses made a survey 
during the time of the boom and surmised that there was 4.5 million kina in cash floating 
in the villages, which was never invested or banked.  
 
The following are the registered businesses before, during and after the vanilla boom in 
Maprik District, as reported by Moses Janduao, Technical Officer, Trade and Industry: 
 
Year  Number of Businesses  Registered  
1999-2001  Business Registration 
2002-2003 174 Business Registration 
2004-2005 39 business registration 
 
In Maprik District the LLG that was leading in terms of vanilla, and was the first to plant 
vanilla, was Albiges. They live in the mountains. The second was Bumbita LLG. 
 
Philip Kura is the DPI Manager, Maprik. He is originally from Waura. In this vanilla 
boom, he said, people saw money they had never been able to see before. Cash flows 
were daunting, especially when 1 Kilogram of vanilla went for 6-700 kina. A farmer 
could make K 5-6000 in one week. Many farmers didn’t know how to use the money. 
First they spent it on beer, then on women. Before the vanilla boom there was not much 
noise in Maprik town, but during the boom drinking and noise was common. There were 
drunkards everywhere. 
 
Half of Maprik District experienced this new cash flow, whereas the other half, from 
Yami Tomolumi and Maprik Waura, planted vanilla late and did not make much money. 
It’s now still only the first to third harvest for them. The first people to plant to vanilla 
were the people from Dreikikir and all the way to Albiges and Mambleff LLGs in Maprik 
District, especially the mountain villages. On the flat land to the Sepik plains they planted 
later so they did not really experience the cash flows of the vanilla boom. However, they 
did benefit by buying wet beans from the lucky growers and drying and selling them.  
 
During the vanilla boom, we had a lot of complaints over youths stealing farmers’ 
vanilla. Too many of them were stealing green beans. Often they were from other villages 
that did not plant and would come and steal from growers.  
 
People bought many trucks, especially Land Cruisers, and started new projects: trade 
stores, beer shops, clubs. But now that the price has dropped all these clubs and stores are 
closed because people didn’t know how to run businesses. Only the few who managed 
their businesses wisely have been able to survive.  
 
There were also many farmers who came to the DPI for export licenses. Exporters were 
cheating the growers. Most of the growers were village people so it was very easy to 
cheat them. Most of the time the growers used to put their vanilla together and give it to 
the local person with an export license, but these exporters never explained to growers 
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how much they would get for a tone. They would get a lump sum and give the farmers 
very little, because they just wanted to make money.  
 
The DPI introduced vanilla under its Smart Program, which is a Food Supply Project that 
was launched in 1997 and ran to 2000. In 1999 they brought vanilla into the Wosera sub-
districts, as it had already been introduced to Dreikikir. After its introduction the DPI 
helped supervise their management and conducted farmer training. At that time farmers 
only had information on planting. Will Akus from the Kerevat Research Institute helped 
them with information on how to train the farmers. They gave vanilla cuttings to only a 
few model farmers. But because vanilla was already getting a good price, the model 
farmers cut up the cuttings and sold them to others. That was around 2000. That’s why 
Wosera lagged behind in vanilla production and missed the boom. Under the program the 
DPI was only there to supervise on planting and management of vanilla. They did not 
have any information about how to process that time; there was no information on it in 
PNG then. There was no research yet on vanilla curing.  
 
So in 2000, when Wosera sub district broke away to be on its own, Philip Kura was the 
OIC for the Smart Project in Wosera, but he moved to Maprik. “By then I took the office 
as a DRDO-District Rural Development Officer,” he told us. 

 
We found our market in St. Francisco, and Los Vegas, in 1996, in order to market the 
vanilla that the people were planting. The Company’s name was Vanilla Suffron Info 
Surfing (unclear). The managing Director of this Company is John Momis. We told 
him that we do not have any information about curing and we do not know about 
curing. And so he sent information regarding the process of curing. We extract that 
information and took what is applicable and we wrote it up. We also saw what is 
applicable at the farm level we wrote it up and incorporated it with what information 
we have here to train farmers or growers. And then we went out and carry out 
trainings for the local farmers here at Maprik and Wosera. 

 
Alfred Chambram (Jamran?) from Yambes also came to their offices and Philip checked 
through his training materials, and they looked okay, so he went ahead to train people in 
his area in Dreikikir District. Because there was no market. They had to contact the 
company in USA for them. So in January to October they conducted trials on curing and 
sent sample to the US to test, to see whether they had produced quality beans.  

 
It went on like this for many months, because every time we send our sample he will 
say, ‘It’s too dry,’ or needs to be cured longer and so on. This was in 1997 and all 
those months from January to October we were sending samples in order to secure a 
market for the vanilla. So by October we were already fed up and we called John 
Momis and told him that we’ve wasted a lot of money in sending the samples and he 
should come out and tell them which company in Tonga is buying vanilla so that we 
could go over and see how they are processing the vanilla over there. And we asked 
him to give the name of the Company that was selling vanilla to him from Tonga. So 
he told me not to go over to Tonga and he went on to say the vanilla sample that we 
have sent over recently was the best quality of beans. Then he told us he wants 200 
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tones of vanilla beans and we told him we do not have 200 tones. He asked for 100 
tones and we told him we do not have 100 tones.  

 
The first export we made was under Duo Estate Company from the village of Patiko in 
Wosera Gawi . That time we bought some beans for K20 per kilograms. After we sold the 
first export we got the money and bought more vanilla again and then we started to 
increase vanilla price from K20 per kilo to K50 per kilo. By the time the rate reached 
K50 per kilo people were coming in to sell their beans as they saw that the price was 
good. The people were seeing that the price was changing within months and was 
increasing every month. 
 
Wosera people never expected the price would go up like it did. Today you see those 
people in Wosera have picked up in their production but they were still late. The Maprik 
people they picked up quickly because they bought vanilla cuttings from Rabaul and Lae. 
They gave us money to buy cuttings for them over in Rabaul and in Lae. They used to 
give about K4000 to K5000 every order. Many of them concentrated on Tahitensis, or 
mambu lip (small leaf). Alfred Chambram (Jamram?) told them that tahitensis has good 
market maybe because of the market that time. The Wosera people planted early but did 
not believe that it would bring in that much money, whereas Maprik and Dreikikir people 
started out late but were working very hard, and that’s why they saw the vanilla money. 
They were getting good money until Madagascar came into production again; that’s when 
the price dropped as the supply was high.  
 
At the same time companies who were buying vanilla, especially Papindo, were not 
supposed to be given licenses. Papindo did not follow the procedures for training the 
growers on how to cure and sell good quality beans. Instead they went ahead buying 
vanilla of no good quality that was not cured properly. We had trained farmers that those 
types of beans were not good, but Papindo was still buying them. That’s how Papindo 
manipulated the market of vanilla here in East Sepik Province and branded Papua New 
Guinea’s vanilla as bad or sub-standard. We had trained other export buyers about 
quality. When our Extension officers went out to the field to tell the farmers that those 
beans that they were selling were not of standard quality, they told the Extension Officers 
that but Papindo was still buying that type of vanilla. 
 
For good quality vanilla, we told the farmers, you have to cure it first. Then sundry and  
in-house dry it; after that, store it for six months to allow the aroma to build up. The 
longer you condition it and build the aroma, the higher the vanillin content and better the 
quality. Although we told the farmers, they did not listen to us Papindo was still buying 
those poorly-cured beans. Farmers seeing that money just went on to sell their beans. 
What most of the farmers did was cure the beans, sundry them, and then take them, to 
Papindo. Papindo bought them but never stored them to build the aroma, they just 
exported them. The buyers we had trained refused those beans. But Papindo was 
manipulating the price of vanilla and still buying. If Papindo did not buy those vanillas 
then the growers would realize that the quality of bean was not up to standard and would 
go back and do a proper curing and conditioning.   
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PNG was originally very low in production, but we picked up in volume like Madagascar 
so that now we are in third place in the world market for production. The problem here is 
the quality. If the exporters and the buyers work together with the DPI and growers then 
we can produce the best quality.   
 
We have a total of 50 exporters in the District. Those are the ones that came through our 
office during the boom. But the total number at that time was 138. Those others went 
through back door deals with Spice Tech. After they exported Spice Tech used to report 
back to us and tell us that some of these exporters had done this and that. At the moment 
the number of exporters has dropped to 20 exporters. So those ones are the active one. 
Within PNG as a whole, we have 385 exporters.  
 
Many of the local exporters here at Maprik did not know what they were doing. Just 
because they saw what others were doing they also wanted to do the same. Last year most 
of those exporters did not renew their licenses, and now they have no money. 
 
Francis Baiyul has been the police officer for the whole of Wosera District for the 
past 9 years. He is from Stapikum. He started work in 1979 and is now in his 25th year 
serving the people. He is happy with his fortnightly allowance because it helps him 
support his family with food, clothes and school fees. He is planning to retire from work 
in 2007 and go home, plant cocoa and have a fermentary because he sees that cocoa can 
substitute for his fortnightly allowance. He planted 1 hectare of vanilla but did not get 
money and that’s why he doesn’t like it. He thinks vanilla is all right but he will be 
planting cocoa when he retires. 
 
When asked why he had no help he said that he thinks other policemen have gotten 
themselves so used to the luxuries of town that they don’t want to come to a place where 
there is no rain, and the water in the tanks runs out and you have to go to the nearest well. 
He lives in a government house and is content with what he has (a TV and washing 
machine). With the introduction now of the community police his work is a little easier. 
But in some cases he has to travel by foot (he’s had no police vehicle for 9 years) to solve 
major cases. Of all his years as the only policeman he has never come into conflict with 
any community or members of the community. 
 

I reported so many cases that were not attended by the main office. I also asked for 
logistic [help] such as a vehicle but none was released so that I could go out and 
monitor the distant villages. They only lent a vehicle to me in 1992, and that was the 
last one. Also they did not provide stationary for me to work effectively but I carried 
out programs to educate village people. So in 2004, I introduced  OX [community] 
police and I am the coordinator of the OX police. This really helps solve problem. 

 
The major cases were prostitution, totaling up to 10 cases every two weeks; alcohol 
cases, up to 304 in one week, involving abuse and assault, property damage, swearing. 
There were 5 green bean theft cases in one week. There were many domestic violence 
cases and he advised them to go to welfare. They came about due to husbands not giving 
money to their wives or fooling around with others. Assaults are still high. Youths did not 
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respect the leaders and big men by saying they were all the same now because they had 
money. He saw no deaths because of the vanilla boom, though. 
 
“I know and also predict that HIV Aids was taking place. It was spread from people 
traveling to Wewak and going around with prostitutes. Also from females migrating into 
the Wosera District.” 
 
He thinks vanilla prices should go up, but not to the height of 1000/kg. People do not 
know how to put their money to good use, so they need a stable price to learn to budget 
their money. Generally it was better without vanilla, he says. “I want the prices to stay the 
same and if not only a very small improvement.” 
 
Before vanilla life was a bit orait. During the boom life changed for the better but for a 
short time only. Vanilla brought benefits in terms of paying school fees; increasing 
soccer, video and disco opportunities; improving diets; and meeting medical needs. But 
people are now suffering the loss of all these.  
 

 d. DPI Manager  
 
Philip Kura, is the DPI Manager, originally from Waura in Maprik. He told us 
Papindo’s presence in Maprik is a result of vanilla. Because the money was high here 
new businesses such as the Papindo Supermarket have set up here at Maprik. But they 
said that they are not making money as before during the vanilla boom. That time also 
people especially he farmers tried to opened their account in the BSP bank but the bank 
had strict policies that would not allow most of them to save their money. Some of its 
polices like for instance, one has to have an ID or a supporting letter from a particular 
person that the bank knows for instance police etc. Because of such policies many 
farmers hold back their money in their villages. Often they hold has between 20-50 
thousand kina back in their village. So this resulted in many of this farmers spending 
money unwisely on beer, gambling and women. As a result, now that the price has 
dropped all their money has gone. 
 

 e. Village Magistrate 
 
Sosaiya Yavorming is the Village Magistrate in Lanining Guap Village, Ward 17, 
Dreikikir District. The Village councilors name is Eric Mulalu. The closest town is 
Maprik for them, and their total population is about 650 plus. To travel from Lanining 
Guap to Dreikikir Station is about 19 to 20 kilometers, and from Lanining Guap to Wara 
Sikau is about 8 to 9 kilometers. Although all families in Lanining Guap have coffee and 
cocoa it is very hard for them to transport the beans down to the main road and all the 
way to Maprik or Wewak. Most of the time during coffee and cocoa season women are 
the ones who carry the beans down to the road near Wara Sikau and wait for the PMVs to 
gp to Maprik and Wewak. Sometimes they have to wait for 2 to 3 days before a truck 
comes along to pick them up with their beans.  
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During wet season the road is very muddy and in bad condition, such that the only way to 
travel is by walking. So if people want to take sick ones to the hospital they have to walk 
a long way. Even though they have a Health Centre nearby sometimes there’s no 
medicine to treat people there.  At the moment, however, there are two male nurses 
working at Yakrumbok Health Centre.  
 
There’s an Elementary school and a Community school at Yakrumbok which the children 
of Lanining Guap attend. It’s not very far for them to walk, about 1 hour. The 
Community school and Health Center are run by the SSEC mission, and the Elementary 
is run by SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics). The people are proud of SIL because 
when they came in 1970 they helped the people to write in their local dialect of Kalpis. 
Today still many of the people here, especially the young ones and the children, are still 
speaking Kalpis. Apart from that, people are still living by traditional substance means, 
making gardens. Even though vanilla has been introduced into their area nothing has 
changed with regards to the boom. People here did not experience much outside 
influence.  
 

 f. Vanilla Buyers 
 
The major buyers for the East Sepik province were (and some still are) based in Wewak 
and Maprik, and they include Papindo Intec, Dua Estate, Agmark, Spice Tech, Bismark 
Consultants, Noko No.77, Leong Brothers, Allan Bird and Vanilla International (Al’aa 
Youssel). This is by no means the full list and as DPI and IPA respondents report, 
hundreds of local growers applied for export licenses at this time (and more yet received 
licenses through irregular channels, for a price).   
 
Al’aa Youssel is an exporter of vanilla who came here to Wewak from New Zealand 
(although he is originally from Egypt) in 2002. His company is Vanilla International 
PNG Ltd, or VIP, and is based at the Sea view hotel in Wewak. He buys dry beans from 
local farmers, cures them and exports them to overseas countries. The main buyers are 
the company Raw Energy, in New Zealand, and Vanilco in France. VIP employs casual 
workers during the season to assist in curing and packing for export, and currently there 
are 5 male and 22 female employees. He pays them normal hourly wages for 45 hours a 
week, plus overtime (although he did not want to give the rate).  
 
A’laa said the vanilla boom came about when there was shortage in the world supply. 
The main supplier, Madagascar, was hit by a frost and so vanilla suddenly became scarce. 
At VIP they grade the beans according to quality and length. The best quality bean is the 
“dark chocolate and greasy sticky one,” as A’laa says. Planifolia is in high demand, 
which is the vanilla strain with a big leaf. It’s also much harder to cure, or dry.  
 
Currently VIP buys according to the following rates: 

1. A-Grade= K70/kilo 
2. B-Grade=K40/kilo 
3. C-Grade=K20/kilo 
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During the peak of the vanilla pricing A’laa paid buyers K800/kg for A grade quality. 
 
A-grade vanilla that is cured properly must be: 
 -16 centimeters and above in terms of length 
 - Black, sticky, with good aroma  
 -Retaining a little bit of moisture 
 
B-grade vanilla’ will be: 

-14 -15 cms in length  
-Black, sticky with good aroma 

 
C-grade vanilla is: 

 -13 cms. and shorter in length  
-Black, sticky with good aroma 

 
Al’aa says that the boom was a good thing for the farmers. But because it was in high 
demand farmers took short cuts in curing and drying the beans.  These made some buyers 
overseas lose confidence in PNG vanilla as a whole. Many growers cheated buyers with 
poor quality beans, and by filling them with nails, or adding oil or sugar, or burning them 
to make them black.  
 
CUSO’s study team in 2003 interviewed three vanilla buying and exporting companies in 
East Sepik Province: Agmark, Spice Tech and Intec (Papindo, Maprik) were all 
consulted. 9 Agmark and Spice Tech started exporting in 2002 and Intec started exporting 
in early 2003.  
 
According to Ray Wilson, Agmark’s GM, from November 2002 until June/July 2003, the 
price of vanilla rose from K100.00/kg – K700.00/kg. Within PNG there was a slight drop 
in price at the end of 2003 from K700.00 per kilogram to K500.00 per kilogram. The 
competition among the buyers and exporters in East Sepik Province was still very high in 
2003. Companies at that time were approaching growers, rather than vice versa. The big 
exporting companies made contracts with local buyers to ensure their supplies.  
 
These merchants told CUSO that the ESP vanilla quality started out very low because of 
growers’ inexperience in curing the beans, but it improved gradually. At the time, the 
greater threat was the debased quality of beans due to the need to make cash quickly. 
These exporters said they had just begun to see the quality of beans drop in 2003. By 
2005 Al’aa Youssel could look back on that turning point as the moment when demand 
outstripped supply to such an extent that growers began cheating the buyers with altered 
beans, trying to bump the lower grade beans to the higher quality price. And although this 
did not last long, it was persistent or widespread enough for exporters in PNG and buyers 
overseas to lose confidence in the PNG vanilla. For a commodity that is as speculative as 

                                                 
9 These informants were The General Manager for Agmark,  Ray Wilson; Spice Tech Purchase Clerks 
Timothy Chak and Hamadi Francis; and Willie Casper, Purchase Clerk for Intec (Papindo Traders) in 
Maprik. 
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vanilla, this spelled disaster for the growers back in the village, both the honest and hard-
working producers of Grade A beans, and those hustling a camouflaged lower grade. 
 
One vanilla buyer in Maprik, Gertrude, is from Winge; she is single and 29 years old. 
She used to go to Drex to buy beans from villagers. Now sometimes people from Maprik, 
Wosera and Drex come to town and sell their vanilla to her. In Maprik there are lots of 
buyers so they compete. If some other buyer pays K5 per kilo then she has to pay K6, 
that’s how she gets customers to sell to her. After buying it she sells it to Papindo or other 
foreign buyers. Its not that simple, she has to bargain with the buyers so they can get a 
profit. This causes conflict between growers and buyers; growers use to tell them ‘You 
people are cheating us –read the scale properly!’ Most of the money she gets she is using 
to build a store in her own village, help pay bride price for her brother, and travel to 
Madang, Lae, Port Moresby. The problem of being a woman buyer is that men see her 
and ask to marry her, and also people are after you for money all the time. People who 
don’t have an export license use other peoples’ licenses to buy vanilla. Many local buyers 
also went to Jayapura in the past to sell vanilla. Now that prices have gone down she 
doesn’t like making such a small profit, it’s a problem. She needs to bargain more to 
make a profit. She wants the government to increase the price of vanilla. During the 
boom lots of people came to live in Maprik; they brought store goods and materials to 
sell to vanilla growers.  
 
Kerovin Nero, 28 years old, from Kubulia District, was interviewed in Maprik. He 
started buying vanilla in 2003 and this is his third year doing it. He has a vanilla scale that 
allows him to weigh the beans. 

 
I am only a small scale buyer who is like all others and we are only providing the 
service to the people…See, the prices of the vanilla have dropped and the customers 
are looking for the market in which they can sell their vanilla. In a way the supply is 
high and the demand is low so that is why we local buyers are trying our best to help 
buying the peoples’ vanilla and also they in return need to help us.  

 
I have two markets that I sell the vanilla that I buy from the people and there are the 
Asian buyers at the Weaibagi Guest House in Maprik and Jeffrey down in Wewak in 
Michael Mosoro’s residence. At Waibagi, I do bargain first to get the appropriate 
price so that I can sell the vanilla and if the price is not given to me, then I just have 
to get off to Wewak. In Wewak, Jeffrey and I have agreed to be partners and he said 
he would buy my vanilla based on these prices: Grade A K25, B grade K15 and 10 
per kilo for the rest. The B grade vanillas are the rejected beans. Because of this, my 
price is K5 for A grade, and K2 for B grade. 

 
During the interview, a woman came and sold her vanilla to him, B grade beans. Kerovin 
weighed them at 336 kg, and the customer was offered K1.40, but she rejected the price 
and took them back. “This is only a service provided to you people and if you do not 
want it, it’s up to you,” he said.  
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Jessy David is a vanilla buyer from Imbras Village, aged 28. He comes from the clan 
Sara, which means a bird (owl). Jessy completed Grade 9 at Maprik High School in 1994. 
He was not able to go back and complete his Grade 10 because of School fee problem. At 
the moment he is married to a woman in another clan in his village and has two children. 
 
Jessy first planted his vanilla in 1996, which he bought from a man in Yambes village in 
Dreikikir. He started with a 36 cm cutting that has 3 joints that cost him K5.00. From this 
36 cm he has planted 100 vanilla sticks in the first field and 725 in his second field. In 
1999 he sold his first beans, which were about 200 grams, and he received K8.00. The 
second lot of beans, which he sold at Agmark Maprik, was 5kg and he received 
K1000.00. From then on in 2002 he started buying vanilla beans. He was buying at a rate 
of K200 per kilogram from vanilla growers and was selling it again to Agmark at K270 
per kilograms. From every sale of one kilogram of vanilla beans he sold he made K70.00 
profit. Everyday he spends about K4000.00 to buy 80 kilograms of vanilla beans. 
 
From the profit he made he bought a Toyota Dyna and used it has a PMV truck. He used 
his PMV truck to transport people from his village to Maprik and Wewak town. The fare 
for a passenger from his village to Maprik is K10.00 and all the way to Wewak is 
K20.00. The PMV truck is no longer working because there’s no money to new the PMC 
license and registration due to the downfall of the vanilla price. The current vanilla price 
is K5.00 per kilogram. 
 
Jessy and his wife spent all of their time working in the vanilla fields and buying vanilla 
during the vanilla boom. Whenever they wanted to eat garden food they’d buy it from the 
other villagers. His wife used to have K600.00 whenever she wanted to do household 
shopping. She used to shop at Maprik or Wewak town. He and his wife bought many 
household items like clothes, radios, utensils and so on. As for the people in the 
community, they bought things like bicycles, generators, solar panels and four cars: one 
Hilux, one Land Cruser , one Nissan and one Dyna truck. He used K400.00 to buy beer 
with his friends, two to three cartons of beer a day. During that time school fees were not 
a problem because everybody has money to pay for school fees.  
 
Now that the price of the vanilla has fallen, in his village the vehicles that the people had 
bought are no longer running because there’s no money for the spare parts. Two trade 
stores have closed down and there is no money to pay for school fee. The other problem 
that people are facing now is that there is shortage of garden foods because people did not 
bother to make gardens, as they were spending money on store food.  
 
Jessy’s dream was to build a permanent house for his family but he did not fulfill his 
dreams because he has misused the money. 
 

g. Business people 
  
James Nanduo is a Sales Manager of Ela Motors, Wewak, who has been working for 
26 years. Originally from Ambunti, he’s in early 50’s. “The price of vanilla has dropped 
due to some sort of foul play and it is not my area to talk about. I will give what Ela 
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Motors have experienced from 2002 to 2004. First, they ran out of stock and had to get 
more in from Madang, Lae, and Port Moresby during the boom. Now we cannot provide 
parts for the vehicles purchased outside the province and in other centers….The 
relationship between the customers and Ela Motors was very good. The people who 
bought the cars were the village people and they came along with hard cash to buy the 
vehicles. In overall, the Ela Motors had made a lot of money during the vanilla boom 
time.”  Elsewhere he is reported to have said the stock turnover has increased from 4 
vehicles per month before the boom to 12-14 vehicles being ordered each month from 
2001-2003. He also noted that he needed more staff at the time to assist in the office.  
(CUSO 2003) 
 
Ela Motor’s recent profits are as follow:  
 
In 2002 they made 1,628,186.81 on Yamaha motors and generators; and 1 856 557.47 on 
Toyotas. A total of 55 vehicles were sold.   
 
In 2003 Yamaha sales were 9 337 629.69; Toyota was 10,079,476.; Hino was 
1,943,563.20; and Daihatsu 365, 443.20 with a total of 250 cars sold.  
 
In 2004 Yamaha sales were 684,048.10; Toyota was 7,100,758.57; Hino 1.093,909.92, 
and Daihatsu 545,637.69 (no totals number of sold vehicles was recorded).  
 
To have profits increase almost sevenfold between 2002 and 2003 is the real confirmation 
of an economic boom.  Even in 2004, when the price of vanilla has begun to slump, they 
were making three times as much money as they had been in 2002 
 
Most of the business houses that began buying vanilla for export had been well 
established before the boom, businesses like Roma Trading and 77 Trading in Maprik. 
Lohi Trading opened in Dreikikir in 1995, two years after the first vanilla garden was 
planted in the district, but still prior to the first harvest in 1996.  
 
By 2003 the competition in Maprik between these local retailers was extremely high. 
Larger companies including Papindo, Agmark and Garamut have extended their 
operations into the Maprik district, having built new supermarkets and warehouses in 
2003. But they did so after the crest of the boom and may never realize the profits they 
initially expected. Competition among business houses in Dreikikir station was never that 
great because most people shop and sell their vanilla in Maprik or Wewak. There are also 
small trade stores sparsely distributed among the surrounding villages. Local companies 
such as Roma Trading are trying to extend their businesses.  
 
Stock simply flew out of the shops. Big department stores like Papindo, Agmark, and 
Garamut in Wewak, and even their smaller counterparts in Maprik and Dreikikir (before 
they had established their own Maprik branches), soon found that their normal purchase 
orders for new stock ever two weeks had to be doubled, and they were receiving new 
stock on a weekly basis.  They also needed more staff. Roma Trading in Maprik, for 
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example, had increased the staff from 3-4 to 10 - 13 workers by 2003. (CUSO 2003). The 
same was true for supermarkets and major retailers in Maprik and Wewak.  
 
But whereas wage work was hard to come by before the vanilla boom (in all the central 
towns), it actually became loathsome during the boom. People simply did not want to toil 
for the wage when they could tend to vanilla gardens for much greater profits. Business 
houses reported having to employ relatives or workers from other provinces, unable, as 
they were to attract qualified local personnel. The significance of this is manifold: first, 
the limited local labor force means that any new businesses operating in these 
communities, businesses which might drive down prices by healthy competition, are 
more often staffed and owned by outsiders. The result is that profits are less likely to be 
reinvested in the local community and in some case may even find their way offshore.  
 
The major buyer during the boom was Papindo. People in Maprik became dissatisfied 
with Papindo because they believe the company has something to do with the devaluation 
of PNGH beans, perhaps through not properly grading them. They just bought the beans 
even when they were unripe and not ready for harvest, some say.  
 
Maprik Discount Mart shop assistant Daniel Nangrumo is 25, and is from Gwen 
Gwen village,  about 30 minutes' walk from Maprik. He’s been working for the shop for 
5 years. The Maprik Discount Mart is a long-standing locally owned business. It has a 
main store and a department store. The first and second bosses of the store are both from 
Kumunikum 1 village. They have sold most of their hardware and Coca-Cola to Maprik.  
 

Before the vanilla boom, the stocks taken were like once every three weeks and the 
money made was like 3 to 4 thousand kina a week on Coke alone, while around a 
thousand kina on hardware materials. During the vanilla boom, stocks were received 
every week and the money made was like 70 to 80 thousand a week on Coke and 30 
to 40 thousand a week on hardware. Now, or presently, the trend goes back to before 
the vanilla boom. The bad things that have come together with the vanilla boom are 
too many drunkards, fighting, and swearing in the streets. The good things were that 
people had the money to spend, stores made profits and the wages were increased. I 
want to vanilla boom to come back the second time.  

 
Tang Mow Supermarket’s Wholesale Supervisor is Valentine. He witnessed a boy as 
young as 13 come to buy goods for his trade store in the village. He spent around K5000 
on store goods. One his second trip he spent another K5000, but since the prices came 
down he never came back. 
 
During those times Tang Mow used to have something like 500 customers at once in the 
shop. Now there are 50 at a time, mostly from Dreikikir. Most of the things that were sold 
were nappies, shorts and shirts. The K32 six-pocket short was bought in bulk. The 
designer ranges were sold off faster than they used to be; they were bought in dozens and 
bulk, at K45 each. The biggest things that went out were beer and slippers—they couldn’t 
be found on the shelves the day after they’d been stocked.  
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Most shocking was Christmas Eve 2003. Valentine saw one man come in to buy 64 
pallets of beer (one pallet is 94 cartons). Mostly people would come in to buy 16 pallets 
at most. It was hard to put in orders every week; normally it would take two weeks to put 
in an order. Secondhand bales were bought at 4-5 bales per week. Sometimes when the 
farmers tried to take beer up to the village to sell, the police would confiscate some on the 
highway. Tang Mow was selling beers to the buyers that were not licensed to re-sell 
them. Some of the vanilla farmers tried to trade beans for the goods at the store but they 
were turned away. Tang Mow didn’t buy or sell vanilla at that time. 
 
Papindo Supervisor (unnamed). During the vanilla boom Papindo would sell mattress 
in sets of 10 each. If the shop got like 20-30 bales they would sell out in 2 weeks. The 
mothers would come buy kitchen items and the men would come to buy the most 
expensive pieces of clothing, and all the most expensive items would be sold out in two 
weeks.  People from Dreikikir and Maprik would buy electrical goods like cameras, 
watches and radios and the entire range of household goods. They hadn’t experienced 
those kinds of sales before. The prices went up to 8-900/kilo and all the farmers were 
walking on air. People bought different things. Young people bought perfumes, designer 
jeans, and all the best quality clothes on the shelves.  
 
Wewak town also changed a lot. People didn’t care about the price of vanilla; they just 
wanted to buy things. Moni em flai raun olsem pipia. The chemists were strict in selling 
condoms to the people who wanted to buy them—meaning they would have to come in 
with a doctor’s prescription or a marriage certificate (!!) Condom sales were very high 
anyway—one kid would walk in and buy two or three boxes. Young men bought them, 
some older men, but no women. After condoms, other big sellers were grille medicine, 
amoxycillin and malaria tablets.  
 
Usually the customers would be from Maprik, Dreikikir and Wosera. Those people are no 
longer regular customers. Monday to Wednesday they would make 2-3 hundred thousand 
kina. Fathers would buy mattresses, bags, umbrellas, and the mothers would buy coffee 
mugs and pots. Youths came to buy Tiger and Bilas jeans, young women bought fabric 
for sewing. They did not accept vanilla as payment for store goods.  
 
Papindo has had to stop buying vanilla because their warehouse in Lae is still full waiting 
for export. It depends on the price of the market when they will start buying and 
exporting again. He says PNG beans are not the best quality beans in the world market. 
When Papindo made a second round of vanilla buying, they bought A Grade for 75/kg, 
and the rejected ones for 30/kg. He does not have a fair idea where Papindo exports to, 
other than that some goes to Indonesia.  
 
During the boom a lot of people were employed by Papindo Intec to deal with vanilla. 
Recently employees were stood down by the Intec and 3 other workers were shifted to 
other departments of Papindo. During the boom when their employees would get fired, 
they’d just go home and start planting vanilla, no worries. Some went voluntarily. 
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Now the only busy times in the shops are when SST people get paid. But during the 
vanilla boom there would be a lot of pick pockets. Sometimes when people would come 
sell their vanilla they would steal each other’s bags, and bags of vanilla. This was when 
people rushed in to sell vanilla. Or if a grower was tired and others would sell vanilla for 
them, they’d get cheated.  
 
The supervisor said he does not worry too much about money from vanilla, as he has a 
small vanilla garden of his own that his brothers look after. He says if they manage to sell 
a lot, they will give him a lot, but if not, they still give him K3-400, which he’ll greatly, 
appreciate. He has saved the money he got from vanilla. When he finishes Papindo he 
will start up something for himself, his wife and 3-year-old daughter.  
 
It wasn’ t safe for women to be standing in those lines to sell beans. Many mothers were 
hurt during the rush to line up. Papindo usually had 2 police vehicles and a few 
policemen to escort them in buying trips to the villages. Traveling allowances were given 
to the policemen and after they returned from the trip they’d be given K600-700 each.  
 
The increased demand for goods drove the price of the basic goods and services for 
Maprik and Dreikikir beyond the national price set by the government and manufacturers. 
A carton of SP beer that would sell in Madang (in 2003) for K54 was being sold for K120 
in Maprik and Dreikikir. A 355ml can of soft drink was sold for K2 while the 
manufacturers suggested retail price was K1.60.  
 
Baki Pove is on the administrative staff at Papindo in Maprik; he is originally from 
Winge Village.  

 
During the vanilla boom we’ve go lot of new employers and too many customers. 
Stocks in the company ran out every two weeks. The company would make 1 million 
plus in a fortnight. Customers came with 50 kina notes every day. This included very 
young children to very old people. Often we the employers get tired to serve these 
customers.  
 

After the vanilla boom there were 12 containers of vanilla sent to Lae for export, but 
they’re still there now, waiting to go out.  

 
We rang to ask about what has really happened but we’ve got negative answers from 
them. When the price was still high, in late 200,3 our company made so much profit 
and now it looks like there are not many customers coming in nowadays. We only 
make some back door deals by easily sneaking out and go to villages to buy 1 
kilogram of vanilla for K5. So far 110 tones have been exported. 

 
Nickson Kambu, Storekeeper for the Brukam Store; and Jason Jessy, Manager 
Rural Building Supply, Brukam 
 
Nickson Kambu says the Brukam store is operated by the South Seas Evangelical 
Church. It was opened during the vanilla boom period in order to get money to build 
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some more buildings for the school, and also new classrooms for the Bible School. 
During this period, the store goods were running out within 2-3 days so they constantly 
had to go back to Wewak to get new stocks.  
 
At that time they made K2000-K3000 per week. The customers did not come with K1, 
K5 or K10; they came mostly with K50 notes. The goods that were in high demand at 
that time were rice, tinned fish and tinned meat. If the store didn’t have change for their 
bills, they’d tell them to keep the change. The store was opened whenever there were 
customers; there were no fixed hours. Most of the farmers would go to Wewak to do their 
heavy shopping, buying household goods. 
 

Some of them came to me and said, ‘if you want anything we can buy it for you,’ 
which made me happy to serve them.  

 
Back in the villages people are now returning to their normal way of life, making food 
gardens now that the price of the vanilla can no longer sustain them.  
 
In 1999 Jason Jessy started working in hardware at Rural Building Supply when the 
Hardware Manager retired. In 1999 to 2000 the company use to make K200 to K300 in 
one day. In 2001 and at the beginning of 2002, when the price was high, our income 
increased to K6000 to K7000 per day; and in 2003, when the price was K800 per 
kilogram, we made K20,000 to K30,000 a day just selling roofing iron and iron posts and 
Tufa Tanks. The total company income for the year 2003 was K 7,830,000. The money 
came from the nearby communities of Timingir, Solom, Imbras, Museng, Musandai, 
Bonoho, Luaite and Urita. Today the price has dropped and incomes are low, just as they 
were from 1990 to 1999. 
 

Asvor Worr, son of the Mendi Club owner, Brukam, Maprik, is originally from 
Turubu. The price of beer is K3.60 for one bottle SP, can of Ice is K3.80 and doops [like 
Gold Cup] is K12. During the boom the bottle of SP was 3.80, Ice beer can was K5, and 
doops K15.there were lots of problems in the club during the boom like fighting, assaults, 
and lots of men around Wewak town brought women here to drink with them and have 
sex. The girls were only ages 15-18 too. He was happy during the boom because the 
stock of beers would finish in one week and he made a lot of money. The drop in vanilla 
is not a problem for him because he’s still going to make a profit, but he worries about 
village farmers.  
 

h. Chairman HIV/AIDs Project 
 

Wanpis Waibu, Chairman of the HIV Aids Project of Maprik,  lives in Kumunikum 1 
village, Wosera District. During the boom people had money and the price of vanilla rose 
to K600- 700. People in Kumunikum had local buyers to whom they sold their beans. The 
exporter he deals with is Francis Solomon Sirakim, who runs a company called Kandi. 
Money from vanilla helped Wanpis Waibu start a bottle shop and a trade store. But he 
didn’t know how to manage money well, so when vanilla dropped, his bottle shop closed. 
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But his trade store continues. During the boom people also had plans to establish an 
elementary school, but these plans have been abandoned.  
 
 

i. NGO worker 
 
At HELP Resources, Wewak, Jaclyn Waiogri reported that in 2003 and 2004 they saw 
roughly 700 mostly male customers come use the Internet to check vanilla prices on the 
world market. Some checked car prices in Japan, and even bought them by Internet. But 
by 2005 clients were coming in to surf the net for friends and relatives outside the county, 
and not many to check the price of vanilla anymore. 
 

j. PMV drivers 
 
Elias Bangwi, a PMV driver from Nuigo 2nd St, Wewak, is married with children, and 
drives a truck known as Watson. The truck is not in great demand; it takes about four to 
five loads a week to and from, primarily, Pagwi and Lumi. The Pagwi people traveling 
from Wewak to Pagwi bring drums and store goods, while those coming from Pagwi to 
Wewak bring baskets of fish. Each load earns him about K1500. During the boom the 
load demands were much higher, especially in the West Coast, Maprik and the Dreikikir 
areas. “I did not have rest at all because of loads and loads and the amount the truck did 
make was K5000 a day.” This was for two hire loads per day, and these were mainly 
passengers coming to town to shop. There was a lot of building materials being sent from 
Wewak out to the Maprik-Dreikikir area, too. Passengers were always drunk and that was 
a first for the driver. He was very tired all the time, and Wewak was filled with drunks 
and prostitutes---people called the prostitutes A and B grade vanillas. Everything is back 
to normal now, he says. The only advantage of the boom was that the wages were 
increased.  
 
David Kumbre is another PMV driver , he owns the Hino truck called Early Bird 3.8. It 
operates as a passenger PMV to and from Pagwi and elsewhere. “The vanilla boom was 
very good because it really helped my business to grow. I had loads everyday to Pagwi, 
Maprik and Dreikikir and because of that I increased my passenger fares as stated, to K25 
to Maprik, K30 to Pagwi and K35 to Dreikikir. I made approximately 10,000 every week. 
That’s why I really want to boom to come back. I do not get much today, K3-4000 a 
week only.”  
 

k. Teachers 
 
CUSO reported that Admin Primary and Our Lady of Lourdes Primary schools had not 
had a (normally weekly) Parents and Citizenship (PNC) meeting for the whole of the 
academic year (2003).  The daily attendance of students had dropped drastically. For 
example, at Admin Primary in Dreikikir a full 50 of the 64 students from grades 7 and 8 
were involved in growing vanilla and therefore missed a lot of school.  
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The students’ dress also changed, but teachers from the two schools had different views 
on this. In Maprik’s Our Lady of Lourdes Primary School, teachers reported that the 
students dressed like gangsters. But for Admin Primary School the students’ dress 
improved greatly; many students wore wristwatches, shoes and good clothes. Students in 
Maprik were also buying lunch and gifts for their teachers.  
 
It grew increasingly hard for the teachers to get the students to learn, and one of the 
teachers in Maprik admitted “’we teachers are acting like police men in the classrooms.’” 
Inevitably, the academic standards suffered. The CUSO study reports that achievement 
levels at schools in Maprik and Dreikikir Districts were below the national standard in 
2003, which meant that while a ‘distinction’ at the national level would require a 95 – 
100% score, in these schools 75 – 80% was enough to ‘distinction.’   
 
Teachers were themselves not immune to the boom. In Admin Primary, three of the ten 
teachers were vanilla buyers in 2003 (CUSO 2003). Teachers throughout the region were 
cultivating vanilla. Teachers and other public servants who normally struggle to meet 
their basic needs quickly seized the opportunity to plant vanilla. One primary school 
teacher from Aupik resigned to cultivate and buy vanilla. Most of the classes on Friday 
were disrupted because teachers would leave for town to do their shopping. For fear that 
goods would run out over the weekend.  
 
Our researchers canvassed schools at all levels across the Maprik and Dreikikir Districts, 
and were also able to conduct interviews with teachers from around Maprik District while 
they attended a course in Maprik town, including those from Aupik, Albinama, Supai, 
Yaunza, Kwimba, Dumbit Ila’up and Swambukum. From the vantage of 2005, many of 
the stories are just as discouraging as they were in 2003. The difference seems to be that 
people have forgotten the short-lived benefits of the wealth that washed through the 
region; no one mentioned better clothes or gifts for the teachers, for example.  
 
Jack Malai, Primary School teacher for Maprik Primary School. The Maprik 
Catholic Primary School has grades 3-8 and has 12 teachers. The total number of students 
is 500+for the year 2005.Out of the 12 teachers 10 of them are female. while he and the 
Deputy Headmaster are the only males. He has taught for 22 years, and says that what he 
saw happen to children during the vanilla boom surprised him. The advantage was that 
many of these children had money for their school fees and they were able to buy their 
own stationeries and lunch. During the boom in 2002- 2003 he was teaching at Dreikikir 
Primary School. (He is from King Village Wara Sikau in Dreikikir District). Jack said 
that what he was seeing in Dreikikir was many students losing interest in school. Often 
half of the class ever attended on any day. The rest would stay back in the village and 
work in their vanilla fields. Some of the students as young as ages 10-12 years old would 
have the money they buy smokes (cigarettes) and beer and other drink. And the girl 
students, ages 15-16 years old, doing grades 7 and 8, were often bribed by men. 
Sometimes some men would come and show K50 to these student girls and have sex with 
them. At that time both boys and girls left school, and as a result he and his colleagues 
tried their best to discipline the others, but it was very hard. During PNC meetings the 
teachers would tell the parents that the vanilla boom is only for a short period of time and 
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parents should try to discipline their children. But the parents often told the teachers that 
for them it was very hard to control their children. 
 
He also mentioned that some teachers in the Dreikikir Administration and Catholic 
Primary were taking part in the buying and selling of vanilla during the boom. Many 
times when they where in class their families were involve in terms of buying and drying 
the vanilla. Besides all these that time parents did not turn up for PNC school meetings or 
other school business that were required of them to do. There was no co-operation 
between the community and the school during that time. The leaders who tried to speak 
up were not heard. Nobody pay attention to the leaders as every body had a mentality of 
‘who are you?’ because everyone had money. Often the leaders use police force to get to 
the villages to bring those undisciplined ones to the police station.  
 
Jack thinks that it is not the vanilla that causes all these problems. It is the people and 
they did not use the money wisely. Now that the price has gone down many of these 
social unrest dropped to zero level. The children are now going back to class as they used 
to do before the vanilla boom. In general he saw that in Dreikikir Station where he was 
teaching during the boom, he noticed that the villages that are situated on the left of the 
Dreikikir Station many of the people there did not spend their money wisely. Where as 
those villages that lived on the ridges under Alexandria Mountains toward the right were 
able to built good high covenant permanent houses and had solar lights. 
 

In Jack’s village of King at Wara Sikau, he said that they only planted coffee and cocoa 
and there’s no proper road network for his people out there to bring their beans to sell. 
His village is near the border of the East and West Sepik Provinces that boarder with 
Nuku District of Sanduan Province. With regards to the vanilla boom in his village, they 
were not very much affected as they planted their vanilla a bit late. So when their vanilla 
was by the time ready the price dropped so they did not get the impact of it.  
 

Brian Waranduo, is Deputy Headmaster of the South Seas Evangelical Church High 
School, Brukam, Maprik. He is from Yangoru originally, and has a Bachelor of 
Education from University of Papua New Guinea (Waigani Campus), and has conducted 
extensive research on sustainable development of vanilla cultivation in East Sepik 
Province for another BA thesis to be completed this year (2005).   
 
He conducted research in 2003 for almost six weeks, compiling a comparative analysis 
between two places. One was Mombuk village in Yangoru, which has lagged behind in 
planting of vanilla; and the other is Yamilikum in Maprik, which was one of first areas to 
introduce vanilla from Yambes before it spread to other parts of Maprik. People from 
Yamilikum said that the Yambes people brought it from Kerevat, East New Britain. 
When the people realized the importance of vanilla, they started running training 
programs. The Yamilukum people attended the training in Yambes on how to plant and 
grow it. After basic training they bought the cuttings of vanilla for K5.00 a piece and 
brought it back to a nursery in Yamilukum. From the nursery they started to plant big 
gardens. 
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He did his during the vanilla boom. He said that the vanilla boom changed the lives of the 
people in the village. Everybody was busy with their vanilla gardens, and with 
harvesting, selling and buying new things from the stores in Wewak. At that time the 
stores in Wewak would sometimes be empty and you could see truckloads going up and 
down the highway. The people’s lifestyle just changed overnight, from traditional 
subsistence living supplemented by cocoa and coffee, where they had about K30.00 to 
K40.00 for shopping, to having K500.00 to K1000 for one shopping trip. Now the people 
are no longer buying things from the stores because of the fall in the price. How the price 
has dropped no one can know or understand, he says.  
 
During the boom the farmers just harvested some of the beans that were not yet ready, but 
sold them anyway. And so when buyers from overseas bought them they found out that 
they were not good. That’s why the price of the vanilla dropped. Some believed that the 
Papua New Guinea beans that were split and over-dry were labeled PNG, and the quality 
beans were labeled Indonesian. Even the inferior Indonesian beans were labeled PNG 
beans. It may still be happening, and some of the buyers are looking into it. This seems to 
be a mystery. 
 
He said during his research he saw both the positive and negative impacts of vanilla. 
Positive, in the sense that the lives of the people had changed, not in terms of 
infrastructure but in terms of cash. People had money to buy new clothes and other 
necessities and some of the dreams they had could be fulfilled. Some people built new 
houses, bought generators and other luxuries.  
 
Negative things he has seen have to do with culture change. Most of the time people 
planted yams using cultural beliefs. But now that the vanilla was introduced it destroyed 
the culture. The people were no longer thinking about planting yam as one of their 
traditional food because yam takes a long time to grow. The people were very busy with 
vanilla instead. They needed to pollinate and clear the vanilla gardens, and people were 
looking after the vanilla like their babies. They also decided to plant fast growing crops 
like kaukau, to be able to eat them quickly. Cultural obligations and the cultural way of 
planting yams, he says, are no longer used. Some of the new generation, they don’t know 
about bringing yams to the tambaran house or celebrating yam festivals. All that is gone.  
About marriage, he said it was hard to see clearly during the vanilla boom, but young 
boys, even teenagers, got married, and some girls also married very young—so young 
that they had their first menstruation in their husband’s house. They must have been age 
12-14 years. Because they had money they thought they could manage their own family 
and look after themselves. 
 
Being a teacher Mr. Waranduo also tried to look at how the vanilla boom affected 
education. He found that most of the children who missed school during the boom no 
longer cared about school. Instead they spent most of their time in the vanilla fields 
pollinating the flowers, from 6 am in the morning till 9 am. Because they were 
pollinating, some students often came very late to class. Often the teachers waited for the 
students to come to class instead of students waiting for the teachers to come to class. As 
a result classes sometimes started at 9 o clock. 
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The churches were no longer full with people on Sundays, he says. The entire 
congregation during Sunday is out in their vanilla fields. Some men during the boom got 
three to four wives and forgot about going to church. In some churches the congregation 
would wait for the pastor who might be pollinating his vanilla.  
 
He saw that vanilla was an accommodative crop. The price depends on the world market 
demand. Demand drives the price up, and surplus brings it down. He and others would 
tell people that this was their chance with the prices rising to think about the 
sustainability of the crop. In order for the crop to be sustainable, he says, it depended on 
how they spend their money. It’s like it just came today and will be gone tomorrow. But 
unless they built a permanent house or set up an integrated project like water supply in 
the community they will not contribute to real change in the community. But the people 
here used money only for consumption. They thought the price of the crop would be high 
forever.  
 
Francis Kalus-Yanzage, Joseph August-Kwimbu, Francis Tuvus-Dumbit and Seno 
Halifaiwan-Laihaenga: Elementary School teachers from the Balsaki area (in 
Maprik for a workshop): Before vanilla was introduced the main cash crops were, coffee 
and cocoa, with buai, daka and peanut. Apart from those these there was also garden 
food, which the women take to the market to sell. Though those cash crops were there, 
their rate was very low, especially the coffee. It was selling at the rate of 50 toea per 
kilograms before vanilla arrived, so people quickly lost interest---it’s very labor-
intensive. 
 
During the boom many bought trucks and cars. Mothers were able to transport their 
goods to the market in Maprik and Wewak. For them in the Balsaki area it normally takes 
three hours for the mothers to take their market goods to the main road before they jump 
on PMVs to the market. There’s a road up to their area but its in such bad condition that 
PMVs cannot go in. It’s the beginning of the Sepik Plains. There were many people who 
had migrated elsewhere and came back to plant vanilla during the vanilla boom. For them 
in their area only few people were able to get money from vanilla during the boom. Most 
of them planted a bit late. Most of them planted in 1996 but did not take care of it until 
they heard that the price was going up; then they started to look after it. But it was late.  
 
For the people at Yanzange their Councilor was the first person to bring in vanilla. He 
told the people there to plant and look after it. But the people did not listen. And yet he 
was harvesting and selling his vanilla during the vanilla boom. As a result he got two 
wives and no longer cares about the people. So now the people no longer trust him. But 
as for people in Dumbit, the teacher says leaders are still in control of their village in 
terms of law and order. This is because many people there did not harvest their vanilla, as 
they planted a bit later.  
 
Parents also used their children as tools in pollinating vanilla and took them out of 
classes. At one time he asked one of the parents why and their children wouldn’t come to 
school. The parents said to the teacher “What else would they do if they go to school? 



 69

They already have money and there’s no need.” Many teachers that time especially in the 
primary schools left classes to work in the vanilla fields 
 
There was a lot of noise in the village as many young people had money to buy stereos 
and batteries. Although the areas did not have their own vanilla, they exchanged things 
for vanilla such as radios, pots, clothes and so on. In Balsaki area there was not much 
domestic violence because people did not have the money to drink and do things that 
other villages did. They were not really affected in terms of their livelihood. However, 
the youths did tend to disobey and disrespect their leaders during that time. But now the 
price has dropped and the youths are respecting their leaders again. The boom brought 
many people from all over PNG to Maprik and Dreikikir Districts.   
 
The teachers said that when the price was rising each of their communities had plans for 
their villages for what they were going to do with the money they would get. One of the 
teachers said that his village planned that the first thing they would do was build 
permanent houses; and then they would bring in light. The other teacher said that in his 
village they had planned to bring in water supply from the dam to the village. But all this 
did not come about due to the fall of the vanilla price. Now the price has dropped from 
K700/kilogram to K5/kilogram, but the people in their area are still looking after their 
vanilla because they still see it has one of the means of earning income. 
 
Apart from vanilla, people have also brought in new cash crops that they are selling. One 
of them is the soy bean which is sold at the market for  K1.00 per pod. The soy beans 
come in three different colors. An Asian buyer in Wewak by the name of Rong Song is 
buying them at 50t per kilogram. These beans are graded according to their color. The red 
one is the A Grade, Black is the B Grade and White is the C Grade.  
 
The other upcoming crops include eagle wood (garu) and candle wood.  
 
One of the teachers said that during the boom many people did not care about going to 
church on Sundays. In Balsaki Area they have five churches. They are Catholic, which 
has many followers and was the first to come into the area; the New Apostolic; then 
AOG; Revival; and SDA, which is the most recent arrival. The Churches had a great 
influence on the traditional practices over the years. The yam ceremonies during the 
harvest, for example, are no longer celebrated. The most recent one was held was in 
1990s. The teachers added that to hold this feast nowadays it is too costly, and there’s a 
lot of jealousy resulting in deaths [presumably by sorcery]. The main object of the 
ceremonies is a fight for power and status. It involves the exchange of pigs and yams. If 
one gives more yams to his friend then the community will give him respect. During the 
feast women also take part, although they are not allowed to go and harvest yams.  
 
Many people there no longer want to speak their local language, the teachers said. It is 
slowly dying. One contributing factor is that many people there are marrying outsiders, 
women from other language groups. In the past they used to have partners chosen for 
them—arranged---but today it is one’s own choice, even though they still pay bride price. 
During their parents’ time they used to have shell rings and pigs’ tasks to pay bride price. 
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Today that ring is no longer found; in their local languages it is called ‘ewa’.  Today the 
bride price stands as K500- K1000. But during the vanilla boom the bride price went up 
to K3000- K4000, especially for women outside of the village. 
 

St Anna Kaugia Primary School, Wosera, Headmaster, Mr Bapai, with 8 females 
and 1 male teacher. The school is very beautiful and boasts a well cut lawn. with 6 
buildings divided into 11 classrooms and an office. The school population is 367, but 
during the vanilla boom the number rose to 480. The majority of the teachers are local 
staff, only one comes from outside the Wosera District. The land is owned by the state 
and the Catholic Church supports the school by providing medication to the clinic for 
staff and students on a free basis. Students are from SDA, SSEC, Revival and Catholic 
churches. They get 5 religious lessons in one week that is 1 hour mass and 4 hours 
reading. Parents do not contribute to cleaning the school, and they don’t turn up very well 
to PNC meetings. They teach in English. No agricultural activities are taught in school in 
part to avoid land disputes. Kids bring their lunch from home. Teachers also face 
difficulties in transportation, due to bad road conditions; increased prices of store items 
causing them to travel to Maprik for foodstuffs. Teachers depend on garden food and 
what is bought in the market, with few store foods.  
 
People said the vanilla boom was not good because “it spoiled peoples living.” 
 
The problems include environmental destruction by which they mean damage to 
buildings and property, disturbances caused by drunkards, increased noise, like shouting 
and radios throughout he night. Economic problems included store prices rising very 
high. The 777 Besta tin fish (big tin) was K4.50 before the boom and is now K5. 
 
People lost respect for big men and professionals. The use of steam and beer led to social 
problems. People were producing lots of steam. Students were drinking. Child abuse—
both emotional and physical. High rate of domestic violence caused disruption of kids 
going to school. Gambling and drinking led to misuse of money. Prostitution.  
 
Two female students fell pregnant last year, one very early around January and one late 
last year. She was allowed to sit for the exam but did not pass. Kids having money in the 
pocket was not good. All the teachers in the East Sepik performed very low and it was 
measured using grade 6,8 and 10 exams. They were ranked 4th using national 
performance standards. 
 

l. Health workers 
 
Six Health workers were interviewed by the CUSO team in 2003 (see CUSO 2003), five 
from Dreikikir and one from Maprik District. They reported that many of their colleagues 
had resigned from their jobs since the introduction of vanilla, especially male health 
workers. Three had left the Dreikikir Health Centre, for example. The temptation seems 
to have been too great: health workers like teachers told CUSO, and told our team in 
2005, that public servants were simply underpaid.  
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There were also many patients who are ill as a result of their new diets. Many people 
were compLanining of stomach problems and diarrhea. There were an increasing number 
of unwanted and under age pregnancies, such that the birth rate had risen from about 6 to 
about 13-14 per month. This meant that many health workers were working overtime.  
Meanwhile, the infant mortality rate had decreased since the introduction of the AusAid 
funded Mother and Child Clinic.  
 
Health workers told CUSO in 2003 that the major threat for Maprik and Dreikikir was a 
shortage of medical supplies. Health Centers received new deliveries every three months 
but the supplies usually ran out before the end of the third month. Their facilities were 
also run down; Dreikikir Health Center did not have, at the time, electricity. Previously 
there had been community workdays when people would help to clean the hospital, but in 
2003 people were too busy growing vanilla. More money had generally improved 
hygiene for people, however, now that everyone could buy soap and new cooking and 
eating utensils.  
 
Although these health workers did not have testing equipment or statistics for HIV cases, 
they assumed there had been an increase in infections in both districts. Little HIV/AIDS 
awareness was carried in the villages before or during the boom, anyway. But infected 
patients were more likely to go top private doctors at that time than to the public 
hospitals.  
 
Magrett Sediaun Miugiga is the H.E.O Disease Control for Maprik District 
Hospital. He is originally from Yangom. Before the vanilla boom, she says, there were 
fewer patients and it was not a very tiring job. In 2002 there was one AIDS patient who 
eventually died from the disease in 2003. She contracted the virus from her husband who 
came from Port Moresby with it. The man was already infected and was not able to 
produce sperm, so they would both come in for medication. They insisted on a blood test 
and they found they were both positive. So the husband died in 2000 and his wife died 
later in 2003.  
 
Just last year in 2004 they had another AIDS patient in a village close to the Maprik 
town, Nialikum village. He was around 42 years old, and he died last year because he had 
probably contracted it 3-4 years ago. The nurses here did not diagnose him properly and 
thought it was just normal sickness.  

 
With regards to the past 3 years, we had many cases of sexually transmitted diseases 
but many of those were misdiagnosed and were not treated properly. So the nurses 
only treated them with outpatient’s treatment and that how they were not recorded.  

 
Most girls saw money and would follow men even though they knew they were married. 
Many married women were afraid of their husbands because there were so many new 
faces in Maprik town, many of them Highlanders. They were afraid that as cash flowed in 
their husbands would go around with those women and contract AIDS. Lots of women 
migrated to Maprik to marry men with vanilla money.  
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People’s diet changed overnight from garden food to store food: rice, tin fish, meat, 
biscuits, soft drinks and sweets. Many of children came to the Health Center with 
pneumonia, diarrhea and malnutrition. There were lots of sick patients during the vanilla 
boom. Mothers would come with 2-3 children every time, with the same sicknesses. The 
children were living on sweets. 
 
There were many fights and deaths. There was one case up at Yambes village in 
Dreikikir, where two brothers killed each other. The elder killed his younger brother over 
a woman. The younger brother had had an affair with his brother’s wife. In another case 
from Winge village, the elder brother knifed his smaller brother just because he had 
money, and because the elder brother’s wife had gone out with him. So the elder brother 
got angry and killed his younger brother. In Waura the same thing happened, one brother 
killed his brother over a land dispute. And in a similar case in Sunuhu a man speared 
another man over a woman. Then the one who was speared got up and killed the one who 
speared him. He was taken to jail in Maprik. One of the relatives of the person who was 
killed followed him to the jail and killed him there at the Maprik Jail. All these incidents 
took place during the vanilla boom, and most of them were about women or land. 
 
During that time the ratio of patients to nurse here at Maprik Health Centre was 50-100 
patients for every nurse. Before, it had been 10 patients to 1 nurse, especially in the 
outpatient area. To make things worse, there was not much medical equipment or 
medicine at the Health Center. Sometimes about 50 people would get proper treatment 
and the rest would take their prescriptions and go purchase medicine in town. Sometimes 
when patients wanted fast service they would come and give money to health workers 
and nurses, insisting that they give them medicines by their name, when they didn’t even 
know their use.  “Some came to us and said ‘I will give you money if you write a 
prescription for me.’” Most of the time, patients were cueing in line from the gate all the 
way to the outpatient area. Many of the nurses and health workers that time did not have 
enough rest and it was very tiring, very stressful. 
 
But the nurses and the health workers also did not do their work. Often they would go off 
to their own buying and selling vanilla. They did not do their work seriously or check 
patients out thoroughly. (Public servants were the same.) After the vanilla price went 
down there were not many patients. The crowd that used to come no longer came.  
 
The following are the Health Centre cases between 2002 and 2003. 
 
Cases      Number of Incidents   
Domestic Violence    78    
Motor Vehicle Accidents   23 
Knife wounds / Laceration/ Fracture  63 
Rape cases     19 
Killing (Death)    16 
Abortion     36 
Underage Pregnancies    19 (2002 records) 
Infant mortality rate    Not known 
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Pais Husen, from Nilikum (Maprik), is a Health Officer at the Maprik Health 
Centre. He has been working there for 9 years at the Dispensary Section, and at the 
moment he is working at the Health Information Section. He saw many things during the 
vanilla boom, both good and bad. Most people, especially the men and youths, were 
buying beer seven days a week, night and day. They often had arguments, some of which 
resulted in death. For instance, in Magupita, an inland village, there were two boys 
(friends) who stole vanilla beans from people in their village. While one sold the beans 
the other went away to another village. When the friend came back he found his friend 
had drained all the money away on beer, so he killed him. In another instance, a man 
from Bongor village killed another man by stabbing him on the back with a knife in an 
argument over vanilla. 
 
Apart from drinking, adultery was a big problem for families. Married man and women 
did not care if they sleeping around. Rape was also very common. Youths were playing 
music every day, 24 hours a day. People no longer cared about going to church. Dancing 
and partying went on every day in the clubs. Gambling was everywhere, and people were 
playing for more money to buy beer. Children as young as 10-12 years old would sneak 
out in the night to jump on PMVs and go shopping in towns, as they now had money.  
 
Pais himself made a lot of money during the vanilla boom. From his fortnight pay he 
would buy green beans at a rate of A grade (16-17 cm) for K1.00 each, and less for B 
Grade (14-15cm) and C Grade (13cm and down). He would then dry and sell them.  The 
most he got from selling his beans was K74,000 when he sold 80-100kg at  
K750/kilogram. He eventually bought 5 cars, and built a trade store and a permanent 
house in Nilikum. 
 
During the boom period, many of the health workers did not come to work. They were 
buying and selling vanilla, because they could make more than their fortnightly pay.  
 
David Seller is the Senor Clerk of Brukam’s SSEC Health Centre. He is from 
Sunuhu, Maprik District. 

 
In the year that we came to this village, I came here and started to work as a clerk at 
Brukam Health Center with my wife and children. When we came we heard about the 
vanilla and started planting with only 38 cuttings of vanilla plant. The village people 
of Timingir gave us a small hectare of land for us to plant our vanilla. It took six 
months and a year before our vanilla was ready to harvest. In our first harvest of 
vanilla beans we got also most 5-6 kilograms of vanilla. From this 5 kilograms of 
beans that we sold we got K2,700, in 2003. That’s the only sale we made up till the 
vanilla price dropped.  

 
I haven’t got many statistics to give. But there were patients who came to me with 
infectious diseases of the throat. Most of them came with dietary problems such as 
stomachaches and so on. The sicknesses were caused by the change of diet from taro, 
banana, yam, to canned food or store food like rice and tinned meat. Many times the 
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people do not know how to cook those tinned meat or tinned fish. Often they opened 
them and put them on their food, not even boiling or frying them. Some came with 
fresh cuts, broken bones as in the cause of too much consumption of beer and drugs. 
Some young girls, around five of them, came in to deliver babies. 

 
Nelson Yakea, Sexual Health Trainer, is from Kumunikum 1, Wosera. He saw no 
changes in development with the boom. Kumunikum 1 is located near the Wosera 
District station (now barely operable). The village is a four-hour walk to the nearest PMV 
stops, Petigo in the dry season and Bukuwi in wet season. Even during the dry, the roads 
can be so bad that no driver will risk his vehicle coming in and out of the place. It takes 
another 4 hours again from the PMV stop to walk to Maprik, which some people do. 
These days there are fewer PMVs, he says, and people have to walk the distance to get 
access to basic services like health and education. 
 
People in Kumunikum 1 started farming vanilla a little later than the Dreikikir people. 
Some benefited from the high price, but most planted too late and the prices had already 
gone down. In many cases the men celebrated the high returns of the first sales by 
drinking. They called this “rausim tuhat” (cleansing the sweat of hard work). By the time 
they were ready for the next sale and had thought clearly about spending money, the price 
had dropped. That shattered their hopes of a better life.  
  
Having raised 3 trade stores during the vanilla boom, energy and especially protein was 
supplemented. School fees of K600 were met without difficulty. Semi permanent houses 
were built, with bush materials and corrugated iron roofs. 
 
Seven people died because of roadblocks by villagers on the way to the Health Centre. 
The conflicts usually started after young men would drink and start fighting among each 
other over theft. Those 7 people who died were left to die of malaria.  
 
The young people have enjoyed more sports since the boom because they had cash for 
equipment. Kids went to school with more cash than what they were ever used to. They 
enjoyed a lot of videos and discos too. In many cases a lot of girls did not go to the 
dances because a lot of fights broke out and people got hurt. But if they could be sure 
they were safe they would go. Some eager for the thrill would go anyway. Some students 
and even some teachers skipped school to farm vanilla.  
 
The DPI officers told them that the vanilla was green gold. Under a project called the 
SMAP project a training session was offered in early 2005 by Steven and Lynda Augavi.  
 

XII. Maprik District interviews  
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a.Timingir 
 
Simon Rapis says Timigir, in Maprik District, is made up of five small villages: Urarim, 
Urinitide, Situs, Ieturu and Angrumbo. The five villages speak the same language, Buki. 
The main Church is SSEC (South Sea Evangelical Church), which has its Headquarters in 
Brukam Station. Although the Catholic Church entered the area first they did not set up a 
church there. 
 
The church has set up a High School, a Primary School and also a Health Centre. In 2004 
when the price of vanilla was still high the High School took its first intake of Grades 9 
and 10. 
 
Simon Rapis is from Urarim village and the Sisirfu clan (balus pisin). He is married to a 
New Ireland woman, whom he married during the vanilla boom, and they have three 
children. His wife had come to the village to exchange clothes for vanilla beans and  
Simon met her, and they eventually got married. 
 
Yam is the main staple food in the Maprik area. They use it for yam festivals and for 
bride price payments and exchanges with other villages. For example, if a man pays 
K1000 for his wife but he’s short of K100 he can add some yams to cover that cost. 
 
Simon first planted his vanilla in 2001. He got his vanilla cuttings from Yambes in 
Dreikikir and now he has two fields of vanilla. Some of the people have cut down their 
cocoa and coffee trees and have planted vanilla. Some others cleaned large areas of land 
just for planting vanilla. Simon cleared his old garden site to plant his vanilla.  
 
The vanilla boom has brought many good things to the people. When the price was high, 
people created new business like setting up new trade stores and operating PMVs, as 
there was enough money to do so. As for Simon’s community they opened four new trade 
stores and bought two new cars. People were able to afford new things like clothes, 
cooking utensils like pot, plate, mattresses, pillows, bed sheets, bicycle and radios. 
However, all these cars and trades stores have ceased operating now that the price of the 
vanilla has dropped. Only two trade stores are still operating, and they have no money to 
get new stock. There’s no money to buy new parts for the new cars that have been 
damaged, either.  
 
Simon’s dream was to build a permanent house, but the fall in price dashed his dream.  
 
Jimmy Timimindua’an is from Timingir, Ward 2 Bumbita LLG. The ancestors of 
Timingir in the past used to fight with the Mosengi people nearby. Due to tribal fighting, 
they left their original place, and went to and live with the Bumbita people. They stayed 
until 1975 and they return back to live at Ambum. During the Australian colonial period, 
Jimmy’s grandfathers built the road from  Bonohoi to Brukam. The Afosa clan is the 
primary landowner, then the Sisirifu clan (of 5 clans). Afosa and Sisifur work closely and 
share land. The clans Karangar and Aingur also work closely and share land. 
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Buanis is the name for the ceremony that involves exchanging yams between friends 
(kawas).This is normally done during the yam harvest season and the big ‘yam feast’-
Buanis. When the feast takes place, the men used to exchange with their friends with the 
yams they harvested. Sometimes those yams will be as big as ‘house posts’. But the 
traditional feast is no longer practiced. They only harvest yams for Christmas or New 
Year, when it’s celebrated for a ‘get-together’ and that’s it. 
 
In Timingir (Ambum) it looks as all the people are cultivating vanilla. Jimmy himself 
planted his vanilla in 2000. In 2001 he did the looping and in 2003 he did the first bunch. 
By 2003 he made is first harvest. As for Jimmy he doesn’t know how many vanilla trees 
he has planted. He estimated that he has approximately 3 soccer fields of vanilla. He and 
his wife are the only people looking after this plantation (3 soccer fields of vanilla). 
People with more than 500 sticks of vanilla normally take 24 hours (all day) to pollinate 
from 6 am till 7pm in the evening.  
 
During the first harvest he got K50-K60 per kilograms in early 2003. Then the price went 
to K750 per kilogram. Those who planted vanilla in 1997-2000 were lucky when the 
price was high that time. The DPI during the vanilla boom came and gave courses on how 
to boil vanilla, and how to put it in the sun and dry it. They also gave courses on coffee, 
one of which was called ‘Kirapim Gen Coffee,’ but many people do not want to go back 
and work on coffee. But now the price has gone down most have return to looking after 
the cocoa. 
 
Jimmy usually sells his vanilla at RAB (he did not know what RAB stands for) in Lae. 
They go to Ingor nearby in Dreikikir to sell to an Exporter there and he sends it to RAB 
in Lae, who export it. The rate depends on the world market. The people in Jimmy’s 
community don’t sell their vanilla to the Asians. Although the vanilla price has dropped,  
Jimmy and others are still looking after their vanilla gardens.  
 
In terms of land disputes, Jimmy and his people did not have many land dispute problems 
because they just starting to sell their vanilla in 2003 which the prices have already 
reached their peaks and are starting to fall back. And as for them they never took their 
vanillas across the border to Indonesia to sell.  
 
In one way vanilla was good. It brought a lot of money into the community and people 
were able to buy whatever things they needed. However, there were problems. In the big 
village of Timingir many young men were getting drunken everyday from Sunday to 
Sunday. In the night the boys were walking up and down carrying big stereos and 
screaming and shouting, swearing and disturbing the whole village. Many of the village 
people complained about the noise, as they could not sleep. Other social problems mostly 
related marriage and family life. Many men got two to three wives. Often husbands left 
their wives for young women. 
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In 2003 many young boys went around stealing unripe green beans in the villages and 
selling them to buyers. Some of the boys used to exchange stock feed bags filled with 
vanilla for cartons of beer. 
 
Besides this many problems, many people were neglecting their subsistence gardens. 
During the boom, they were eating store food and did not bother to eat garden food. Now 
that the vanilla price has gone down, the women who came to marry vanilla growers for 
their money have also left and gone back to their places. People are turning back to cocoa 
and coffee. The market rate is 60t -20t /kilogram for both cash crops. 
 
Cain Irawan got his cuttings of vanilla from Yambes in 1996 that is when he started 
planting vanilla in his area in Timingir-Brugam. He said because he owned a big area of 
land, he planted three gardens of vanilla. In two of his garden’s he had 1,300 vanilla trees 
and in a third he had 300 vanilla trees. He had a total of 2,900 vanilla trees altogether. He 
planted 3 types of vanilla, one small leaf and two big leaves. The difference between the 
big leaves is that one gives bunches less than two years and the other take almost 4-5 
years before it gives bunches. This was how he has observed his vanilla. But before he 
started planting the vanilla he already planted coffee and cocoa. At that time before the 
vanilla he was a businessman in his village in Brugam. . He owned a PMV truck and a 
trade store and he himself is a mechanic. 
 
His first vanilla harvest was at the end of 1999 and towards the beginning of 2000. That 
time the price of vanilla was K20.00 to K30.00 per kilograms. So he sold his vanilla to 
one of his friend his friend was a buyer at that time. When the people in his village saw 
this they were jealous of him and they make sorcery (wokim poisin) to make him 
mentally ill (longlong). So he became mentally affected and started burning down houses, 
killing dogs and pigs in the village. One of the buildings he burnt down was the Brugam 
Court House. Because of this his wife and children ran away. They went and stayed with 
their mother’s family her big sister and at the moment they are still living there. Because 
he burned the Brugam Court House the magistrate and the councilor took him to court in 
Wewak. He went to Court and was sentence for 14 years in prison at Boram C.I. S 
Wewak in 2001. 
 
He has already served four years and has ten more years to complete his term in jail. He 
said he had many dreams and plans what he’ll do with the money that he will get from 
the sales of the vanilla. Because he was mentally affected his dreams and plans did not 
come true. During 2002-2003 he was in jail. His wife and children harvested what they 
can harvest and sell, to buy whatever they need. Many of their vanilla beans are being 
stolen. At the moment he has not interest in vanilla because he says that he did not see 
any of the vanilla’s money. His PMV and his trade store are no longer operating because 
when he was in prison there was no one to look after his business. Though his wife 
Lamacy was there, she has left his village and has gone to stay with her parents in here 
own village. 
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b. Urita 

 
Ricky Kamba is a school leaver from Urita Village. He comes from a mix parentage; 
that is, his father is from Maprik and his mother comes from Yakamul in West Sepik 
Province. In his family they are seven altogether in the family that is four boys and four 
girls. He is the third born in the family and has completed his grade six (6) at Urita 
Primary School. Then he went on to Maprik High School to do grades seven (7) to nine 
(9) and was not able to complete his grade ten because there was no money for school 
fee. He returned to the village and started planting coffee and cocoa before the vanilla 
was introduced. In 1999 he planted his first vanilla. He got his cuttings from Yambes, 
bought them for K5 per cutting. Altogether I spent K250 to get 50 cuttings of vanilla. His 
first sale was in 2002. That time the price was K500 to K600 per kilograms. When he got 
his money from his first sales he bought iron roof to build his house and he operated a 
trade store. In his trade store he bought a fridge and a generator, which he used sell fresh 
meat and chicken. He also sold other goods like rice, flour, tin fish and so on. While he 
was busy doing this he forgot all about saving some money for school fees and forgot all 
about going back to school. But the rest of his money he spent on beer. He said that 
before the vanilla boom he and his friends the boys in his village they use to make steam 
(home brew) and white soup to get drunk. But when the vanilla price was high they got 
the money to buy beer and they were drinking beer. 
 
As a result he did not save any money for his school fees to complete his grade ten. At 
the moment he is trying other means to look for school fees. In 2003 he and his family 
with other families in his village gave a total of 62 kilograms of vanilla to a Middle 
person by the name of Nick Klapat. So Nick Klapat got their vanilla and gave it to a       
D.P.I officer in Wewak and they exported the vanilla. But the farmers got not money 
from the beans exported by the D.P.I Officer. And so they got together and got a lawyer 
to help them take the D.P I officer and Nick Klapat to court. Their lawyer was Moses 
Murray and he stood in the 2002 election and was their former Candidate from their area. 
 

c. Solom 
 
David is half Solom and Buruni (in the Wosera /Gawi Area). He spent his child hood in 
his mother’s village at Buruni. When he was 19 years old he went back to his father’s 
home village at Solom, Dreikikir and got married at the age of 24. In 1992 he was 
working with the Garamut Enterprises in Maprik as a Senior Supervisor. After his 
retirement in 1999 he got married to another women who was his second wife and started 
a small tavern (club) for selling beer. His business grew bigger and bigger and by the end 
of 2001 he got married to another woman again. She was his third wife. When it come to 
the Vanilla boom in 2003, he got into the Vanilla Wild Fire deal and bought two vehicles 
in a row, a Toyota Land Cruisers and a Hyundai Dyna. Many people went to see him the 
good the bad the rich including the con man because always that time he buys vanilla 
with no grading that is K650 per kilograms. 
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As time went by he started getting himself into womanizing and drinks from place to 
place. By the end of 2003, he got married to another woman again and this time it was a 
young lady who was 19 years old and she is half Kerema and Yangoru. She went up to 
Solom to look for Vanilla and got engage to David. At the end of 2004 there was nothing 
more left for him and his family. The price has dropped and to him it was a disaster. His 
two vehicles broke down threw was not money left for him so he sold them both. 
 
At the moment he is living in town with his fourth wife and a newborn baby from his 
fourth wife.   
 

d. Bonohoi 
 
Roslyn Walchesim is from Bonohoi village in the Maprik District. She is married with 
6 children and is SDA. She said she could not remember the year she and her husband 
started planting the vanilla. They bought 20 vanilla plants or cuttings from Wosera at a 
price of K5.00 per 36 cm (3 joints). From these they planted 4 large vanilla fields.  
 
From her knowledge there were two vanilla trainings were that took place in her village. 
The first one was by Alfred from Yambes and the second one was by DPI Maprik. It was 
week training on how to plant, pollinate, prune and process vanilla. 
 
Their first sale was of 1 kilogram for which they received K40. The sale was to a vanilla 
buyer in the village, Nelson Wampili, from Bonoho village . At one stage Roselyn and 
her husband sold 70kg of vanilla to him for K20,000 (roughly K286 per kilo). If they 
received K1000. from their sales, her husband would normally give her K200. to buy 
household goods and he would get K800.for himself to spend on beer. When he got drunk 
he would chase Roselyn and the children out of the house, sometimes beating her up and 
destroying things in the house. When the vanilla price was high it brought a lot of 
problems to the community as a whole. Women from all over PNG came to Bonohoi as 
sex workers. Most of them were from Wewak and Highlands. 
 
During the boom, Roselyn her husband spent most of their time in their vanilla fields and 
forgot about working in the garden. As a result, now that the price of the vanilla has 
dropped to K5 per kilo, Roselyn and her family are suffering because they have no 
garden food and no money to buy the expensive store food.  
 
At the moment she is happy because the price of the vanilla has dropped and this will 
help to control the problems. People are now turning back to coffee, which is 30t per 
kilograms (wet beans) and cocoa, which is (wet beans)  K1. per kilo. 
 

e. Luaite-Urat 
 
Jenny Keyaka is from Urat village and got married to a Wera man. She is 30 years old 
and has 3 children, 2 boys and 1 girl. Her husband is a teacher and he went for further 
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studies up at Goroka. She is now living with her parents with the children. Like any other 
place in Maprik she said she and her husband also got some vanilla cuttings from 
Yambes. They also got some from Kimbe in November 1995. It was her brother who 
brought the vanilla from Kimbe to their village. In 1998 they started harvesting their fist 
vanilla beans and stored them in the house. In 2000 and 2001 the rate was K50-K100 per 
kilogram.  
 
By 2002 and 2003 everybody we sell their beans for K500 to K800 for one kilogram. She 
said between those two years everybody in the village had money in their pockets. This 
includes small kids to old people. They bought anything they waned to buy forgetting all 
about saving their money. For them they said that vanilla has brought a big change to 
their lives and “it’s like a dream come true”. Like any other villages they opened new 
trade stores, bought PMV trucks and started mini service stations along the high way. 
Others build permanent houses. 
 
In 2002 Dreikikir Station received big diesel generator from the Government to supply 
power to the houses. Now the Government and the mission workers are enjoying the 
service. That time they invited the Prime Minister Mr. Michael Somare to go and present 
the generator to them officially opened the new generator house. When he arrived, the 
people dressed him with vanilla cuttings and put it around his head. They gave him some 
kilos of vanilla beans. During his speech he also told the people to save their and money 
and use it wisely. But they did not bother to listen to what he was saying. The people 
were thinking that they would have the money like K2000-K5000 everyday of their lives 
until they die.  
 
Now the price has dropped dramatically to K10.00 per kilo for quality beans and K200- 
K500 for the split and over dry beans. The people are now crushing their teeth and did 
not know what to do with their vanilla beans that are now in the house.   
 
There were also many problems that arise in the village and among the families at the 
time of the boom. Husbands left their wives and children and went looking for young 
women to become their second and third wife. Most of the women that came they came 
from all over PNG. Some went to exchange store goods with vanilla. They came with 
things such as clothes, radios, and bilums and so on. After exchanging everything they 
went on to sell themselves for vanilla beans or cash money. Some even made few months 
marriages. After they get what they wanted they would leave their boyfriends or 
husbands and go back to where they come. This is what actually happened in Wewak 
during the vanilla boom. Women were selling themselves for sex. Young boys and men 
were exchanging vanilla for beer, radios, batteries, trousers and many more other things. 
People were so busy with vanilla that they did not time to make garden and they don’t eat 
garden food. Most of the time they buy from the market as they have more money. 
 
Steven Sembrihel is Councilor of Ward 32 Luaite-Urat/ Wam. The people at Luaite 
migrated from Urat and Wam areas in Maprik Districts. Steven’s family is from Urat,  
whereas many of the other people are from Wam. There came during their great great 
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great parents’ time. The land now they are sitting on belongs to the Waringama Tribe.10 A 
fight broke out and they left their land, so the Urat and Wam came and settled it. The 
population for Luaite village is about 400+ (the 2000 census which was 388). They 
collect head taxes of K20 per head, from which K5 goes to the Ward, and K15 to the 
Council. 
 
During the boom, the Councilor did not face any problem regarding land dispute or 
killings or rape in his Ward. (Despite their land tenure complications). 
 
From 1963 to 1980 Steven was a Field Assistant with the Department of Primary Industry 
in Maprik. While he was there the DPI introduced coffee and cocoa.  
 
The people from Luaite are situated in a central location, and they speak or comprehend 
many languages: Wam (their main language), Urat, Bubute, Muaian, Hogi and Panak (not 
to mention Tok Pisin and English). Wam language covers Luaite, Ureli, Ambini, Areseli, 
and Waringama; and they also speak Urat and Bumbita and Bugi.  
 
Most of their traditional practices have died out due to the influence of the Missions. 
Today the three main churches: SDA, SSEC and Nazarene.  They no longer conduct their 
yam festival, and this change precedes the introduction of vanilla. The yam festival is like 
a race for status and power; it’s basically about bigmanship, the Councilor says. Those 
that harvest more and give more to their kawas or exchange partners are considered 
bigger men.  
 
In the past, if a member of the family had done something wrong then sanguma will kill a 
person from that family or clan. Today they no longer follow this rule of sanguma 
through the family line. Now they hire sanguma. If somebody wants to kill someone they 
give the money to the sanguma and he does it.  
They used to exchange with the people from the Coast that is Motepau and Yagamul. 
They would go to their traditional friends, called ‘rot man,’ and collect salt water from 
the sea and walk back for a whole day. 
 
Before vanilla, people used to plant peanuts, and with that money they started setting up 
small businesses. Although the price of peanut was not high, it was reasonable because 
prices in the stores were cheap. After peanuts they planted rice and took it to Subari, a 
neighboring station, to mill. It was the women who used to carry the rice to Subari, on 
their heads. After rice they planted coffee. This was when he became a DPI field 

                                                 
10 Luaite has four (4) clans: 

1. Milnebe (which means ‘het blong yam’) 
2. Tineme (meaning ‘kuru blong yam’) 
3. Korongbok(are group of people that have migrated from Emul which is the next village. It is the 

name of the village from Yakgormbok 
4. Semi Permuta( meaning ‘smell kapul/cuscus which lives in coconut and sago’). 

The Milnebe are the ones that own the land.  
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assistant. He says the planting of cash crops in the ESP started inland and went down to 
the coast. 
 
The people here at Luatie got their vanilla from Yambes. There were a few people who 
planted the vanilla first and they got a lot of money and build permanent houses. Here at 
Luaite 1 there are five people who build permanent houses, as they were the first to work 
ahead of us all in planting vanilla beans. But all of us worked later in planting vanilla. 
There are eight people in Luaite 2 who now have permanent houses; they were also the 
first vanilla growers. “As for the rest of us we planted the vanilla late, and we were about 
to catch up with them when the prices dropped.”  
 
Those that planted the vanilla first were those who planted in the years 1997 and 1998. 
The rest waited to see what they’d make before they planted, but by the time they realized 
vanilla was so good, it was too late. They planted in 2000 and in 2001and by the time 
they harvested at the end of 2003 the boom had passed. “When our vanilla was ready it 
was the end of the peak and we just made our first sales and that was it.”  
 
 “So those that planted first now live in permanent houses, have good lighting and cars 
and trucks and generators.” Those that planted later in 2000 and 2001 had to struggle to 
meet the cost of goods in the stores. Other prices also went sky high. For instance, during 
the boom the fare for PMV’s from Luaite to Wewak was K25-K30 and from Luatie to 
Maprik was K10. But now the fares are back to normal and the trip from Luaite to 
Wewak is K20, and from Luaite to Maprik is K5.  
 
By 2004 the vanilla price had dropped, and by 2005 it went down to K5 per kilogram.   
 
During the boom the road access was poor. Their relatives living in Emul village, inland, 
actually pooled their money and paid a company to fix and connect their road to the main 
road. Misim village also extended their road to Namaisum which is a bit inland in the 
Alexandria Mountains.   
 
No one from the government or the Spice Board came around to help them find a market 
for their vanilla. They tried their best to find their own markets. Many young men went 
over to Jayapura to sell their vanilla. Even now there is no buyer coming to Luatie for 
vanilla. A few who used to come have their price set at K5-K10 per kilograms (whereas 
before it was about K600- K700 per kilo). Many of the people here have cut down their 
coffee trees to plant vanilla.  
 
The biggest problem parents are facing is paying school fees. Many parents are struggling 
with this. Children who had been enrolled at High School or Primary School have not 
been able to complete their educations. Teachers are calling around now and again for 
school fees. The school fees were high during the boom, too. There were many school 
leavers who were not able to continue because the fees were K1000 to K1500.  
 

For us the people here we are suspecting that all those Asians living here that include 
Papindo who is the major buyer have ruined our market of vanilla. That’s why the 
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price of vanilla has dropped. We know that because during the boom those Asian 
living in Maprik and in Wewak got together and hold meetings on how they would 
buy vanilla and control the market of vanilla. The people here in Sepik are suspecting 
that when those Asians bought the vanilla they went and hid them and their bad ones 
in Indonesia they branded and labeled it has PNG vanilla. Because ours we do not use 
fertilizer to grow them. As for Indonesians they use to use fertilizer so its not good 
quality as Sepik vanilla. So when it was sold out to the world market it was bad in 
quality. Papindo were the ones who spoiled the market. Even though other buyers like 
Alan Bird, Agmark and Spice Tech wanted to come in and buy the vanilla, Papindo 
locked them out and did not let them to buy vanilla here at Maprik.  
 

Steven thinks that Somare must be behind Papindo’s bad prices.  
 
When we take our vanilla to sell at Papindo they tell us that the big leaf is much 
better than the small leaf has it has good quality. But when they buy it they buy it 
with the same price for both of the types of vanilla. That’s why we do not want 
Papindo, Wewak 99 and others to buy our vanilla because they are cheating us. We 
want buyers from Australia, New Zealand, America or other countries to buy our 
vanilla and not the Asians.  
 

Here at Luatie we do not have any association that we would export directly through to 
overseas. Only at Emul they have an association which they have a licenses to export 
direct overseas. So they used to export directly overseas to Australia and America. Just 
recently we sold our vanilla there but the money has not come in yet. We sold about 100+ 
Kilograms or vanilla to America and this we have got our money back.  
 
Now when the price is low the price stands as K5 a kilo for rejected beans or even as far 
as K1 per kilo. They are labeled as rejected because they are not good in quality. The 
have lose color and are split beans or with spotted marks. The good quality beans are 
usually labeled as super black. Many people have loss interest in working in their fields. 
Many of the vanilla trees are not pollinated and as a result the flowers fall off. People are 
no longer cleaning and pruning their vanilla trees. The bush and shrubs are taking over 
the big vanilla fields Many of the beans that are ripe the people do not collect them any 
more. They just leave them there and they fall off onto the ground.  
 
In terms or benefit the vanilla has brought there was not much because many of the 
people that time did not plant the vanilla. Only a few who planted early in 1997-1999 
were able to benefit from the boom in 2002-2003. As the whole lot of people there they 
planted late in 200 and 2001 that’s when the boom came about they were yet to harvest 
their beans. As for those who were able to sell their beans they went to Jayapura to sell 
their beans. In terms of houses in Luaite alone there are 14 people that built permanent 
houses from the vanilla money. 
 
In the past when people were planting cocoa and coffee they usually make gardens to eat 
from. However, when the vanilla was introduced people no longer make gardens as all 
their time they spend in the field pollinating and tending their big plantations of vanilla 
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field. The money they get they go for store goods. So during the boom in 2002 and 2003 
people were living on money and not making their gardens. As a result when the price 
dropped people were starving as they had no food to survive on. So the people are now 
going back to making gardens and turning back to cocoa and coffee especially. 
 
During the Vanilla boom in 2002 to 2003 there were many bad things that have happened 
and went out of control. Those who planted early in 1997 and 1998 did saw the money 
but they were using their money unwisely. For instance, in every village you go drinking 
is seven days a week. There were lots of clubs and bottle shops that opened up during that 
time. As money was high men went for 2 to 3 wives leaving their first wives with the 
children. Women came from all over the country to exchange sex for vanilla. Besides 
this, holdups along the Maprik Highway were common, by youths and gangs from 
Yangoru and Kubalia living along the Highway. Many times people traveling along this 
road have lost thousand of their money which they have sweated, for along this highway. 
 
During the vanilla boom Steven as a Councilor said nobody listen to him. The young 
boys especially did not bother about the council day (Mondays) and drank a lot. As he 
described them many of them drank beer like ‘longlongs’. Now the price has gone down 
Steven said the people are now listening to him again and are attending to Council day. 
That is from 2004 and 2005 people started to come back and listen to the Councilor.  
 

XIII.Dreikikir/Ambunti District interviews  
 
 

In Dreikikir District the team went to inland to remote villages, including Yambes 1 and 
4, Lanining Guap, Yakrumbok and Baglo. Yambes is known to be the ‘birthplace’ of 
vanilla because Alfred Chambram (Jamram?)  Introduced it there in the early 1990’s. 
from whence it spread to other villages in Dreikikir and Maprik. Yambes is located 
within the Alexandria Mountain ranges that border the coastline up north and the people 
further west in Sundaun Province. Lanining Guap, Yakrumbok and Paglo are also located 
on similarly rugged terrain but are situated farther west to the border of Sundaun 
Province. The remaining villages visited in Dreikikir District, including Thaiunge, 
Musulo, Musunau, Nanaha, Musumblem and Musungawa are all located along Dreikikir 
Nuku Highway and near the Dreikikir Station. 
 

a. Yambes Villages (1,2,3,4) 
 
Sarah Rudolf is from Yalangel (from Puakil clan, meaning red taro), married toYambes, 
but she has no children. She is married to Rudolf whose wife died leaving him two 
children. 11 
                                                 
11 She comes from Ibilek in Talangel, which means earth. Ibilek gave birth to Lowenk, Lowenk gave birth 
to Kakak, Kakak gave birth to Yamai (the fathers) and the Yaiyai gave birth to Inglap(the children) and the 
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In the past they used to make garamuts but today they don’t make them anymore. It was 
forbidden for women to come and see it. If they do the sound won’t come clear and loud. 
Apart from using the garamut , they also use cowry shells for communication. 
 

                                                                                                                                                  
children gave birth to Numbuai (the grand children). Her father is from Mel’lkengel tribe while her mother 
is from Amupual tribe. Both her parents are from Yalangel. Her father is from Numba (dog) clan while her 
mother is from Puakil clan. Her husband is also from Puakil clan but he his from another origin.  It is 
always a mark of cultural integrity that someone can detail their clan history to this extent. 

Yalangel pots 
The people from Yalangel are potters who make 
clay pot since their tumbuna’s time. In their 
language they call the clay pot Marup. The earth 
they used to make the clay pot is called Marup-
Nibiliek. For the women there they used to make all 
different kinds of clay pot; big, small and had 
different use. One is for cooking sago, other for 
cooking greens, aran and garden food. The one for 
cooking greens is called Marankup. Marpusngel is 
the big ones that used for cooking abus soup. 
Tumbom is the one used in custom (Kawas) for 
exchanging food with the tumbu munik who is the 
(yam) exchange partner and friend.  
 

Yambes yam exchange 
Exchanging food is a sign of Mamudong which means brotherhood. When 
they exchange food it shows that they are one (wanbel) or in the language 
they say buaibuai meaning that they are happy with each other. The tumbo 
munik or friend is not chosen according to a particular group or clan but 
may be anybody from another clan. During the exchange (kawas) they look 
after pigs, make gardens and plant taro, banana, pit oit and others. When 
these have been planted they make garamut and bring it in. They also make 
a  hausboi and bring the garamut into the hausboi. Then they bring the 
yams and mami into the house to store them there. The women are not 
allowed to see the yam house, or they will be killed by sorcery. After they 
have prepared they the food and the pigs, they exchange with the kawas. 
These exchange shave been prepare din their own houses and they bring 
them into the village arena. Then the wives will exchange and serve the 
food for each of their husband’s kawas. This they usually do during the day, 
followed by the men playing bamboo flutes while the women dance. The 
bamboo flute is called pingum. This is the flute the men play also play when 
they catch a wild pig. In the morning the feast is over and men go out to 
hunt for pigs.  
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Luke Markel is a vanilla grower in Yambes 4. He is married to a woman in his own 
village and they have one child. As for him and his wife they planted 3,700 vanilla plants. 
Their first harvest was 23 kilograms of vanilla beans which they sold and received 
K12,000 (roughly K522 per kilo). That was in 2003 when the [export] price was K700 
per kilogram. All grades of bean A, B, and C were sold at the same price. Now that the 
price has dropped the rate is K5.00 per kilograms for A grade beans. 
 
In his village Luke and his clan members of Sabuaion Clan are running their own 
company to export their vanilla beans to overseas market. Their Company’s name is 
Masani Ltd and his headed by Mr. and Mrs. Roy Markel. They both live and work in 
Madang Teachers College and Mrs. Markel, Ruth, also works with the BSP in charge of 
the Vanilla International Transaction. The company is newly registered and they haven’t 
exported any vanilla beans yet. 
 
The vanilla boom hit its peak in 2003 and really changed the lives of the people in 
Yambes. Like many other villages that experienced the boom they had enough money to 
buy household goods such as clothes, beddings, cooking utensils, gardening tools, 
generators, solar panels, radios, bicycle and building materials such as iron roofs, iron 
posts, plywood, timber and nails. Store goods were bought in bulk for use, not for sale. 
Three PMV trucks were bought. The villagers hired machines to build the road to their 
village. They had enough money to pay for their children’s school fees. Many of them 
traveled out of their village and to other provinces.  
 
When the vanilla price was high people drank beer all seven days a week. The beer price 
was K96 for a carton. Men from 14 to 50 years old consumed more beer. For a man he 
buys 3-4 cartons of beer and drinks with his friends.  As for women in Yambes only few 
females were involved. As for the men when they get drunk they beat their wives and 
children and damage the things in the house. Some quarrel with their drinking mates and 
fight among themselves. They used this Pidgin term or phrase when they are drunk. 
  

Raun wan , yumi wasim tuhat long skin pastim behain long narapela taim yumi savim 
long wokim gutpela wok or baim gutpela samting. Larim nau yumi dring bia, painim 
meri na hamamasim bodi blong yumi. Prais bai stap olsem 10 pela yiar mo. So no 
ken wari tumas long savim moni dring I go inoap moni I pinis. Vanilla I no drai em 
stap laip yet so drink to the last penny.  

 
Sexworkers went to Yambes selling sex for money. The Yambes men would tell them, 
‘One kilo, one kuap.’ Some women from around PNG went to Yambes to become second 
or third wives to married men, creating problems with first wives. Some of them were 
underage and/or became pregnant. There was also abuse and commercial sexual 
exploitation of children. 
 
In Yambes many children left school to work in their own vanilla fields. Some parents 
forced their children to got to school and their children would reply ‘What’s the use of 
going to school? We have the money on our land.’  
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The nearest Primary School is at the Dreikikir station. One is a Catholic Church-run and 
the other is government-run. It takes the students two hours to walk from Yambes to 
Dreikikir. They stopped going in part because of the distance.  
 
The boom made people to cut down many of the forested areas to make vanilla gardens. 
This has caused soil erosion and landslides. There are not enough trees to build houses 
and the people have to walk long distances to hunt for wild pigs, cuscus and kangaroos. 
Before vanilla they had also planted other cash crops such as cocoa and coffee. Coconut 
is mainly used for cooking and eating. 
 
When the vanilla price dropped to K5 per kilograms the people of Yambes faced 
problems. There was no money to complete the incomplete permanent houses. There was 
no money to pay for school fees and clinic fees and there was shortage of garden food 
because people spend a lot of their time working in the vanilla fields and stopping to 
work in their gardens. 
 
In Yambes there’s one Aid Post but nobody to work in that Aid Post. The people there 
have to walk 2 to 3 hours to Dreikikir Health Centre to take treatment if they are sick. To 
get there you have to walk up and down the valleys and rugged mountains. What Luke 
Markel and his people want now is a good road; they want a community school and a 
health worker for their Aid Post. Above all they want the vanilla price to go up again. 
 

b. Nanaha 
 
Councilor and Parish Chairman Barth Lombare, Nanaha Village, Dreikikir Ward 3. 
Barth has been Parish Chairman for 12 years and Councilor for 3 years. During the 
vanilla boom, he says, there were changes in the community; people had money to do 
what they wanted. They opened bank accounts when they couldn’t before. They wanted 
to build permanent houses, and they started with roofing iron, posts, iron posts and other 
things. But they couldn’t complete the houses before the price of vanilla dropped.  
 
People also went over the Councilor or above the law and some village and church 
leaders. He found it very hard because people had money and everyone was here and 
there. Every Monday is council rule day, but at that time they never came up for the 
work. Youths in Ward 3 are drinking beer every day, 7 days a week, even on Sunday 
because everyone had money. Leaders or councilors have no power to control the people, 
there was so much money flowing into the area, they saw money every day.  
 
Men were marrying 2-3 wives, and the women came from all over PNG. But when the 
prices dropped, they all went away—they’d only come for money. People were at risk 
from AIDs.   
 
FTM is an earth moving company, based in Lae (PNG owned) that won the AusAid 
contract to work on the Drekikir to Wara Sikau highway. While working along the 
Drekikier/ Wara Sikau Highway, one of the machines had a failed break and ran into the 
Councilor’s canteen at Nanaha village. Because the canteen was brand new, it was still 
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unstocked. As the leader of the community, the Councilor asks them to meet and find a 
compromise solution. However, they never turned up, even after several invitations. So 
he took it into his own hands and summoned them to court to pay for the damage. The 
company had yet to pay compenatiom when our team visited the site.  
 
In the community only one person bought a Toyota land cruiser but most of the time they 
used hire cars. Someone would hire a car at Dreikikir and they’d all see it, so they would 
hire too. As Chairman of the Dreikikir Parish the offerings at that time would be K500, 
600, 700 and 800; they’d put the family offerings in an envelope and send it to the 
church. Women would go to church, not the men. But they didn’t get involved in church 
activities during the boom. Now they all have come back to church. Pastors in other 
churches were put under great temptation at that time. They were drinking because they 
had money.  
 
In his ward the kids at the time went to school because they knew the importance of 
school. In some other areas they didn’t go to school, they would just wake up and go to 
their gardens to pollinate vanilla, their parents allowed them to. The kids would say 
they’d been going to school to get work and earn money, and now they had money so 
school was a waste of time. The parents didn’t see the importance of education.  
 
He also says they didn’t have land disputes in his village. They used to work coffee, and 
then they cut their trees down for vanilla gardens. They kept their cocoa because of their 
two cocoa fermentaries, which means that’s what they’re left with now. (In other villages 
they spoiled their cocoa and coffee gardens for vanilla.) Some of those who still have 
cocoa gardens are a bit of all right. The price is 60t /kilo, so one feed bag is about K200 
at Garamut or Anton Ariga (buyers).  
 
They formed a group called Macro PNG in their ward area, and got their export license in 
2004. The chairman is Mr. Barth Lombor, vice-chair is Mr Steven, Secretary is Mrs. 
Marian and Treasurer is Mr. Benny. 
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c. Wara Sikau 
 
The launching of a coffee co-operative soceity in Wara Sikau 22nd July, 2005, was the 
occasion for a dignitaries to make speeches, some of which we were able to record. 
Unfortunately, not all of these officials were identified by their full names. There was 
also a cerificate presented to the local coffee growers society by PNG Coffee Pacifica.  
 
John, the Chairman of the PNG Coffee Federation and Vice Chairman of PNG 
Coffee Pacifica: 

 
When we took our coffee to American coffee specialist association, they told us that 
we were the first group in the world to create such marketing. This means that we 
were first to plant coffee on our own land and took it to America and sell it ourselves. 
So what you people are doing is good because you are going to help all those others 
in the third world countries like us so they too can benefit. We are the leaders in this 
work and we have big advertisements and people are reading about it everywhere. It 
looks as everyday we get request from people about our coffee. So your coffee only 
makes 1 million bags of coffee but the requests that are coming is for over 8 to 11 
million bags of coffee. So demand is very big and I want young people to plant more 
coffee because there is market. At the moment we have another co-operative in 
Africa they have requested to come inside with our company Pacifica. That is 
because we could not meet the demand of over 20 million bags. This is the first time 
in PNG for the Federation to take the coffee of our local growers and sell it in the 
world market. And this is not the people who have education and knowledge but for 
small people like you and me who have voluntarily come to work with us. You the 
people in the village you don’t have to wait for an educated person, you have 
wisdom. Wisdom was with us and that was passed on, from our tumbunas. Use this 
wisdom to help yourselves. This is the first co-operative we have launched in East 
Sepik and West Sepik is not yet. And I am happy that you are here to witness the fruit 
of your hard work and that is to get the certificate of your shares. 
 
The first certificate is from the company Coffee Pacifica to Akowes Co-operative 
Society. I want to refer back to what the DPI officer have said about small co-
operative society. The Sepik Co-operative society was not successful because it was 
too big to manage and many of the members did not benefit from the society. That’s 
why we thought that it would be much easier if we could manage on a community 
based co-operative society so that it would be easier to manage and solve problems 
when they arise. 

 
So before I give the certificate, I would like to announce that there’s another group 
who have already set up here. The people from Laning Guap have given me K2050 to 
start their co-operative society. So when I go back to America in Las Vegas I will 
bring back the certificate for the people there.  So I would like to ask the people of 
Ambunti/ Drekikier District that you should come up with many co-opeative societies 
because you are the leading growers of coffee in East Sepik Province. I will give this 
certificate to the Akowes Chairman to show that you are now have become share 
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holders of Pacifica. This share certificate has 1000 shares which is US$3000. The 
certificates here is worth K9000.  

 
Mande Sowong, DPI Officer for Ambunti/Dreikikir District. 

 
As a DPI officer here at Dreikikir, I am very pleased to be here with you today and 
thank you for inviting me over. As for myself when I finished my schooling in Hagen 
I have come here to Drekikier and have walked from Paglo all the way to Wara Sikau 
and meet with the people. On behalf of the Administration of the Department of 
Primary Industry in East Sepik, I would like to say I am very proud that the PNG 
Coffee federation is now able been able to set up an office in America to sell our 
coffee in the world market. This is one of the biggest achievements we have ever 
achieved. I know you people are always complaining about Didman not doing their 
work but we have tried our best as possible as we could as there is always financial 
problems to support our plans. Today I feel so relieved that some of these concerns 
have now been taken over by this Company, Coffee Pacifica. You have seen 
Agamark and other agencies like this, they have networks all around in the world, 
that’s why it is easy for them to buy the cashcrops and sell them to the world market. 
Agmark is not PNG owned but it’s white man’s business. So is Papindo who have 
their own networks that are often cheating us in our cash crops. This includes coffee, 
cocoa and vanilla. Coffee is a good cash crop that will bring in good money. Those of 
you who have cut down your coffee trees I am sorry for you because you have to 
work hard again. Coffee was here before and through the coffee money we now have 
some of us holding big positions in government departments and companies. It was 
the first cash crop that brought cash income into the remote villages. So don’t try to 
do away with it because it still has value in the long run. 

 
And also another thing is that, the market for coffee is not good and often when you 
go to Rural Development Bank or other banks to get a loan, they will tell you that the 
coffee price is very low and we cannot lend you the money because you will have no 
money to repay the loan. So it is true that most of you cannot get loans from banks for 
the coffee, as the prices at Agmark and Simbu coffee are too low. Today I assure you 
that, with the support of PNG Coffee Federation and Coffee Pacifica, you will get a 
loan when the price is stabilized. I apologize because most of the time when you 
people come to the office to ask me to do a report for you to get a loan, I felt that it 
was hard as the price of coffee is not good and it was not stabilized. So it’s better to 
create small Co-operative Society in the village that it will be easy to manage, easy to 
solve problems when problems arise, rather going all the way to Wewak to look for a 
Board of Directors or Chairman to do business. A good example is Sepik Co-
operative Society. The members are from all over Sepik. It’s a very big co-operative 
Society and hard to manage. As a result, some of the shareholders were not able to 
get their interest and have died and gone.   

 
Chairman Kawanga LLG: 
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I want to thank you all for coming. I want this to happen at Wam/Urat LLGs so that 
they can also experience this type of things. This is at Kombio and Urim and I want 
this to happen in Wam Urat also. With regards to coffee, I want to tell you that I am 
somebody who went to school and completed my school through coffee money. I did 
not complete my school with other cash crops, or vanilla. Many of us today thought 
that vanilla, the ‘green gold’ would last long. Coffee is the cash crop that made all of 
us become somebody as who we are today. With this I would like to say I don’t want 
only to see the members of Akowes [a village Cooperative Society from 
Yakgrumbok-Kombio LLG] to get their share certificate, but I also want  to see 
people from Drekikir, Kawanga and Maprik to have the certificate so that we all 
become the full members of the Federation and Coffee Pacifica. The explanation is 
very clear to us, so it is [up to ] us the local farmers at Wam/ Urat LLGs to work hard 
to be successful. This is a challenge to us all the local farmers here. With that, I want 
to say that agriculture is the key to everything. Here for almost 30 years we have been 
planting and harvesting coffee, and as compared to vanilla we have only worked for 
10 years, and it has only come and gone for good. So I’m so proud and I want to see 
such gatherings happening all throughout all districts in the East Sepik Province. The 
most resource [rich] area in East Sepik province are the Dreikikir and Kawanga 
LLGs. We are the ones that promote the name of Sepik coffee and we made the name 
for Maprik. We in Dreikikir also bailed out the East Sepik Provincial Government 
and Papua New Guinea as a whole with our vanilla and coffee. Although many times 
they consider us the last in East Sepik, we have contributed a lot in promoting the 
name of the East Sepik Province. With that I want to thank you all.  

 
Chairman of Drekikir LLG: 

 
I want to thank the Akowes Co-operative Society for inviting us all to the launching 
of the Society here in Wara Sikau. I am proud and support all of you with John who 
stood all behind this hard work. My sincere acknowledgement,to Akowes Co-
operative Society, the people of Urim and Kawanga, Kombio and Wam/Urat who 
have come here. As many of the members have said, are we going to work hard to 
earn a good living or we might leave the coffee and work in our gardens and go to the 
bush. If we work hard we will be successful. I want us to go back to our villages and 
work on our land so that we can benefit from it. So those of us who did not plant 
coffee should go and cut new bushes and plant coffee and those who have planted but 
have not looked after it should go back and clean it up because this is our chance.  

 
Today we will witness the Akowes Co-operative Society getting its share certificate 
in world market were it will allow them to trade in world market. The certificate will 
be given by the chairman of Pacifica and also the chairman of PNG coffee federation.  
On behalf of Akowes I would challenge you all that this is the first time in East Sepik 
Province to have such Society. We have left coffee for so long and all the coffee work 
have fallen apart. I want all the people to support me together we will put up coffee 
mill here as I alone could not do it on my own with Akowes. The location that we are 
in is a central location between East and West Sepik where we could set up a mill. So 
I’m asking you people do you support what I’m trying to do. We have invited 
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members from the parliament Tony Aimo to come today but he is not here today to 
hear what I would like to say.  

 
 

 Coffee drying in Laning Guap 
 

d. Laning Guap 
 
Enos Gaise is from Laning Guap village Dreikikir District, and a member of Yarim 
clan. Yarim clan means mumut or bandicoot which is black and white in color. Lanining 
refers to the ‘galiptree’ and wap means ‘ton tree. Laning Guap shared its land boundries 
with the following villages. Yakgibok, Grungnam , Kilmangleng, Winiiamon, Kupicoat. 
Enos completed Grade 6 at Ygrimbok Community School and he is married to a woman 
in his own village. He has four children. Enos has planted 500 vanilla plants in 2001. His 
first harvest was in 2004 and he sold 3 kg of vanilla beans at Papindo Vanimo and 
received K900.00. During that time, his wife fell sick and was admitted to Dreikikir 
Health Centre where she died after a week. So all the money he got was spent on her 
hospital fees and funeral. 
 
During the peak of the vanilla boom in 2003 people came from Wewak to exchange with 
them for vanilla beans. Some came with store goods such as clothes, knife, and pots and 
plates. For instance a pair of shoe would exchange for 150 beans, a pair of shorts is 
exchanged for 200 beans and a watch for 50 beans. A shirt for 150 beans, a radio (small 
portable ones) for 1000 beans, speaker for 300 beans and Solar beans for 1700 beans. 
 
Before the vanilla came to Laning Guap, the people planted coffee and cocoa to earn their 
income. The cocoa price was 70t per kilograms (wet beans) and coffee price was 
K1.00/kg (dry beans). Most of the people there planted the vanilla late and when their 
beans were ready for sale the price dropped. Only a few of them made 3 to 4 rounds of 
sales.  
 
Enos added that for the people at Laning Guap the vanilla boom did not affect them so 
much because they were still making gardens, and working on coffee and cocoa trees. 
There are not many environmental damages done. 
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The village of Laning Guap has an SSEC-run Health Centre and a Primary School. The 
main churches there are SSEC and SDA. Bernard Malaowo who is the Health Co-
ordinator for SSEC mission introduced the Healthy Island concept to the village. This 
concept helped them to beautify their village and raise its cleanliness and hygiene.  
 
The only thing they want is for the government to fix their road in order for them to sell 
their vanilla, coffee and cocoa. 
 

XIV. Wosera-Gaui District interviews  
 
Wosera-Gaui District covers the Torricelli foothills around the Amogu and Nanu rivers  
south of Maprik, and down below to the plains and swamps of the Sepik Valley and the 
northern fall of the Central Range. The estimated rural population in the year 2000 was 
46 000, but the highest densities are around Hayfield just south of Maprik. There is 
significant out-migration from the Sepik Valley to Lae and Madang, and from the Wosera 
area to Lae and Hoskins. It was predicted by the PNG Rural Development Handbook in 
2000 that were the Hoskins settlers to return, serious land problems would occur. 
(Hanson et al 2000:219) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Yam Ceremony 
 
There are four stages to the ceremony: planting, growing, harvesting and 
celebrating.  The planting stage is restricted to certain males and involves 
ritual information for digging the holes and planting the tubers. The gardener 
must first of all observe certain taboos: no sex,  no eating meat, and no 
associations with family members. “It is like sacrificing some of the basic 
needs,” one team member observed. After a period of abstinence, plantingtakes 
place from early October to late January. It starts with cleaning the garden. The 
big man must then dig a big hole and then cover the hole again with the dug out 
soil. He then collects the magic leaves, including vanilla, and uses these to wash 
the yam tubers. And he does this with a chant or magic prayer: “Sirgir 
kanjakanja, simbiwangi” (we were told). Sigir kanjakanja instructs the yam to 
grow fast and long despite difficulties in the soil like poor nutrients; this is like a 
cassowary ranging through the bush for food. Sirgir means cassowary. 
Simbiwangi means smooth skin and best describes the eels and fish without 
scales. The hope is that the yam will have very smooth skin. Afterwards, and 
while no women and children can view, the yam is planted. 
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Agriculture on the Amogu River floodplain is characterized by intensive yam cultivation. 
This is where the Abelam gardening skills are most evident, where people wait 3–5  
plantings before allowing a fallow period of 1–4 years. This is where they mound and 
drain the yams skillfully. Sago is the most important food in the Sepik Valley and its 
importance ranges all the way north to the Hayfield area, where, despite intensive yam 
production, it remains the staple food year-round. There are nevertheless serious 

The festival is the biggest Wosera tradition, and it is performed between June and August. 
All the villages take part and it involves a number of stages. First people are notified of 
the harvest festival. Then people prepare for the feast, gathering foos, pigs, chickens and 
such, and constructing a small yam house on the ground for the exhibition and lining up of 
yams. Then the yams are lined up inside the house, and decorated with traditional painted 
designs and headdresses. They are displayed for being judged in terms of the quality of 
their skin, how smooth they are, and their length. People voting will put a lime mark on the 
longest yam. Traditional songs are sung while the yams are lined up, which everyone 
sings. This goes on for an whole night while feast food is prepared. The following day is 
when visitors can enter and view the yams.  Follwing this, the food is served, and the 
longest yam is announced. This brings great prestige to the winner. The festival is always 
shared with kawas, meaning friends and yam exchange partners. Gifts of yam are given 
and debts created for the partner to return in the next ceremony. 
 

In the growing stage intensive care is given these tubers to be 
sure they are properly drained and directed in their growth. The 
gardenr digs a hole to see that the yam is not branching out, and 
if he finds that it is, he willl prune it with a knide or bamboo 
shard. Always this happens in private, for fear that if someone 
else views this they will die or suffer physical disabilities. The 
harvesting stage involved digging up the yam, which is also 
done in private. A hole is dug sideways, with digging sticks 
and/or spades, to avoid scratching the yam. 
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nutritional deficiencies in the diet, according the National Nutritional Studies, as reported 
by the PNGRDH (Ibid).  
 
Some land degradation seems to exist in the Wosera hills, and combined with the 
population densities, the PNGRDH in 2000 could already predict future land issues in the 
area. There is nevertheless good land potential and a reasonable access to markets in the 
Wosera. Cocoa, fresh food and betel nut were the established smallholder cash-earning 
activities in the area in 2000. Robusta coffee was well established, but its price was 
depressed. (Ibid) 
 
Our team visited or spoke with villagers from the following locations in Wosera: 
Kumunikim 1, 2, and 4 (Tatemba); Kaugia Health Centre; the Police Station; Saint Ana 
Primary School in Kaugia; the LLG Ward Chamber; Kolongu 1, 2 and 3 (Bapandu); 
Blamda; Telenge; Gatikim; Gwaiwaru; and beyond Wosera District to Utamuf; 
Mamalimbi; Ilaita; Stakim; Laienga; Ingalimbi 1 and 2; and Muhi 1,2, and 3 in Maprik 
District.  
 
In Tatamba Village the team was able to observe and marginally participate in the Yam 
Ceremony occurring 9 July, which enabled them to see the nature of cultural continuity in 
a region that had been less affected by the vanilla boom than its neighbors. 
 
After the judging in Tatamba, the winner told our team:  

 
I kept sacrificing beliefs to go about planting the yam, and also I prayed to God to 
give me the best yam. That’s the whole reason I am the winner of the yam festival 
because of the quality yam that I am producing.  
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a. Kumunikum 1 
 
Their ward Member is Caspar Waiyu who is also the Vice President of the Wosera LLG. 
 
Wet season is early December to March, and dry season is late May to September. The 
latest population count taken by the PNGIMR was 908 in June 2005, we were told.  Their 
LLG Member is Casper Waiyu. Kumunikim people originally came from Sitaka. They 
still communicate exclusively by use of the garamut, conch shells and word of mouth. 12 
In the past women were kept in the haus meri for six months during their first 
menstruation. Afterwards, she would be dressed in traditional dress and taken out with a 
big singsing and feast, and if a customary marriage had been arranged, the young lady 
would be taken to her betrothed’s home.  
 
The male initiation ceremony was called the Kangal ceremony, for young men age about 
15 and older. Boys would be separated from family for six months. Living in a haus man 
and fed only by men. They would learn moral conduct, traditional myths, beliefs and 
                                                 
12 Their two major clans are Wama (the cockatoo) and Gian (the parrot), and the subclans are Numapati, 
Giniko, (head and tail, under Wama) and Makapati and Waikapati (big and small, under Gian). Marriage is 
exogamous and inheritance is patrilineal.  
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legends: all the necessary prerequisites to male adulthood. After the six months, they 
would be dressed up and feted with a singsing.  
 
The three major ceremonies still practiced in the village are the death ceremony, which 
involves a long mourning period; the bride price ceremony where up to 40 yawa (shell 
money) and roughly 1000 kina is the normal price; and the yam festival.  
 
The village churches are Catholic, AOG and SDA. Catholic is the biggest, then AOG 
(they have churches), and then SDA, which has no church yet. They have many villagers 
working outside of town returning for holidays only. But there are no University 
graduates, one grade 12 graduate, and 4 male and 2 female grade ten leavers.  
 
They also have cocoa and coffee as cash crops, beside vanilla. Now they’re concentrated 
on cocoa, in response to the devaluation of vanilla. They cultivate yam and mami, and 
sago. There is a road link to the village and the Sepik highway, a government road, but 
it’s in bad condition and trucks cannot make it through.  
 
There are marasin meri who work as volunteers to provide basic meds to the people; there 
is also an aid post funded by the SDA located north of the village haus meri where a  
nurse gives first aid or refers them to the Kaugia Health Centre, 30 minutes’ walk away. 
They still die of malaria, and suffer from poor drinking water. There was not enough 
water in the tanks when we visited, and although they had patched the tanks. They were 
still low. They also use well water, which is not safe. These are the two major problems.  
 
The Elementary school caters for prep one and two and is staffed by one local teacher. 
Then there are Sitaka and Kaugia Primary schools for grades 3 to 8. Sitaka is the AOG 
funded school and Kaugia is the Catholic one, and both are 30 minutes’ walk. The nearest 
High School is Maprik; the other secondary schools are Passim National High School, 
Yarapos and Brandi Secondary School. 
 
They have a soccer field but it’s bushy from disuse. They also watch videos for a 50t gate 
fee on weekends. The village has three privately owned trade stores for basic necessities. 
People also sell black market goods for money. The local market is at Kaugia station 
where garden produce and bilums and other things are sold Wednesdays and Saturdays 
every week. The nearest big markets are Pagwi and Maprik, to which people travel by 
foot or by PMV (because PMV fare is K5 each way, people only go occasionally). 
 
They have a village police officer who works with the Councilor; but any big law and 
order issues are investigated by the officer located at Kaugia station. The biggest problem 
is stealing. There is a youth group, a theatre group, church groups and the Wama 
women’s group, although the groups lack the basic skills to really work together. 
 
When the team asked about the clan leaders, one old man tried to respond but the youths 
scolded him to stop. This was the most dramatic proof of the erosion of traditional forms 
of authority.   
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The DPI officers who introduced vanilla to the village in 1994 are Lina, Steven and Isaac. 
From there is spread to Kumunikim village by the few DPI laborers. They brought 
cuttings and began planting,  and eventually other villagers copied them. A very few here 
cultivate the vanilla in hectares, however, and yet many grow it for beautification near 
their homes. They also cultivate another bean on a small scale but do not know if it is a 
soya or a jag bean. Apparently the DPI didn’t tell them its name or how to cultivate it. 
 
During the planting of vanilla here there were no workshops or trainings offered for the 
villagers. Indeed, these villagers say they have never had any vanilla training. But the big 
boom of 2002-2004 passed them by because they had planted late and most of them were 
still growing it at the time.  
 
One team of the officers from DAL, PNG Spice Tek, DPI, and the Commerce 
Department came to the village for the purpose of setting up a cooperative for all 
villagers. It was a response to the need of villagers to find a way to sell their vanilla. 
Patrick Yapuri still carries the ID card they issued him as a member or certificate holder 
of this Wama-Giniko Group. The group paid K50 to register, and members paid K30 for 
their IDs.  
 
More cash in the families meant that kids had school fees and the sick had hospital fees 
during the boom; and there was money for household goods, good clothes and 
entertainment, too. It helped youths socialize, and in sports, provided sports equipment 
and funded discos and deejays with music, and allowed kids to watch videos and drink 
beer ---instead of steam or home brew. 
 
Vanilla money also helped establish two trade stores in the village, and these are still 
operating now. It also helped establish and fuel retailing on black markets and street 
markets. People sold foodstuffs like peanuts, ripe bananas, as well as beer. Cash flowing 
meant people had more protein to eat, including tin fish and market fish. It also helped 
provide the pigs and other purchases for the yam festival. “Olgeta haus gat trade stoa, ol 
no bisi long local trade stoa.”  
 
 
The flip side of all this were the price rises on store foods. For example, the 777 Besta 
tinned fish, which had been K4 before the boom, jumped to K5 during, and the price has 
remained at K5 since. Before the vanilla boom there were lots of garden produce 
available in the markets. Pay less money for plenty of garden food. During the boom 
people paid more money for less. After the boom the price of garden food hasn’t 
changed. 
 
 At the same time, PMV fares were increased because of vanilla an now, even with 
depressed vanilla prices, they remain high—so high that they prevent villagers from 
traveling to markets in Maprik and Pagwi.    
 
“We did not see any development although there was one permanent house that was built 
with the earnings of the vanilla money. As for many of us we planted our vanilla later so 
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we did not harvest in time when the price of the vanilla was still high. So we did not have 
any money that time.” 
 
The other problems were social, involving law and order. They include thefts of vanilla, 
especially when the exporters/buyers started buying green beans. This made the beans on 
the vine all the more valuable.  
 
There were also domestic problems. Husbands misused money, denied money to their 
wives, and quarrels, violence and even child abuse were the result. There was a lot of 
alcohol consumption among the youth; they drank both beer and home brew. There was 
one big fight in a disco in June 2003 and Kumunikum 1 and the Numbunge youths  
fought. The result was that students attending Kaugia Primary School did not go to school 
and many transferred to Sitka Primary School. During this time sick patients were unable 
to get to the hospital because there were roadblocks on the highway to Kaugia station. 
The Numbunge people blocked the road for Kumunikum 1 villagers going to and from 
the station.  
 
The people who went to the Kaugia Health Centre during the boom were paying a fee 
increase to K20 per person, but no one had problems making the fee. Others were able to 
pay for medicines from the shops.  
 
There were social problems that they couldn’t control. People didn’t go to church and 
didn’t respect one another. There was prostitution and unwanted pregnancies. Some 
traditional practices still exist, namely the first menstrual ceremony for girls.   
 
During the boom people overflowed with money, but they didn’t know how to manage it 
and after the price dropped they realized they’d been misusing it. Now they see their need 
for management training.  
 
Parents were now able to afford their children’s school fees, especially in Community 
Schools. Many of the children now had their own money to buy lunch and school 
materials like books, pens and other necessities. But students who owned vanilla gardens 
forgot about school and studies. Lunch or pocket money was spent on alcohol, smoke, 
drugs, gambling and prostitution. They spent their time on social activities such as 
nightclubs and discos. The result was dropouts. Quoting Nelson Yake: “Taim em stap 
long skul ol ino care long education bekos papa mama gat plenty moni, business.”  
 
The DJ (bombom gate) local style dances had gate fees of K1 during vanilla boom. 
Everybody had money to buy gate the fee. “Oli gat plenty moni long pleroun, wanpela 
mangi I ken baim gate bilong 50 pela man na meri tu.“  
 
There was also what people call ‘bribery’ for sex, or prostitution. Married men would go 
to single girls, and married women would go to single boys.  Teenage sex, alcoholism, 
and domestic violence were all prevalent. Nelson Yake: “Ol man lus tingting long lotu 
bikos lotu lida drink spak wantaim ol wok man bilong sios. Law and order break down 
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bikos council I spak na ol yuts tu i spak na ol pipel tu i spak. The councilors’ work day 
was completely ignored.”  
 
Community members now hope the government can raise and stabilize the price of 
vanilla. They would also like to get special money management training, as well as 
awareness on family planning and community empowerment. They also need some 
means of income generating, like tourism, They want tourists to visit the village and buy 
carvings and bilums to help earn income, and to promote the yam festival. They want 
stability now—not either poverty or riches. They want the government to help support the 
vanilla prices, and if not, then to increase the price of cocoa and coffee. 
 
“Mipela lukim kastam laip I bagarap olsem na mipela hangamap long pasin wait man na 
nau wait man pasin bulsitim mipela.’ (referring to the drop in vanilla prices) 
 
Poeple lost their identity. “Lus ting long wok gaden baim kaikai long stoa, lus tingting 
long wasim saksak tu.” Before “ain man belong wok gaden”, during the boom less man 
iwok gaden. Now “les man long wok gaden tasol em mas fosim em yet long wok gaden.” 
 
Robin Yaka says there were no development changes with the 2003 vanilla boom. They 
did have access to medical care for the sick, though. There was also enough sports 
equipment to play sports. and everyone bought soccer balls. In 2003 everyone went to 
school, and those who hadn’t had a chance to complete their education also went back to 
school. There was money to pay for peoples needs, and for food, clothes and culture. 
Bride price of K 1500 was paid, with two shell money yawas. There were pigs for the 
yam ceremonies—from 10 –15 pigs were bought.  
 
There were social problems, too, like drinking, marriage break-ups, domestic violence, 
fights that broke out under the influence of steam and marijuana.  
 
But children just left school without guarantees of the vanilla price remaining stable. 
Girls sold sex for money, got pregnant, and left school. People would just travel around 
the province to spend their vanilla money. Now they want their young ones to change 
their way of life and try to find jobs. They also want the government to raise the price of 
vanilla.  
 
Pais Rypainj says food shortages are not a problem; they usually have surpluses all year 
around. Only in 2002 when there was an extended dry season did people have shortages. 
Another Kumunikum villager, Ruben, recalled “Mipela i fesim bikpela draught long year 
2002 na ol lain long gavaman office long Natioal Diaaster officei i bin kam kisim report 
tasol ol i no mekim wanpela samting.” 
 
Peter Yapumi is an elderly man from Wama Giniko clan married to Telege (nearby). He 
made his first vanilla sale in early 2003.Before the prices dropped he had made 3 sales 
per week, selling 1 kg of beans each time. He owns 131 sticks of vanilla. The money 
from these sales went into solving land disputes, paying school fees and some went to the 
yam ceremony. Aside from that there was nothing left when the prices dropped. There 
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were significant developments taken place in his family, he said. His youngest daughter 
was able to complete her upper primary grade 8, but since has not been able to continue. 
He did feel his safety was threatened when he’d go to the garden or elsewhere. He has 
slash and burned is land for more vanilla gardens and cut down some coffee trees. He 
expects the younger people to come up with a better lifestyle, to build family homes and 
support their family in work. He said they should join youth groups like Wama Kware in 
the village, for guidance.  
 
In 2005 the price of vanilla dropped from a massive K1000/kg to 5/kg. He’s concerned 
about the so-called cooperative society. They went to the village to train him and some 
other men on how to produce quality beans; they were issued ID and a certificate for 
which they paid K30 and K50 respectively. The trainers were Michael Sino, Peter 
Tagoul, Louise Abala of the PNGSIB, Benjamin Sam of DAL, and Isaac Sengi. The 
training took place in 2004 and they promised prices would still be rising.  
 
Informal interview with [unnamed] age 59. His father is the chief of Kumunikum 1. It is a 
custom that if people in this village know that he tells us the yam magic, they will put a 
curse on him and he will die. For this reason he must go to a distant area to tell it to us; 
we also withhold his name. The magic is a special chant to the yams for them to be like 
cassowaries and grow amongst the thorns and stones, and travel fast despite obstacles. It 
is call to the yams that their skin is smooth like an eel and the skin of a fish. “After the 
hole is dug, then the prayer is said by washing the yams with water and the traditional 
bush leaves, including leaves of the vanilla.”  
 
In the past, wild vanilla existed but today the bred vanilla is used. They believe vanilla 
leaves will bring forth rain for the yams to grow well. The wild vanilla grows in only 
very thick bushes far away from the village. When folding the leaves they break. On the 
other hand, the bred vanilla’s leaves plump over when folded.   
 
They have magic for yam growing, including the following prayer: “Liplip pi yauuamba 
glangubisaungi.” This means: ‘Vanilla, you are now planted as a wild taro and you will 
grow like grass and have big leaves like wild taro.’ This is said in the morning before 
planting the cuttings. 

 
I feel that I treat both yam and vanilla as my child, because of how I look after them. 
Also the relationship that both have is that they have special support system and it 
goes as: vanilla helps the yam in terms of planting and also during the yam festival it 
generates cash in order to pay for pig and food stuffs so that the festival is very big.  

 

b. Kumunikim 2   
 
Kumunikum 2 is a maximum 40 minutes walk from Kumunikum1.13 The Councilor is 
John Bangile, and the estimated adult pop is 104. When the team arrived at the village an 

                                                 
13 They have 4 clans: Ura—or Galangal; Nglawe—black bird with red eyes; Niamo—Pidgin, and Kware—
another bird. 



 102

elderly couple were busy packing their vanilla beans that had been drying in the sun. The 
beans were spread out in the sun during the day on a Papindo blanket. Peanuts were also 
washed and put out in the sun to be sold. There were half a dozen children under 5 and a 
handful of older kids, but not so many teenagers. The smaller children had what looked 
like swollen spleens. They also looked undernourished. The adults too did not seem too 
healthy. One young man, a trade store owner of 30+ looked especially ill.   
 
There are no operating trade stores in the village now. There are no permanent houses, 
but there are corrugated roofs. Before the boom there were 5 and now there are 12. They 
still beat the garamut to call people together, or send foot messengers. The main food 
year round in sago, accompanied by tulip in coconut cream. Also the seasonal yam and 
mami harvests in June and January. People in the village have stopped domesticating 
animals since the introduction of vanilla. The chickens destroy the plants by digging soil 
around the roots and exposing them to the sun. There is very little domestication of pig, 
and it was abandoned when vanilla came in.  
 
People used to die of sorcery but the recent deaths have been childbirth (for young 
mothers, or first timers) and falls from tulip trees—especially for the women who do 
most of the tulip climbing.  
 
Since the introduction of Christianity most traditional ceremonies have been abandoned. 
They used to celebrate the girls’ coming of age in the family. A girl would be put in a 
house of her own during the first menstrual cycle and when she came out she would go 
straight to the house of her betrothed. Bride price ceremonies are only occasional. But 
recently they celebrated the yam and the mami ceremonies, at harvest time.  
 
There received no vanilla help whatsoever from the DPI. 
 
During the boom there was a high level of alcohol consumption. SP beer was bought 
often, and drugs and homebrew were put aside for a while. When the price dropped the 
boys went back to brewing and smoking marijuana. 
 
In 2003 and 2004 school fees of K5000 were easily paid. Household items were bought. 
Cash was given to relatives as gifts. One of the 3 young men interviewed says he started a 
joint trade store business with his brother. 
 
In Kumunikum 2 they said the problems that came up were with youths---with 
continuous drinking of alcohol, domestic violence and stealing of vanilla. Some families 
fought between each other and between husband and wife.  
 
Ruth Thomas (age 19), Elsa Thomas (21), and Elizabeth Thomas (26). Ruth speaks 
English, Pidgin and tok ples. She was doing her grade 7 at Kaugia but transferred to 
Sitake and is now out of school. Elsa does not have formal education and speaks only 
Pidgin and tok ples. Elizabeth also has no formal education and is married to Ruth and 
Elsa’s brother John Thomas; she is Uran clan.  
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Most people in the village are not educated, but there are 15 grade 8’s, and many grade 
6’s, and professionals in town who only come back for holidays now. Their Elementary 
has Prep 1-2 and is located at Kumunikum 1, thirty minutes’ walk. They have access to 2 
primary schools, at Kaugia and Sitaka, both 1 hour’s walk. Currently Sitaka is not 
functioning due to a lack of teachers. They also have two big youth groups with 11 and 
15 members each.  
 
There are also four private trade stores (one not operating), and a cocoa fermentary. 
 

Vanilla em ol DPI ibin kisim ikam na long kisim kam long ples em Francis na em 
planim long em nau em mipela olgeta planim. Taim mipela planim, mipela no planim 
bikpela tumas, 500 stik tasol. Na taim mipela harim olsem prais em bikpela, mi 
planim tu, tripela gaden wanwan man. Taim mipela planim, nogat ol laim long givim 
skul ho blo planim, growim, harvestim na draiam. Taim vanilla bin grow go antap na 
karim taim, em prais emi drop na mipela ino kisim moni tu. Wanpela samting em 
polsem ol man katim coffee gaden na planim vanilla. Liklik lain tasol ibin kisim moni. 
Long famli bilong mipela em papa Thomas tasol ibin kisim moni. Em bin salim long 
wanpela white man ibin kam long ples na dispela man em wanpela Australian man. 
Em bin kam wantaim brother blong mipela, em Steven Thomas, na em kam long July 
2003 na slip wanpela nait na go bek next day. Papa Thomas ibin salim na kisim 
K1015 long sait blong waitman em tasol bin kam tasol ol Blackman yes, em ol plenty 
ibin kam ol kain olsem 3pela long wanpela week. Now em olgeta dispela ino save 
kam.  

 
They did not benefit from the vanilla boom because they were still growing it then. Only 
a few people who sold their vanilla benefited from it, by buying new clothes, and paying 
school fees. The vanilla boom helped the yam festival “because people buy pigs and we 
ate them.” 
 
The big problem was their youths fighting with the Numbei youths in September 2003 
inside the gate for a dance. The results were roadblocks that interrupted transport and 
prevented people from going to school and the sick from going to the Health Centre. It 
took a very long time to solve the problem. It hasn’t been solved yet, but it is relaxed 
now.   
 

c. Kolongu 1 and 2 
 
Amazingly the people of Kolongu didn’t realize the potential of the ‘green gold’ until 
2002. And since, the major problems they faced were regret. As stated by Nelson Yake 
“Mipela long 2002 tasol miepla I leit na gut pela prais bilong vanilla I pundaun olsem na 
ting tong ikilim mipela.” 
 
The people of Kolongu did not benefit in any way from the vanilla boom in terms of 
development and/or health care—there was no improvement in health care. No new 
social problems arose like dancing or drinking. An elder says “Ol narapela ples drin spak 
na danis nambaut tasol turangu long mipela, mipela drai ya.” In terms of education, 
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people had coffee and cocoa to pay for school fees and lunch money. They people were 
able to sell most of their garden food for double the amount in the local markets because 
nearby villages who had benefited from vanilla stopped gardening. Like most villages 
cultural changes have taken place but mostly it was not related to the vanilla boom; some 
of the villagers used vanilla juice to grow large yams during the yam ceremony, so they 
believe. 
 
Absolutely no development has taken place during the last 10 years due to rundown local 
communications between government and villagers. The most interesting thing about 
North Wosera, south Wosera and parts of Maprik is that there is only one police officer 
who has tried his very best to control the law and order problems in the area for the last 9 
years. The good thing is that they didn’t experience the social impacts of the vanilla 
boom like underage drinking, adultery, unwanted pregnancies, sexual exploitation and so 
forth.  
 
Education is the major issue. Villagers claim that in 2002 they cut down all their cash 
crops to make way for vanilla production. Thus when the price of vanilla dropped the 
people did not have any other means of paying their children’s school fees. Currently the 
entire population of eligible school aged children are out of school. Sadly there are grade 
12 students in this group who could be potential university students. The village has no 
university or college graduates so you could say that ignorance was the key factor for 
them missing out on the vanilla boom.  
 
Economically, the village is way back—they did not manage their resources well (they 
cut down cocoa and coffee for vanilla) and now that the price has dropped (from as high 
as K1000/kg to K5/kg) and population is increased, there are environmental impacts.  
 
Kolongu is a small village with 250 plus inhabitants, and they’ve cut down all their cash 
crops (each person has 2-3 gardens) for vanilla. Vanilla, cash cropping, gardening and 
population growth are all environmental impacts.  
 
According to one elder, “Mipela iwari tru long ol pikinini bilong mipela bikos tumbuna 
pasin indai na waitman pasin itanim backsait long mipela.”  
 
The relationships between community members, leaders, government officials and law 
and order leaders have been quite good, before, since and after the vanilla boom. One 
youth said: “Yah, olgeta somting em orait tasol, pasin bilong harim tok bilong ol leaders 
na ol elders na ol elders em stap na inogat wanpela hevi ibin kamap.” 
 
The people of Kolongu are very concerned about the vanilla boom and its related 
impacts. Since the vanilla boom (as mentioned) they have cut down acres of cash crops, 
witnessed land disputes, prostitution, and alcoholism.  
 
Their concerns about the price drop of vanilla are genuine. They believe that Asian 
buyers are treating them unfairly and that the government should get rid of them. They 
want to prices of vanilla to go back up. They asked what the government is doing about 
it. What are the Spice Board, DPI and DAL doing about bringing the prices back up?  
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Judging from the evidence collected and the physical appearance of the villagers I would 
say that they are worse off than they were ten years ago. Their views of the vanilla boom 
are so simple, even though they regretted the prices dropping, they are also glad it didn’t 
happen to them because of the related impacts.  
 
Other issues of importance to them are: Jack bean and soybean. Jack bean and soy beans 
were planted in other villages 3 years ago while the Kolongu started planting 2-3 months 
ago. They also claim that DPI officers said that there will be a market for the beans.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

d. Blamda 
 
The language is Kamakudi, and it is 3 hours’ walk from Bukuwi, the nearest PMV stop. 
A population of 300+ since the 2000 census. 14The community has a total of 4 trade 
stores, although some of their goods are now covered in dust. These were items ordered 
during the boom. One has pots lining the shelves that are barely recognizable. The prices 
of the goods in the store have gone up really high, they went up during the boom. Today 
the prices are said to rise every month. All of the stores were there before the boom. 
There are no permanent houses but 10 semi-permanent ones, 3 of which were built during 
the boom. They were built very slowly due to the drop in prices, and not completed as 
permanent homes.  
 
Anonymous interviewee saw no particular improvement in his family’s health care. He 
has taken a lot of over the counter medication, especially painkillers for an aching back, 

                                                 
14 They also have the following clans: Ganapikim Maka (led by Raphael Wani), Ganapikim Ninde (led by 
Vitus Kombli), Ganapikim Gini (no leader noted), and  and Rasamakin Maka (led by Andrew Kausik).  
 
 



 106

but generally the health of his family and the village as a whole remains the same. 
Malaria and TB have been the most recent causes of deaths.  
 
Their staple food is sago and tulip. Different types of yam are seasonal and their harvests 
times are from June to July. During the boom they supplemented their protein with tin 
fish and other meats, like frozen chicken. Also Wosera is well known for its peanuts and 
everyone is always snacking on peanuts. Before the boom a lot of people domesticated 
chickens and pigs but they did away with the chickens because they were pulling at the 
vanilla roots. Their water wells have been destroyed by the growing number of sago 
palms in the well, too.  
 
They are Catholic and SDA, but neither church provides any services in particular –other 
than the schools and Health Center at Kaugia Station. 
 
The boys especially enjoyed a lot of discos during the boom, and a lot of the girls enjoyed 
videos. The girls couldn’t go freely to the dances because there were always fights –
unless they could be sure they’d be able to come home safely after the dance.  
 
They pay bride price according to the beauty of the woman more than her ability to work 
hard. Kamaundi language has been changing rapidly as young people are including a lot 
of pidgin words. 
 
The interviewee started selling vanilla early in 2004. He sells 3-6 kg per month, 
collecting at least K1600 per sale. On his first sale, though, he got K1600 and drank all he 
money away in 7 days. Since then he has given his wife approx. K50 each time. He buys 
rice and tinned fish, mattresses and other household goods, also uses the money to pay for 
his youngest daughter’s school fees. 
  
There was one incident of a fight that broke out between the older and the younger people 
in the community. Some people got hurt. The fight started because the older people were 
fed up by the youths not listening to the village leaders and not doing community work 
when they were asked to. The problem was later solved by village magistrates. 
 
Bill (Benny) Kabuiyati [see text boxes] is age 98, was born in 1907, and he still hasn’t 
lost his teeth. Taim vanila drop ol yanpela manki oli drink bia na oli go stealim ol 
samting bilong ol narapela, na tu ol go insait long haus bilong em na stealim olgeta 
samting bilong em.  
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Benny Kabuiyati’s tumbuna story: 
 
Long bipo mipela istap wantaim pasin tumbuna na igat 
singsing na kainkain pasin tumbuna na mipela indai nau na 
niupela tingting na pasin I kamap. Na bipo I narapela kain long 
dispela taim nau I narapela kain. Na mission katalik ikam na ol 
tu I lukluk long ol dispela kastom bilong mipela ino gutpela 
tumas na katolik prist I kalap long wanpela hos igo insait long 
wanwan ples na paitim ol man nabaut na stopim pasin 
tumbuna.  
 
Long bipo mipela istap wantaim prêt plenty. Mipela isave pait 
wantaim ol narapela ples a sutim ol long sepia nabaut na igat 
traple. Na mipela istap wantaim prêt. Bipo mipela pait wantaim 
wanpela komuniti long graun na saksak tasol. Tupela main 
kaikai bilong mipela em yam (mami) saksak oli katim bus na 
wokim gaden na planim taro, yam, banana. Kros pait ikamap 
long saksak long wanem population I wok long kamap bikpela 
long em tasol istap na ol niupela lain nogat, wanwan, wanwan 
yes oli planim.  
 
Long sait blong kaikai em main kaikai bilong Bill Kumbuiyata 
em yam (mami) emi tok rice em asdei tasol ikam na mi wok 
long traim rice na kaikai blong mi em saksak wantaim yam 
(mami). Na olsem wanem em save lukautim em na istap long 
pela taim. Niupela marit na yangpela pikinini meri ananit long 
meri bilong mi tasol. Na mi wok long tambu long planti 
samting bilong graun na long gaden yam em bikpela man long 
ples. Ol niupela marit ino inap givim kaikai long mi, mi kaikai 
bai ai bilong mi bai pas na pig tu mi no kaikai pig bai mi indai. 
(Em kasten bilong mi) mi mixim kaikai na nabaut na kaikai mi 
bai indai hariap. Mi save wanem kaikai inap lukautim mi ikam 
inap nau olsem na mi stap longpela taim. Olsem wanem mi 
lukautim mi yet long sait bilong yanpela meri na ol marit. Mi 
save go sindaun wantaim ol wanlain bilong mi yet na mipela 
kut kaikai na pro bilong mi, em haus tambaran na mi mas gut 
igo insait. Tambu long kaikai ol yangpela i kaikai buia long 
kamban bilong mi, em bilong mi yet na nau mi stap inap 200 
stret. Papa bilong em save lukautim em olsem wanem? Papa 
bilong mi save paitim mi long hatpela samting na em tambuin 
mi long ranaun wantaim ol narapela pikinini na em save paitim 
mi long naip na tambuin mi long raun nabaut wantaim ol 
narapela na mi mas stap wantaim em tasol na kisim olgeta 
tumbuna pasin na stori bilong papa bilong mi.  
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Benny Kabuiyati’s war stories: 
 
Mi  bin stap long taim blong WW 1, na War ikam oli ranawe na ol lain Japan ikam wantaim war na 
rasim ol karkaruk, pig na ol kaikai blong gaden na ol samting bilong ol long ples.  

 
Na namba 2 war ol Japanese ikam stap na ol I lukautim ol gut igo na givim ol kaikai na abus olsem 
pig kakakruk na ol gaden kaikai long ol na ol ino kaikaim ol. Ol lain long ples imekim gaden na 
lukautim pik, kakaruk bilong givim ol Japanese nogut oli stap nating na bai oli kaikai ol na oli stap 
gut na ol ino kilim ol indai inap Australia wantaim America kam na ol I pait. Japanese istap long 
Blamda na ol America na Australia igo na igo na kisim narapela ples long Stapikum na kam na 
kisim ol lain long iya na ranawe igo stap long kugikini na Japanese igo na ol America na Australia 
I kilim ol nabaut.  
 
Long namba tu war ikam emi marit na emino gat pikinini na emi stap na America wantaim 
Australia I raunim ol Japanese na kisim ol long karim ol kago bilong ol Japanese  i kisim ol man 
olsem Bill Kubuiyata, na oli karim ol kago bilong ol na raun wantaim ol na ol igo stap kugikini na 
lusim kugikini na go insait long Sepik Plain bikbus na old igo kamap long wanpela kuimu. Na oli 
karim ol kago blong ol wantaim bom na ol samting bilong pait tu wantaim na oli tokim ol olsem 
yupela holim na was istap.  
 
Oli lukautim ol Japanese istap na ol kamap olsem supai bilong ol Japanese na nau oli lukautim oli 
stap long wanem hap igo na tokim ol Australa wantaim olsem of Japense istap long hap. Taim oli 
pait istap yumi kamap olsem supai blong American na Australia na yumi wok long lukautim ol 
long kaikai stap na nau yumi save wanem hap ol stap yumi go tokim ol Australia wantaim America 
olsem ol Japanese istap long hap na ol igo killim ol indai. 
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Benny [ibin] igat 13 kismas na ol Japanese ilaik kaikai em, emi slip long haus istap an ol Japanese 
igo holim skin bilong em na pillim em na ilaik kisim em igo long kaikai em. Na oli pillim olsem 
em igat mit o bun tasol. Tasol papa bilong em hariap long givim abus long ol na oli lusim em na 
Benny pillim amamas.  Papa bilong Benny em bikpela man long komuniti na nem bilong em 
kontan emi kamap olsem dodoluluai. Na kontan yet igo na givim kaikai long ol Japanese na oli 
lusim em.  
 
Mipela igat laik long killim ol Japanese tasol mipela killim ol bai mipela igo hait long we. Long 
dispela taim mipela istap as nating na taim mipela ilukim ol Japanese kam mipela I ranawe tasol. 
Miepla I karim kago bilong ol Japanese na sapos miepla I les bai ol Japanese I kaikaim mipela ol 
japanis ikaikaim mipela, olsem na mipela I karim kago bilong oli go lusim na mipela isave sapai 
bilong ol America na Australia na tok ol olsem olistap na nau igo na kilim ol Japanese indai. 
Bilong wanem ol Japanese isave mekim nabaut long mipela. Na mipela I sapai na Australia 
wantaim American igo killim olgeta Japanese indai nabaut.  
 
Long famili bilong mi papa i kamap mitupela brata mi first born barata mi marit long mauku na 
stap long hap. Na papa bilong mi maritime tupela meri na mama bilong mi ikamapim na first born 
em wanpela meri na second born em mi yet na susa bilong mi em indai. Oli lukautim ol Japanese 
istap na ol kamap olsem supai bilong ol Japanese na nau oli lukautim oli stap long wanem hap igo 
na tokim ol Australa wantaim olsem of Japense istap long hap. Taim oli pait istap yumi kamap 
olsem supai blong American na Australia na yumi wok long lukautim ol long kaikai stap na nau 
yumi save wanem hap ol stap yumi go tokim ol Australia wantaim America olsem ol Japanese istap 
long hap na ol igo killim ol indai. 
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e. Telenge  
 
Jakob Guken and Hedi Lavi.  Jakob is 56 and Catholic, from Nindico clan, and his wife 
is from another clan. Hedi Lavi is the Village Magistrate and he’s 55 years old, and both 
he and his wife are Nindiko clan. They are surrounded by many youths and children for 
the interview.  
 
Telenge is a small village of approx 300 people, more males than females. The Councilor 
is Esado Kamlapui, President of North Wosera LLG. Telenge is a splinter from Blamda 
Village, a line that moved due to conflicts.15 The language is Kumukundi. The churches 
are Catholic and AOG. There are 12 grade ten graduates (4 females and 8 males), no 
grade 12 or college grads. They have one cocoa fermentary owned by Esado Kamlapui. 
Each person in the village has about 100 cocoa trees.  
 
Talenge is in North Wosera. They have 6 permanent houses and 2 semi-permanent ones. 
They still beat the garamut and conchshell to send messages. They buy the vanilla for 80t 
per kilo. There is a trade store and a chicken business.  
 
At first the villagers didn’t know what vanilla was. The DPI introduced it in 1993, 
through Albert Jambra from Yambes in north Wosera. Others say it was introduced by 
the DPI officers, Isaac Sengi and someone named Aron. They told them how to plant it 
but not how to pollinate it. There was no market created for the harvest and only a few 
people benefited from their vanilla sales, and in many places they still don’t even know 
about it. The villagers paid K2 for vanilla cuttings and chopped them into 3 pieces and 
planted them. Very few people plant in hectares, and many just plant it as the 
beautification plant. Those few who have harvested the vanilla sold them during the 
vanilla boom. Jakob spoke openly to apparent agreement of the crowd: “They got drunk 
from the money and they did not do anything good.” 
 
Vanilla is also used for yam gardening. They smashed the vanilla, and used it as fertilizer 
to mulch the yam. They also took vanilla leaves together with other bush leaves and 
floated them on the water to bring rain for the yams. In the past they used the wild vanilla 
but present they’re using the bred vanilla.  
 

We know that Madagascar’s vanilla was killed by ice and that’s why we sold it 
properly. We also blame Papindo for the price drop. Why, because Papindo buys our 
beans and sends them to Indonesia from there. They labeled our beans as Indonesian 
beans. We do not want Asian buyers. So then, we want the government to stop the 
Asian buyers, especially Papindo. The government has to provide means and ways 
for us so that we locals can be able to sell our vanilla beans. Get our views and ideas 
and give it to the government. 
 

Before vanilla it was hard to pay school fees, hospital fees, clothes and other things.  

                                                 
15 They have one big clan, Saigir (Muruk), and three subclans—Makiowati (Head), Nindico (Middle) and 
Giniko (Tail). 
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Why we are facing problems is because of the government is increasing fees. We do 
not want to export beans. We want the government to make our factory so that we can 
sell directly to the factory. Our youth, women and such groups are also not working 
well because we do not have money for expenses for this group. Also school leavers 
are consuming drugs because we do not have money to help them further their 
education and so that’s why. We want a tourism industry and in a way we can help 
the youths in teaching them also help promote our culture. Also we want the 
government to provide us with a tourism industry in order to sell our carvings, bilums 
and so on, to substitute for the cash crops. 
 
Also I have a very big question in why the DPI and government are blaming each 
other for the drop in price. Also, the price in the world market is not dropping so why 
is the price dropping [for us]? We are providing quality beans and we are not selling 
so then we’re frustrated.  
 
The other question is that the government must stop the logging of timber. I am 
saying this because my environment is giving me everything, meaning providing me 
anything to meet my basic needs. Also, I want the education system to be improved in 
my village. Education is very important. Also we would like you people to come into 
our community at least 3 times a year so that we can discuss existing problems. This 
is what we are giving from this community and we would like you to take action.   
 

  f. Gatikim  
 
Villagers harvested their vanilla beans late and many spent their money unwisely.  
 
Children as young as 12 were drinking beer, influenced by adults. Youths were fighting, 
drinking, and gambling. One youth says: “Taim mipela save drin spak raun na do dance 
mipela save raun long grup bikos mipela poret long pait wantaim ol boi long arapela 
hap.”  Youths were involved in fights with nearby villages. 
 
The women say that men from other villages came to their village during the vanilla 
boom to buy sex from them. (Males in the village deny this for some reason.)  
 
The people did not really experience the vanilla boom from the start because they started 
to harvest their beans at the end of the boom. They had no development before or after 
the boom, either from the government or any NGO’s. Out of the six semi-permanent 
houses in the village, 3 were built from vanilla money. They established a Village 
Development Committee to seek out donor agencies to help develop their village in 
sanitation, health, and education. Even the AOG church has plans to develop the village 
in health and education.  
 
After the vanilla boom, though, people were able to pay for good medical treatment. They 
were able to travel to town for medical care and the infant mortality rate was greatly 
reduced.  
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The villagers are very religious so when the team asked about social issues like 
alcoholism, unwanted pregnancies, sexual abuse and adultery, the villagers simply 
answered that they didn’t experience this. Perhaps they were afraid to speak out because 
their AOG Pastor was dominant throughout the group discussions. They also have not 
practiced their yam ceremony for 5 years, and not had a girls’ first menstrual ceremony 
since the 80’s. 
 
The villagers were able to send their children to school and they didn’t have problems in 
terms of school fees; they were even able to pay up last year’s fees. They could afford to 
dress neatly, the Principal said. “Oh yea the kids come to school very neatly, they had 
lunch money in their pockets.” The vanilla price drop has caused some children to leave 
school for lack of fees.  
 
The nurses did not give the villagers’ health from (Catholic) Kaugia Health Center during 
the boom. This was because of religious differences, the AOG Pastor said.  
One woman in the community, however, told us that did receive medical treatment from 
the Health Center but to do so they would have to pretend to keep their mouth shut about 
their church. Some villagers have died of sickness due to lack of communication –no 
two-way radios in the village to arrange ambulance from health centers. Villagers often 
have to carry their sick to the Centre, and some have died on the road.  
 

g. Bukitu 
 
Ray Walu is Gainguatkum clan. He first heard from his uncle Albert Walu about vanilla, 
and his uncle gave him some cuttings and taught him how to plant it, how to pollinate and 
when to harvest it. He harvested his first bean March 18, 2003, and it took him the month 
to dry the bean. Then he sold it to Maprik Papindo for the price of K700/kilo and sold 3 
kilos of it for K2100. That’s the big difference between 2003 and 2005. He believes the 
world market price is steady and that the Asians who come to buy it are tricking them 
with the idea that the price has fallen. The government must consider this matter and buy 
vanilla directly from them, he says. “We from Maprik, Dreikikir, Yangoru and Wosera 
pay the government dinau from the World Bank and because of this, from our sweat, our 
hard work growing the vanilla, they should not allow Asians to come in and tell them 
lies.”  
 
Elas Kura is from Bikitu, residing in Maprik, and is one of 48 members from Wosera, 
Dreikikir, and Maprik Districts who went to Jayapura to sell beans there. He says the 
price of vanilla is not falling, it is still the same. He doesn’t know why it has dropped in 
PNG. The government must do something about this.  

 
Why did those Asians come and trick us and buy the vanilla from us? Check them 
out, some of them enter our country without passport. They have tourist visas not 
business visas.  
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They had no development during the vanilla boom. There was money for medical care, 
and for sports equipment, and for school fees; and for clothes, cooking utensils, work 
tools and other things. They could also pay bride price. But many teachers didn’t attend 
school and some children were also absent because they were off farming.  
 
Money allowed some to marry two and three women, or have sex with prostitutes. 
Burning of bush was also a problem; they cut down all their cocoa and coffee trees too. 
 

XV. Social impacts   
 
Once a community is engaged in the cash economy, even marginally, it is like living on a 
medication. When the levels of cash then go down, the body suffers, and when the levels 
stabilize the body politic, so to speak, regains its equilibrium. Things work: schools have 
students, students have sports equipment, sick people have medication and farmers have 
transport to market. This was the case with all of these communities in the general area, 
even those remote villages. A certain level of cash is required to make the modern 
apparatus work—to pay school fees, hospital bills, transport costs, and so forth. This is 
why the first waves of the vanilla boom created such immediately positive effects---
suddenly there was the means to make youth groups cohere, to send church groups to 
rallies, send kids to school, have the surgery one needed, and so forth. The diet got better, 
the general well-bring of the community improved, rather like the anemic patient who 
gets more iron in their food. The villages suddenly realized how much they had suffered 
from poor infrastructure, distance to markets, lack of medicines and so forth, because for 
the first time life was operating as it should. Across the board we hear from the 2003 
CUSO report and other sources how the rise of vanilla prices created a freedom from 
strife, a sense of life as it should be.  
 
At the same time, however, excess was already creeping in and people were spending 
new money wildly, while shopkeepers quickly raised prices to get some of this wealth 
floating around. People came out of the woodwork to carpetbag the boom: prostitutes, 
self-appointed experts and exporters, dubious middlemen of all kinds. By the peak vanilla 
price days of 2003 most people had already experienced the negative effects in some 
way: drinking that led to violence and land disputes and broken homes; wealth that was 
hoarded and not shared and sometimes even gambled away. They’d seen greed up close 
and learnt how unmanageable it can be. Pastors, teachers, civil servants and health 
workers left their posts to get their own share of the profits. Maprik, Dreikikir and 
Wosera, not to mention Wewak, were suddenly much like Mt. Kare or Porgera in the first 
panning days—where kids were driving off with Land Cruisers and money talked louder 
than any traditional authority or any traditional values. 
 
The most important traditional ceremony still observed in the general Maprik area is the 
yam festival, which takes the abundant harvest into a series of structured exchanges and 
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competitions. Because the Abelam people are renowned for their yam cultivating skills, 
the yam festival is as much a regional exhibition of cultural pride, an identification 
marker, as it is a system of creating and affirming social networks. The CUSO (2003) 
researchers astutely note that:    

 
There is a threat…that these activities will no longer be practiced in the near future. 
There is little time to teach the younger generation the necessary skills and 
knowledge for the traditional activities, in order to pass them on. While vanilla is less 
difficult to grow and cultivate than cocoa or coffee, it is in fact very time consuming. 
 

The 2003 CUSO report compared the effects of vanilla on Maprik and Sein in the Umuin 
District of Madang, and they found that vanilla had actually decreased the crime rate. The 
assumption was that the young people had no need to commit crimes now that they could 
make money. By comparison, as we have seen, in Maprik (as well as Dreikikir and to a 
lesser extent Wosera) crime has escalated. Money brought alcohol over-consumption, 
prostitution, adultery, polygamy, gambling and violence, which all fueled the need for 
more money, and thus created a form of self-perpetuating social disintegration.  
Unwanted pregnancies, STD infections, domestic abuse, and school dropouts all paved 
the way for long-term social disintegration.  
 
Nevertheless in 2003 the positive signs offered hope for the future.    
 

The improved financial status of the communities as a whole is hoped to have many 
positive impacts, including an improved infrastructure i.e. a reliable road, electric and 
clean water supply. It is generally accepted that the living standards have improved 
which of course has many implications. The increase in wealth has attracted many 
businesses and opened up people’s abilities to partake in new business developments. 
People are more able to afford travel in and out of the communities. Many groups 
within the community hope to benefit from the newly gained financial status, hence 
improving their ability to carry out activities. This will open up opportunities and 
experiences to the community. (CUSO 2003)  

 
Even then, however, the real concern was food security. It was already clear that people 
had ignored their subsistence gardening long enough to cause problems not just in the 
harvests, but also in the replanting. And the greater long-term threat appeared to be the 
loss of traditional gardening knowledge, and with it, the cultural identity that it ensures.  
 
Those that benefited most from vanilla were the Dreikikir and Maprik Districts. Most 
people now found it possible to buy household goods they had always wanted, from good 
clothes and cooking utensils such as plates, pots and cups, mattresses, pillows and bed 
sheets, to gardening tools such as forks, spades, and rakes. They also bought bicycles, 
generators, solar panels, lawn mowers, cars and trucks. They set up trade stores, clubs, 
discos, beer shops and PMV businesses. Many farmers also took the opportunity to travel 
to other provinces and sleep in hotels and guesthouses. Some even went to Indonesia and 
Australia. Others took out their own export licenses (not always according to regulation). 
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Though there were many good things that came about with vanilla, the negative effects 
were serious. One man in Maprik reported that sex was being sold at the time for K50 for 
one kuap. In Yambes village two brothers fought over the piece of land and the elder 
brother chopped off his younger brothers hand. Men were getting more wives and the 
wives often fought. Children were neglected and given too much money.  
 
There was also many car accidents and roadblocks on the highway. The villagers of 
Yangoru and Kubalia often held up the trucks or PMVs from Dreikikir and Maprik 
Districts going to Wewak, as they knew the people had a lot of money. Police often set up 
their own roadblocks, and as the Maprik Police Commander reported, two people were 
shot dead by the police as a result. 
 
Many women were raped during that time. There was also a lot of unwanted pregnancies 
and abortion with young teenage girls who had been bribed for sex with old men.  
 
Their diet changed altogether from traditional food to store good; rice, tin fish and tin 
meat were the new staples. Because of this change people were getting all kinds of 
sicknesses; many had diarrhea, dysentery, pneumonia, and stomach aches. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anthropologist Barbara Huber-Greub says the Abelam  think of  their whole world as 
having coherence between all its parts.  This is a philosophical outlook, an awareness of 
the relationship between spheres of activity, people, and things. (1990:274): 

Moreover, planting season (approximately from September to Frebruary) and 
ceremonial season (March to August)—sing-sings, displays of yams, yam 
competitions, the building of ceremonial houses, the shooting of pigs, initations, 
birth, marriage, death, and funeral rites—seem to form a continuous cycle without 
beginning or end. None of the spheres mentioned exists for its own sake; each is a 
sort of sounding board for all the others.  
 

Consistent with this is the idea of continuity and movement between Abelam villages. 
People move from one hamlet to the next (as all Abelam are descended from the same 
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ancestors who came up from an hole in the earth), and new hmlets are constantly being 
made. People move from jealiusy, enemy attacks, deaths, and sometimes just for 
companionship. “Even today, “ Huber-Greub says (Ibid:275),  

the flow of people between hamlets is striking. Rarely has anyone lived all his life in 
the same hamlet. Equally striking is the knowledge displayed by many…of the 
history of once-inhabited hamlets. Wherever in the area a family or a couple has 
lived, people will still remember it.  

 
There is a security in the concepts of unity and indivisibility. The life cycles are 
continuous; the land is all-providing, and resilient. Usufruct rights are  liberal in Abelam 
territory—people have rights to garden in both paternal and maternal kin land, as well as 
that of adoptive parents, and even friends. This may help explain why people razed their 
cash crops so freely to plant vanilla. The idea of a bounded plot of land for one household 
is nowehere traditional in PNG, and clearly was rare in Abelam communities. There was 
no real land pressure and a regular degree of out-migration, not to mention the freedom to 
move within Abelam territory. Compound this with the traditional emphasis on gardening 
skill and magic, and the Abelam can be said to have unusual security in their agricultural 
resources and capabilities---enough, it seems, to have taken such a gamble on vanilla. 
They gambled and some of them won.   
 

XVI. Discussion  
 
Across all the villages visited, growers can be categorized as one of three kinds. There 
was the first wave of people who planted vanilla in the years 1998 and 1999. Those were 
the one that benefited most during the vanilla boom. But their numbers were few, and 
they include farmers from Yambes in  Dreikikir District and Albiges in Maprik District. 
The second waves of planters were planting in 2000 and 2001. These people did not 
benefit as much as those who planted in 1998 and 1999. Most of them only made their 
first sales during the boom and by their second harvest the price had already begun to 
drop. The majority of farmers very late, in 2001 and 2002, during the boom period, and 
because they harvested late, they never really benefited. The people from Lanining Guap 
are a case in point. 
 
According to the team’s findings with regards to the aftermath of the boom, peoples’  
experiences varied according to when they planted and harvested vanilla. Most of the 
Dreikikir villages, namely Yambes, Musumblem, Nanaha, Musungwa and others, were 
really hit hard by the negative social effects, as they were the ones who planted early. 
Other villages such as Lanining Guap, Wara Sikau, Yakrumbok and Paglo were not that 
affected as most of the people did not plant early and saw very little money. Now that the 
price has gone down those that planted late are now trying to look for markets to sell their 
beans. Many of them are stocking feedbags and cartons of vanilla in their homes and l 
waiting for a good buyer to come around and offer a good price. They took a lesser 
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gamble and have had to pay a smaller price. Few of the late-planters cleared all their food 
and other crop gardens to plant vanilla, so they have been able to weather the storm 
better.  
 
When asked, people said the vanilla price dropped because buyers did not grade the bean 
according to their proper standards. Instead they went out and bought vanilla not caring if 
it was good quality. This was because the demand was so high in the world market. 
That’s why, when it arrived overseas, the quality was judged bad against the other 
countries’ crops. So PNG vanilla was branded as not good quality. The other reason, they 
said, was that the Somare Government was to blame: most of the public servants left their 
jobs to tend vanilla, so they government dropped the prices to bring them back to work.  
 
Some suggested that because so much social disruption resulted from the boom, leaders 
must have asked the government to drop the price of vanilla. From the perspective of 
buyers and exporters, the blame seems to rest on the indiscriminant purchasing by 
Papindo. In a 2004 The National article excerpted above, one buyer discretely points the 
finger:   
 

Mr Bird said one or two exporters that went out and purchased beans indiscriminately 
without due regard to quality had forced the American buyers  to refuse acceptance of 
PNG vanilla after a 10-tonne shipment was found to be of very poor quality and 
rejected. He said about 60 tonnes of PNG vanilla have been stockpiled in Indonesia 
by one PNG exporter for the American markets but is unable to off-load at the 
premium price. The American importer, according to Mr Bird, still prefers the 
Madagascan beans at more than US$400 per kilogram (K1200), which has caused the 
sudden adverse impact on prices of PNG vanilla. (Hriehwazi 2004) 

 
People now want the government to raise and fix the price. So many have cut down their 
coffee and cocoa trees to plant vanilla that they’ve been left with no income whatsoever.  
They also ask that the government find a good export market for their beans (rather than 
leaving it to foreign exporters).   
 
We are in no position to assay whether or not Papindo and other major buyers played the 
primary role or not in debasing the value of PNG vanilla on the world market. This report 
is not an eye witness account of the boom but an after-boom assessment of its impacts, 
and one  resounding impact must be the distrust and dissatisfaction villagers have come 
to feel with this major Indonesian-Papua New Guinea retailer. Papindo cops the blame in 
vitually all category of informants we spoke to: they made a decision to move from 
buying only cured beans to buying green beans as well, which caused a rush on the 
gardens and a degradation of curing standards. When this was first evident, Papindo did 
not chose to return to buying cured beans, they continued and thus sustained the general 
corruption of quality (for reason we do not know). There may have been other factors we 
are not aware of, but the villagers from Drekikir to Maprik and Wosera are firm believers 
that Papindo was largely responsible for turning the boom into a terrible, painful and 
overnight bust. 
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Land in the Maprik-Dreikikir-Wosera region is now a problem. The tenure laws have 
been relatively relaxed in the past, considering that the residents in most of the villages 
have migrated to the area within the past 100 years or so. By the 1970’s the trend toward 
out-migration from Wosera had been remarked upon by anthropologists and while it 
relieved an imminent land pressure problem, the worry back then was that migrants to 
other areas would eventually come home. The vanilla boom provided a glimpse of this 
worry fulfilled: when people returned from all over the country to claim garden land in 
their ancestral villages so as to grow vanilla. Compounded by the influx of sex workers, 
new wives and general carpet-baggers, people could see the dramatic effects of 
overpopulation and land pressure. Brothers killing brothers, theft of green beans, jealousy 
and a complete lack of food security.  The findings of the 2003 CUSO study include a 
cautionary note: “Land disputes in the area have previously been experienced and the 
growers believed that these could occur again. This problem will only be avoided if 
people remain strictly to their customary land boundaries.” 
 
In the precolonial period warfare was endemic amongst the Wosera Abelam and social 
organisation was flexible enough to permit the more or less constant flow of people 
between villages and groups. Migrants were easily incorporated into host communities. In 
the contemporary absence of warfare and increasing population pressure, the natural  
response has been a general tightening of rules for group membership and access to 
resources. This may contribute to a form of social stratification between landowners and 
marginalized immigrants of three generations or less, as Curry (1997) has already pointed 
out.  

Curry and Koczberski (1999) have also raised the issue of outmigration and its 
consequences for the Abelam, specifically the Wosera., who have been migrating to West 
New Britian since the 1960’s (for plantation work). While rising resource/population 
pressure and stricter forms of land tenure arrangements are altering patterns of out-
migration, the situation for those long-term migrants in West New Britain is becoming 
less certain as land shortages begin to limit opportunities and indigenous landowners 
become less tolerant of migrants, Elsewhere, research has also shown that migration 
across provinces in PNG has been used as a strategy to diversify and increase incomes, to 
escape sorcery and other village conflicts, and to overcome problems associated with 
resource access (see Curtain 1980, 1981; Gewertz and Errington 1991:107; Curry and 
Koczberski 1998). The growing trend of urban permanence in PNG, for instance, is 
particularly telling of the economic and population pressures in many rural areas because, 
as studies in PNG and elsewhere suggest, those more likely to become permanent 
migrants or undertake permanent migration are landless or lack adequate access to 
resources in their home villages (e.g., Garnaut et al. 1977; Zimmer 1990).  

PNG is belatedly encouraging micro finance institutions and practices to grow in its 
banking industry. The concern of late, and the reason brakes have been put on this 
process at all, has been the popularity of quick-money and pyramid schemes that have 
appeared across the county—most notably in the North Solomons Province. The lack of 
regulation in the industry creates the perfect environment for these ‘other’ savings and 
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investment schemes to flourish The typical grassroots is either distrustful of or 
intimidated by commercial banks, and although there are legitimate savings and loans 
societies in most major towns of PNG, they are few and far between. Non-literate and 
remote villagers without easy access to towns have few means with which to make their 
income ‘grow’ (although see Sexton 1982, 1986 for indigenous banking schemes that 
have been successful exceptions).  
 
Both the EU and the ADB have funded long-term projects for the development of micro 
finance in PNG. The Credit Schemes for Women and Cocoa Producers (based in 
Bougainville) was a technical assistance project funded by the European Union and 
conducted by Bankakademie International from 2000-2002; and the Microfinance and 
Employment Project by the Asian Development Bank is still running, from 2002 – 2006. 
Elsewhere, in a 2001 report commissioned by the ADB, John Conroy explains some of 
the difficulties faced by the banking industry (Conroy 2001:240-242). He also has some 
important recommendations for the Central Bank of PNG, which we condense here 
(emphasis added):  
 
 

The growth of unlicensed financial operations in urban areas suggests some gaps 
exist in service provision by formal institutions. [However] Legislative overreaction 
to abuses such as pyramid schemes could have unfortunate consequences for 
legitimate microfinance...Notwithstanding the previous recommendation, BPNG 
should contribute actively to the creation of an appropriate policy environment 
for microfinance… [B]y gaining familiarity with both international and PNG 
experience in microfinance, BPNG could become a more informed participant in 
discussions of the policy and regulatory environment for microfinance with the 
emergence of a forum or network for microfinance comprising NGOs and other 
stakeholders…To encourage the participation of commercial banks in “down-
scaling” their operations to encompass microfinance, BPNG should consider 
whether any elements in the current regulatory regime for banks discriminate 
against their participation in microcredit …  With respect to regulated financial 
institutions engaging in microfinance, including S&Ls and Village Finance Ltd, 
BPNG should avoid imposing higher capital requirements upon them in the 
wake of the pyramid plan episode. These institutions, which are dedicated to 
serving the poor and rural people, should not be hampered in achieving that goal by 
unnecessary minimum capital requirements... BPNG’s revitalization of S&Ls appears 
to be an appropriate response to the dearth of financial services available to 
lower income and rural people in PNG. Further judicious expansion of S&Ls may 
be appropriate, including expansion in rural areas as far as possible, as well as efforts 
to make all S&Ls more inclusive… The pyramid plan episode indicates that 
substantial public education in financial matters is needed, and the central bank 
could contribute to such educational processes. (Ibid:242) 

 
There was plenty of greed and opportunism circulating in the wake of the ESP vanilla 
boom, that’s for certain. Fortunately, however, no one pyramid of S&L fraud prevailed in 
exploiting the situation (as is still the case with U-Vistract in Bougainville). Only recently 
has the PNG banking industry issued any public warnings against illegitimate S&L and 
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other investment schemes (see the 28 May 2005 Bank of PNG notice reproduced in the 
Appendix below). But the absence of viable alternative investment projects, and of easy 
or practical savings mechanisms for villagers, continues to leave the majority of papua 
New Guineans too vulnerable to this kind of fraud. Any urban Papua New Guinea with 
an email account can tell you that, by the number and regularity of so-called African 
investment opportunities hawked to PNG addresses, even the educated and computer-
literate are easy prey to international scam artists. 
 
Food security is a lingering concern. Our team was able to witness the launching of a new 
coffee cooperative in Wara Skiau, Dreikikir, which marked a community’s commitment 
to the once-neglected crop. But this has been happening all over the region since the 
‘bust’ following 2003.. 
 

Maprik vanilla farmers want to revive coffee 
Coffee Industry Newsletter (Ukurumpa, EHP) March 2004 
A farmer member delegation led by Mr David Kwamilon from the Maprik district 
of East Sepik province traveled to the Eastern Highlands in November, 2003 to 
look into ways to reviving the interests of coffee among growers in their area…The 
Maprik district used to be the leading Robusta supplier in the country, however, in 
recent years since the introduction of vanilla as well as the decline in coffee prices, 
the farmers have not shown keen interest in the crop. “We are looking at what 
avenues we can take to get coffee up and going again,” said Mr Kwamilon “Our 
trip to Goroka is to seek some form of technical assistance from the CIC to help us 
revive the interest of farmers in the area to get back to their coffee gardens,” said 
delegation leader David Kwamilon…“Since the advent of coffee ten years ago in 
Maprik, there has been a decline in coffee production.” 

 
In a rousing salute to the Member for Maprik, Gabriel Kapris (who unseated Sir Pita Lus 
in 2002), the National’s Damaris Minikula describes what seems to be a true revival for 
the town of Maprik. Having just survived the boom and bust, Mr. Kapris’s efforts to 
rebuild roads and bridges comes at the perfect time. It may just turn the place around. 
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XVII. Conclusion and recommendations   
 
In all three Districts, we found that people who had benefited from the high vanilla prices 
were grateful for the experience, and the majority had been lifted, for the first time, from 
financial want: they paid their school fees, customary needs, and dietary needs with ease. 
This was unquestionably the benefit of their hard work and risk-taking. In an 
environment without financial infrastructure, however, they had nowhere to invest their 
profits and few ways to spend it in the short term. Every village and hamlet has a story of 
the permanent house that never got finished, and the vehicle that can no longer be 
repaired. These are the sorry but hopeful stories. More common are tales of wanton 
drinking and waste on new wives, ‘girlfriends’ and prostitutes; of generosity run amok 
and prices and business houses that raised their prices through the roof. Ordinary goods 
were suddenly twice the price, but no one need hesitate. And because the beneficiaries 
were uneven, were spread out and gaining mythical proportions, greed and envy 
flourished along with theft and hold-ups along the highway. Much of the trauma could 
have been spared had the banks been able to create accounts and savings schemes for the 
newly-wealthy, but their rules remained rigid and they were able to grab only a fraction 
of the money floating through these communities at the time.  
 
Business houses were beneficiaries of the boom, and enjoyed terrific profits for the mad 
months of 2003. Their complaints had to do with security, and the inconvenience of 
restocking quickly enough to service the needs. They hired more staff, put on more 
security. Vanilla beans were soon moving through business and private hands much the 
same way tambu shells in the islands or nununiga banana fiber money moves in the 
Trobriands: the next best thing to cash. Small objects could be purchased directly with 
vanilla, and ad hoc measures of them were used to repay loans and stave off grievances. 
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In emergent cash economy there is a hazy line between what the individual needs and 
what he/she wants. In these communities, where people have been living largely from the 
garden, they were also dependent on cash for modern  services: education and health first 
of all, and following that, transport to market. Thus, cash did not flow through an area 
that was otherwise ignorant of it; it arrived like a tsunami precisely because people knew 
the life-changing significance of kina. The quality of life had been relatively high, due to 
good crops and a stable income from cocoa and coffee. This income kept the 
communities afloat, allowed them just enough to sustain the infrastructure of their 
basically remote lifestyles. But once these crops became unprofitable, and cash began to 
evaporate, people were forced to adjust to life without kerosene, petrol, school and even 
malaria medicines.  
 
The first and most powerful impact of the vanilla boom was the resuscitation of the 
weakened infrastructures in all these communities: suddenly the corpus was alive and 
kicking again, it had shaken anemia and promised to thrive. People began celebrating. 
But they also reached threshold where there was simply too much cash to manage. There 
were no economic girders beneath the towns, in particular; these were themselves thrown 
up without much planning and with no expectations of more complex development. 
There were no businesses or services dedicated to long-term investment for the village 
farmer: nothing more to buy after all the household goods and beer was sold out. 
Between a gen-set and a Land Cruiser there was little else to buy, which effectively 
forced people to spend their profits on air travel, hotels, binges, and new wives. In a town 
like Lae or Port Moresby there might be savings and loan societies, business groups, even 
financial planners. There would be vehicles and materials to buy for new business 
ventures. Most importantly, there would be lower hurdles to opening a savings account.  
 
The other point to make in conclusion is that no single phenomenon can be separated 
from all others. What happened during the vanilla boom directly affected the infection 
rates of HIV/AIDs and other STIs, and in turn, this has compounded the problem of food 
security. Who will work the fields (not to mention the labor-intensive vanilla plantations) 
when so many fall sick? A 6 December 2005 item in the Post Courier (p5) reveals that 
this is a growing concern across PNG. Participants in an agricultural workshop in Goroka 
report that  
 

[a]gricultural production and growth will be stagnant if no immediate action [is] taken 
to address the situation, the participants said. They told the National Agricultural 
Development Plan consultative workshop…that HIV/AIDS must be critically 
addressed during the formulation of the new agriculture plan. Agricultural workers, 
farmers and their families were at risk amid fears that if nothing was done to reduce 
the impact of HIV/AIDS, there will be nobody farming the land and the agricultural 
economy will be devastated. 
  

The threat posed by the Freida Mine are overwhelming, and cast a dark shadow over the 
issues of food security, environmental sustainability and health that have been raised 
briefly by the vanilla boom. WWF foresees the Frieda project as an even bigger threat 



 123

than Ok Tedi, which has already contaminated 372 miles of subsistence agriculture along 
the Fly River.16  

If it goes ahead as planned, the mine will be bigger than the infamous Ok Tedi Mine, 
which contaminated 372 miles of the Fly River System. In addition, the area is 
threatened by invasive species such as long-tailed macaques, water hyacinth and cane 
toads; dynamite, long-line and cyanides fishing, and land clearance for agriculture. 
(WWF Website www.worldwildlife.org  ‘Forests of New Guinea: Arriving in 
Ambunti’) 

It is our belief that the infrastructure required to ballast remote centres like Maprik and 
Drekikir (meaning the banking systems, savings and loan societies, DPI staff, health and 
educational services) are critical to staving off greater environmental and economic 
threats from logging and mining concessions. Only when a community operates as a 
viable agricultural society, with a mutually reinforcing dual society of formal and 
informal sectors, can people make educated and long-sighted decisions about their future 
welfare. It is a truism that government inefficiency and corruption literally invite foreign 
predation and carpetbagging opportunists—whether they be individual scam artists or 
international logging concerns. The dichotomy facing Papua New Guineans today 
between traditional or semi-traditional rural life and ‘development’ as a monolithic 
import does not have to be so. Ultimately, the responsibility lies in the public sector to 
maintain the services they have pledged; but NGOs and international donor organizations 
will no doubt continue to play the more important role of watchdog and, inevitably, 
service provider, for these East Sepik communities. They deserve the only real kudos 
here, for recognizing and the weaknesses of the State in the face of this capitalist tsunami, 
and attempting to prevent the worst destruction from being permanently institutionalized.  

By issue, we conclude as follows:  
Timing:  The Drekikir villages in the mountain foothills were the first to plant vanilla, 
and the first to benefit from it. It was as if they stood at the shore with surfboards waiting 
for the tsunami to come in. When the Madagascar crop failed, they rode the crest of that 
wave, and even if they came through alittle banged up, they weren’t drowned by it. Those 
who watched them rise with the sales from that first lucrative harvest went back and 
planted vanilla themselves. Just when the Drekikir people were razing their coffee and 
cocoa gardens to plant more vanilla, so were their neighbours willing to follow suit and 
gamble everything on this new crop. But by the time some of the late-comers saw their 
first harvest, the boom had gone bust, and the cost of gambling everything on vanilla was 
coming due: people realized too late tha teir other other incomes were gone, food gardens 
had been forfeitied, and all their dreams of big money would be dashed. Those Drekikir 
foothills people who rode the first wave, however, were remote villagers, and few had the 

                                                 

16 The Hunstein Range was declared a Wildlife management Area (WMA) in 1998 covering 540,000 acres; 
customary landowners worked with WWF to establish the WMA in the face of a logging concession known 
as the Salumei Forest Management Area (FMA), which still represents a threat.  
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means or the know-how to save their profits. Money was squandered on short-term rather 
than long-term desires. Those who did finally invest in better homes and vehicles largely 
did so from their second harvests, and sometimes got caught halfway there before the 
prices dropped.  
 
The contrast between Maprik-Dreikikir and Wosera is dramatic, although not unexpected: 
those who planted vanilla first experienced a roller coaster of economic and social 
upheaval because of it; those that planted vanilla late, remained unrewarded and also 
unscathed. Subsistence agriculture in Wosera, or in Maprik and Dreikikir before the 
boom, was not perfect, and its very engagement in a cash economy means that it requires 
a steady income from some cash crop or project. We hear this again and again in the 
interviews below.  
 
Training : The Department of Agriculture and Livestocks’s Rural Officer in Maprik 
District, James Hosea, says that vanilla was first introduced to Maprik in 1992 under the 
DAL’s Minor Crop Diversification Programme. Villagers in all 4 Maprik LLGs were 
trained in cultivating and processing vanilla at that time (although the quality of that 
training is unknown to us). His two reports (details of which are reproduced below) 
confirm that planting in the Maprik area really took off in 1993-1998, and the number of 
plants brought to harvest in 1998 was close to 60,000. (The DPI in Maprik, however,  
tells us that the cultivated form of vanilla was introduced in 1996-7 under the Smart 
Program.) 
 
In 1993 Alfred Jamran (Chambram?) is said to have brought vanilla in from the Keravat 
agricultural campus in Rabaul to his village of Yambes, from where it spread throughout 
Drekikir. Yambes growers harvested their first crop in 1996, which appears to have been 
the first commercial harvest for the Maprik-Drekikir-Wosera region. The Maprik DPI 
says that they looked over his training materials and gave their blessing for them at the 
time, although they initiated training later in Maprik.  
 
In 1999 the DPI introduced vanilla to Wosera, which was a good 3 years after the first 
plantings in Drekikir and Maprik.  Training appears to have been spotty throughout the 
region, and virtually no one we spoke to in Wosera had received any training on 
processing the bean. With respect to the limited staff of the DPI and ther DAL, the vanilla 
craze was quickly too much to manage. There seems to have been real efforts to educate 
villagers about cultivation and drying, but whether these workshops were effective, or 
thorough, is hard to say. Most of the growers we spoke to from Drekikir to Wosera look 
back and blame their lack of training on the government. It is because they were ill- 
trained, they say, that so much poor quality vanilla flooded the market by late 2003.  
 
Store prices: Supermarkets and major retail stores unashamedly raised their prices along 
with the boom. In a market economy, this is not unexpected. But in a precarious new 
market economy where major shops are foreign-owned, it proved to be disasterous public 
relations. Papindo opened a branch in Maprik which was a service to the community that 
looked all too opportunistic. This kindled a feeling of exploitation in the public that 
would snowball by late 2003, when vanilla prices dropped. By then people across the 
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region were all to ready to believe Papindo, the part-Indonesian company, had 
manipulated the market to cheat Papua New Guineans of their due profits. 
 
Banks: One of the reasons the retailers were able to ‘carpetbag’ the boom so effectively 
was because banks resisted any impulse to relax the requirements on opening bank 
accounts. Remote villagers especially found commercial banking prohibitive. The 
requirements for opening term deposit accounts have always involved being verified by a  
current account holder, or showing multiple forms of identification. BSP employees 
apparently went on village visits to sign up new clients, largely because they suffered 
their own cash crunch at the time. We have no statistics on this, but it would appear that 
the outreach efforts were less than successful. Even in 2005 out team found very few 
villagers with bank accounts. The ID was of course only one of the obstacles to banking 
for remote villagers; even where the roads were good and transport available, by the peak 
of the boom road blocks and hold-ups were all too common.  
 
The vanilla boom constitutes just one of many arguments for micro finance in PNG. The 
government of PNG is belatedly encouraging micro finance institutions and practices, but 
the concern of late, and the reason brakes have been put on this process at all, has been 
the popularity of quick-money and pyramid schemes that have appeared across the 
county—most notably in the North Solomons Province. Thousands of remote villagers 
across the country have lost hard-earned savings to scam artists promising to grow or 
transform or invest for secure returns their meager savings. Unfortunately the lack of 
regulation in the industry creates the perfect environment for these ‘other’ savings and 
investment schemes to flourish. On the other hand, a typical grassroots farmer is either 
distrustful of or intimidated by commercial banks, and although there are legitimate 
savings and loans societies in most major towns of PNG, they remain few and far 
between.17 Non-literate and remote villagers without easy access to towns have few 
means with which to make their income ‘grow’ (although see Sexton 1982, 1986 for Wok 
Meri indigenous banking schemes that have been successful exceptions).  
 
Both the EU and the ADB have funded long-term projects for the development of micro 
finance in PNG. The Credit Schemes for Women and Cocoa Producers (based in 
Bougainville) was a technical assistance project funded by the European Union and 
conducted by Bankakademie International from 2000-2002; and the Microfinance and 
Employment Project by the Asian Development Bank is still running, from 2002 – 
2006.18 

                                                 
17 A good example of one is the Adventist Development Relief Agency in Morobe Province, where their 
Small Enterprise Development program has assisted tens of women to establish savings accounts for small 
businesses.  
18 Banking has changed in PNG over the last two decades. In Mt. Hagen’s PNGBC, in 1989, people used to 
be able to use thumb prints as signatures, and the nonliterate could verify their identity by uttering a 
personal password to the teller. This accommodation to clients’ needs was instrumental in the growth of a 
strong local economy, because it ensured that even the most remote villagers could save their money over 
time, could build a nest egg for their dreams, and most of all guarantee that their hard-earned coffee profits 
would not be squandered, stolen or lost in a hole in the ground. The most restrictive rule at the time 
concerned taking a loan: villagers had to have the same amount of money in their account, as security, that 
they wished to borrow. Collateral would also be listed in a loan application: things like pandanus trees, 
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Prostitution, adultery, domestic violence: Men went to border towns when they sold 
vanilla in Jayapura and actually bought women as brides. Women came as carpetbaggers 
looking for men. Girls were seduced for vanilla, women took young boys. It was a 
bacchanal, violating all sense of order and in the day of HIV/AIDS.19 HELP Resources 
also proroduced a report in 2005 on child sex abuse and commercial exploitation of 
children in PNG (HELP 2005) that raises the alarm about the traffic in women, children, 
guns, maraijuana, eaglewood and vanilla that heated up during the vanilla boom and still 
exists today. They spoke to people from Jayapura (West Papua) to border villages in 
PNG, throughout Sundaun Province, including Vanimo,  and into Maprik, Drekikir and 
Wewak, to trace some of the routes taken by vanilla growers traveling to sell their beans 
and returning home flush with new money (Ibid: 30-40). Prominent PNG men have long 
carved out this route from Port Moresby to Japayapura for business and for sex with 
Javanese prostitutes. The Central Sepik crisis Counseling Centre in Maprik, Coordinated 
by Lucy Goro, continues to deal with fall-out from some of the child-bride transactions 
made during the height of the boom. Young women from border villages in Sundaun 
Province were purchased for K10-20,000 by Maprik and Drekikir vanilla growers on 
their way back from Jayapura. Many have since been abandoned after the bust, 
sometimes with babies in tow.  Vanilla was also a magnet for fathers, mothers and 
brothers along the Sepik River wanting to sell their daughters and sisters to vanilla 
growers at the time. Some of these very young children are informal servants as well as 
sex toys for their new owners. 
 
Perhaps the most surprising sign of how widespread this problem was comes from the 
one police officer in Wosera District, who told us he was seeing 10 cases involving 
prostitution every fortnight. He also saw up to 304 cases of in one week of alcohol 
leading to abuse, assault, property damage, and theft. He sent most of the domestic 
violence cases to the Welfare Officer, but added that most of these arose from husbands 
committing adultery or begrudging their wives vanilla money. This was the situation in 
an area far from the eye of the storm, where people had planted but had yet to harvest 
their vanilla during the peak season. We do not have Maprik or Drekikir police statistics, 
but our data from Lucy Goro of the Central Sepik Crisis Counseling Centre, and from 
previous reports (HELP Resources 2005, NHASP 2004) confirms that Wosera suffered 
much less than the other two Districts.  
 

                                                                                                                                                  
coffee trees, cassowaries and sometimes wives (with their brideprice value). As comical as this sounds 
now, these relaxed protocols were essential to the healthy and sustained growth of a ‘middle class’ in Mt. 
Hagen, based first of all on coffee, then on the spin-off businesses coffee afforded: trucking, PMVs, retail 
sales and so forth. Today women across the highlands who have been born or married into coffee 
communities can be seen driving 4WDs and operating their own secondhand shops, video rental businesses 
and kai bars. Families own rental properties in town, they invest in farming equipment, and in clan business 
groups with their surplus profits. Much of this can be attributed to the early access to banking that 
Highlanders from Hagen to Kainantu have enjoyed. (See Finney 1973)    
19 See also the recent report by Catherine Levy on the VSO-sponsored study of HIV/AIDs awareness 
conducted in Raikos, Ambunti/Dreikikir and the Jimi Valley in February 2005, which record very low 
levels of knowledge about and/or awareness of HIV/AIDs in these areas (Levy 2005). 
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Theft:  In an environment where money was everything, if temporarily, there were only 
so many ways to get it: growing and selling beans, selling goods to growers, buying 
beans to sell to exporters, and theft. Once Papindo started buying green beans those beans 
on the vine in the garden were rife for theft and kids stole all kinds of vanilla knowing 
they could get cash from it. Roadblocks on under-maintained roads were too easy. 
 
Land disputes: This is the topic that requires the longest-term perspective, and for which 
it is necessary to comb the ethnographic literature. Rules of land tenure and usufruct are  
never etched in stone, and the ethnographic materials tells us that the Abelam practiced 
fairly flexible systems of group incorporation and ususfruct. These are migrant people 
themselves, and so flexibility has always suited their objectives. Only in Wosera has there 
ever been a threat of land pressure, and even these renowned gardeners reacted by 
intebsifying their gardening practices, and more recently, began out-migrating to West 
New Britain for plantation work. For these, among other reasons, the Abelam in general 
have not tightened their land tensure rules until very recently. The return of migrants, and 
the general drift of grifters, carpetbaggers and sex workers to the area during the boom, 
presented an urgent problem. As a result, land disputes were common. Village 
Magistrates and Councilors were not just unwilling but unable to negotiate these disputes 
because they were largely unprecedented. The issue of land tenure is larger than the scope 
of this report, but it is true that these districts suddenly saw the need for formalizing what 
had otherwise been fluid. The problem is finding a way to define tenure as a rule rather 
than an exact blueprint, so that it can serve the changing needs of a growing community. 
 
Food security is a critical issue: people across the region cut down their other gardens to 
plant vanilla. It wasn’t cost-effective to maintain coffee and cocoa while they toiled for 
higher prices with vanilla. Unfortunately, no one anticipated that this valuable new crop 
would crash well below the more stable, if depressed, prices for cocoa and coffee. 
Communities across the region are now concerned with reviving their former coffee and 
cocoa gardens, and in Drekikir, for example, villages have already launched new coffee 
growers associations. Some of our informants reported that they were getting K5/kilo for 
their beans today, while cocoa and coffe are selling for between 20-60t /kilogram. 
Perhaps more importantly, people who neglected their food gardens, in preference for 
store bought foods, are struggling to replant yams, taro and other staples. Fortunately the 
sago grounds were spared destruction, and this important staple has sustained many 
otherwise hungry communities. But food security implicates a range of other concerns 
like nutrition, soil erosion, and the ability to pay fees for education and medical needs. It 
is clear that these farmers need a cash crop alternative to coffee and cocoa, in order to 
lubricate the wheels of their economy. The risk, otherwise, is that villagers will increase 
their reckless sale of eaglewood and other forest products in pursuit of cash.  

 
The lack of accountability for public servants contributed to a general dissolution of 
government infrastructure.  We spoke to the single hard-working police man in Wosera, 
and heard his complaints regarding support from above (no vehicle, no assistants), 
especially during this difficult period. But a greater strain was put on the entire area by 
disgruntled or underpaid civil servants who simply did not show up for work, most of 
them taking the opportunity to plant vanilla gardens themselves. This was the single 
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greatest factor to sustained lawlessness and disorder during the vanilla boom.  Without 
the personnel for government infrastructure, the entire apparatus of civil society was little 
more than a houe of cards. Youth groups, church groups and other civic organizations 
buckled under the strain of having little or no law enforcement or bureaucracy, and 
noticeably absent teachers and religious leaders.  
 
We know from the recently produced Human Rights Watch report on police abuse in 
PNG (HRW 2005) that the question for people who have been either abused or ignored 
by police across PNG seems to be ’Who polices the police?’  The personnel responsible 
for ensuring the links between judicial and law enforcement branches, as between schools 
and churches, were all away from their office—and the unusual circumstances seems to 
justify this. It points to a serious flaw in the operations of civil society across PNG, where 
the local values of conciliation and peace-making tend to gag private citizens when they 
see abuses of authority. People turn away rather than protest or jump in to take over. The 
fear is that they will be held accountable for usurping someone else’s responsibilities, a 
fear deeply rooted in the separation of powers and roles in traditional society.  
 
There is a larger conclusion to be drawn from this vanilla boom, too. The ADB, like the 
World Bank, look at the country’s dual economic structure, with a small formal sector 
(focused on mining and logging) atop and a broad informal sector (based on subsistence 
activities), as a key impediment to development. Job creation is considered the most 
effective form of economic growth and reducing ‘poverty’ in PNG. But herein lies the 
problem. We have seen how one volatile cash crop can provide exactly the kind of export 
income the country needs, directing profits (for the most part) back to the growers where 
a series of chain reactions stimulated the market economy of these three ESP districts. 
More stores opened, more students went to school, and more patients paid their medical 
fees. But the ‘need’ for this sort of cash rush remains dubious in the face of the low 
human development indices for PNG. Poor life expectancy, low literacy, poor 
communications and poor transport services are more desperately needed to make any 
community strong enough to withstand elevated cash incomes. Before vanilla arrived, 
people did not need to eat, they did not (by and large) go hungry thirsty. But after the 
boom, this is certainly the case. Money is required for the basic civic infrastructure of 
rural PNG: roads, schools (fees), aid posts, police, DPI offices and so forth.  
 
Much of the shortfall could be resolved by an aggressive anti-corruption campaign. Short 
of this ambitious solution, more money must be secured for infrastructure at the district 
level. Even during the height of the vanilla boom, Dreikikir people were so desperate for 
a road to market that they paid private contractors to cut and grade a feeder road for them. 
There is an AusAid Maprik-Wara Sikau highway project underway at present (and 
earthmoving is being conducted by the Lae-based company FTM), but the East Sepik 
Provincial Government has not has the most transparent record with regard to donor-
funded infrastructure projects. The point is that projects that work to undermine the 
informal economy of PNG, even as they develop the formal sector, are double-edged 
swords. If the state is unable to provide a healthy infrastructure, virtually any amount of 
money funneled into the private sector is going to be impermanent, transitory, and at 
worst, social destructive. Moreover, cash crops that compete with the informal 
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economy—the vitally important subsistence sector—are only planting the seeds of 
hunger and greater economic instability. What rural PNG needs to do is find cash crops 
that are durable and profitable enough to meet cash requirements for rural farmers, while 
not undermining the time and labor required to garden, fish, or hunt for the family needs.  
Vanilla is intensive-intensive, but its value appeared to justify the effort. However, even 
at high prices, this could only be sustained on a cooperative basis, where people establish 
village-level plantations. Independent farmers who abandoned their own family gardens 
really signaled the beginning of the end of the vanilla boom, and set the stage for the bust. 
Individually ambitious and shortsighted, ESP farmers lost sight of their subsistence 
needs, and in so doing lost sight of the entire interdependent system that is Abelam 
culture.  
 
Whether or not Papindo caused the market price to fall on PNG vanilla, they were 
popularly blamed for it. As a result, Papindo Intec has closed its doors in Lae, for one. 
(See Appendix i).  But they cannot take all the blame. District, provincial and national 
governments let these people down; the banking sector let them down; and the village 
leaders, to some extent, let them down. Our recommendation is micro finance institutions 
and cooperative, as well as diverse, spice plantations---growing vanilla alongside 
cardamom, turmeric and other new spice crops. Micro finance will allow people to save 
their profits and work toward long-term goals; and plantation style farms will make the 
kind of wanton destruction of other crops and food gardens less likely. People will have 
to formulate the kind of cooperate growers associations that are better suited to Abelam 
land tenure rules anyway. Finally, we recommend the kind of ambitious infrastructure 
investments Gabriel Kapris is touting for Maprik, along with serious investment in human 
development: welfare officers, police officers, social services for women and children, 
and public sector support for youth and church groups across the region. Only a healthy 
two-tiered economy can withstand the pressures from flawed development projects, 
world market fluctuations and the unavoidable graft and self-service of carpetbaggers, 
opportunists and elected officials. 
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XIX. Appendices    
a.  
TED Case Studies  
Number 686, 2003 
by Ali Y. Alwahti  
“Vanilla: an endangered flavouring” African News Service - Bulletin d'Information 
Africaine, ISSUE/EDITION Nr 348 - 15/06/1998, accessible at 
http://www.peacelink.it/anb-bia/nr348/e02.html. 
 
Trade of vanilla evolves around the issue of quality. It is the key feature for the trade of this 
commodity. Although no particular dispute regarding vanilla have been raised in the framework 
of most multi-lateral organizations, an emerging trend of using alternative products to natural 
vanilla foreshadows potential disputes. Indeed, there is an increasing use in developed countries 
of synthetic vanilla, also known as “vanillin.” [1] If developing countries are being treated 
differently from most of the World Trade Organization (WTO) members on the agriculture 
agenda, trade of commodities such as vanilla, which are vital to the economies of developing 
nations, should have a special provision that would guarantee their quality. In absence of specific 
regulations, this could have serious consequences on vanilla producers in the future. As one 
analysis concludes, “Despite regulations which currently restrict replacement by synthetic 
products, biotechnology is also threatening all or part of the world vanilla market - assuming that 
legislation concerning the use of the word "vanilla" develops and consumers are prepared to 
accept the new products proposed." A legal issue might arise within the current framework of the 
WTO, particularly under the Agriculture Negotiations. This research explores Vanilla, a 
commodity that has been at the core of development policies of some Less Developed Countries’ 
(LDCs) economic plans. We look at the global trade of Vanilla and its consequences on 
development policies in two member-countries of the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC): The 
Comoro Islands and Madagascar. We explore the strategies of that regional block, what 
perspectives it envisions to sustain the production of vanilla in order to offset gaps in economic 
growth. We discuss the challenges these countries face with cheaper vanilla coming onto the 
market from other countries such as Indonesia. We analyse the environmental challenges such as 
rain shortage and cyclones that cause bad harvest. We also analyse the effects of artificial vanilla 
(Vanillin) on these countries' development goals. Finally, we look at these countries' vanilla 
strategies and explore the possibilities of claiming a Cultral Geographic Indicator for vanilla 
within the IOC framework. We particularly explore the European Union's framework for 
Protected Designation of Origin (PDO), Protected Geographical Indication (PGI ) and Traditional 
Specialty Guaranteed (TSG), and the Treaty for Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights (TRIPS ) under the WTO framework.  

According to experts, vanilla is from the orchid family spice and is known as Vanilla planifolia. It 
is the only edible fruit of that family and is the largest family of flowering plants in the world. 
There are only two types of vanilla, Bourbon and Tahitian, which are used commercially.  



 137

Bourbon vanilla is named after the islands in the Western Indian Ocean comprised of Reunion, 
Mauritius, Madagascar, and the Comoros. Bourbon  vanilla and Mexican vanilla have basically 
the same features but differ in quality.  

Vanilla originated from Mexico. Until the late 19th century, Mexico had the monopoly on 
growing vanilla, but now Madagascar and Indonesia grow the majority of the world's crop. 

Other sources contend that the explorer Cortez of Spain discovered the vanilla bean in Mexico 
and brought it back to Spain. Its use spread throughout Europe from there. In 1873 the vanilla 
plant was introduced to Madagascar . Madagascar and Indonesia are now the world’s leading 
producers of vanilla beans. 
 
Other countries that grow vanilla include Guatemala, Costa Rica, Uganda, China, India, Papua 
New Guinea, Tonga, Fiji, Tahiti, and the Philippines . 

Vanilla is the world's most labor-intensive agricultural crop, which is why it's so expensive. It 
will take up to three years after the vines are planted before the first flowers appear. The fruits, 
which resemble big green beans, must remain on the vine for nine months in order to completely 
develop their signature aroma. However, when the beans are harvested, they have neither flavor 
nor fragrance. They develop these distinctive properties during the curing process . 

Due to the value of vanilla, it trails a long history of robbery. For example, in Madagascar, where 
vanilla theft has been a serious problem for several years, growers started "branding" the 
individual green beans by poaching them. The markings remained after they were dried. In that 
way, suspected stolen beans would be distinguished by the specific tattoo . 

The current annual demand for vanilla is 2200 tons which is exported to the United States, the 
world's biggest consumer of vanilla, at to Europe especially France.  

It is also believed that vanilla extract from Mexico can have tonka bean extract added. The tonka 
bean extract smells like vanilla, but contains coumarin, a substance banned by the US Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) as a food additive after studies showed a link between coumarin and 
liver and other organ damage. 

According to the European Union, Madagascar received rural development assistance from the 
European Union supporting vanilla farmers, from plantation to supermarket from 1997 to 2002. It 
has resulted in vanilla production and export becoming once again a pillar of the Malagasy 
economy in 2002. Previously the world’s leading exporter of vanilla, Madagascar had over the 
course of the 1980s and early 1990s lost its competitive edge, with a corresponding slump in 
export earnings. The EC-funded program, started in 1998, assists both growers and the entire 
supply chain – from processors to distributors and exporters. The program has helped transform 
the fortunes of the Malagasy vanilla industry from its nadir in the mid-1990s, with significant 
benefits for vanilla-producing communities and the economic performance of the country as a 
whole. 
 
Experts in the vanilla industry identify quality as the key feature for the trade of this commodity. 
Despite the absence of a particular dispute regarding vanilla from the agenda of most multi-lateral 
organizations, an emerging trend of using alternative products to natural vanilla foreshadows 
potential disputes. Indeed, with the increasing use in developed countries of synthetic vanilla, also 



 138

known as “vanillin,” a legal issue might arise within the current framework of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), particularly under the Agriculture Negotiations . 
 
Vanilla producing countries are mainly developing countries and small island states, most of 
which lack of resources, economies of scale and are vulnerable to environmental problems. The 
Uruguay and Doha rounds in the WTO framework address this group of nations with specific 
“special and differential treatments.” For example, under the Uruguay round recommendations, 
developing countries have flexibility in committing to the WTO regulations regarding agriculture 
commodities.  
 
The propensity of developing nations to regroup in order to maximize their interests in the 
framework of the WTO has been an important element in fostering support from developed 
nations for these special treatments in favor of nations in the South. The Cairns Group, for 
example, includes many WTO members both from developed and developing countries. At the 
same time, the rise of regional blocks such the COMESA in southern Africa, a group that aims at 
maximizing trade within their region, becomes an important asset for developing nations to 
succeed in the WTO negotiations. 

If developing countries are being treated differently from most of the WTO members on the 
agriculture agenda, trade of commodities such a vanilla that are vital to their economies should 
have a special provision that would guarantee the quality of vanilla.  

In recent years, the price of vanilla and the prospects of increasing revenues of developing 
countries have led to the emergence of several vanilla producing countries such as Uganda, India, 
Mexico, Papua New Guinea, posing a threat to the vanilla from Madagascar and the Comoros, 
which is said to have a better quality.  

This leads to some concerns including the competition that vanilla faces with cheap synthetic 
products such as synthetic vanillin and other “natural flavours.” In absence of specific 
regulations, this could have serious consequences on vanilla producers in the future. As one 
analysis concludes, “Despite regulations which currently restrict replacement by synthetic 
products, biotechnology is also threatening all or part of the world vanilla market - assuming that 
legislation concerning the use of the word "vanilla" develops and consumers are prepared to 
accept the new products proposed.  

The issue of quality was also raised specifically in the USA, one of the two main vanilla 
consumers, in trade issues with Mexico. Indeed, it is believed that vanilla extract from Mexico 
can have tonka bean extract added. The tonka bean extract smells like vanilla, but contains 
coumarin, a substance banned by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) as a food additive 
after studies showed a link between coumarin and liver and other organ damage.  

Given that Madagascar and the Comoros are members of the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) 
group, thus benefiting special trade preferences through the European Union market, and given 
the specific quality of its vanilla (different from the Mexico’s vanilla), the quality of their vanilla 
should be protected.  

There are no known WTO disputes on vanilla or claims of Cultural Geographic Indicators for this 
product. However, vanilla from Madagascar, according to the European Commission, got a 
"national label of origin and quality" that is to be registered at the international level. Trade of 
vanilla falls under the Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System . Vanilla trade is 
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also covered under TRIPs because artificial vanilla produced in developed countries might close 
the global market to the South.  

A major component of the labor force in Madagascar and Comoros is found in the agricultural 
sector. In 2000, the vanilla production line in Madagascar employed about 20,000 growers and 
5,000 producers. Although we lack data to estimate the population involved in vanilla production 
in the Comoros, a significant portion of the more than 70% of the active population which works 
in rural areas, is active in the production of vanilla, one of the country's two export crops. Labor 
force and industry output for the two countries are summarized below.  

In both countries, vanilla export is monopolized by the government and the associations of vanilla 
exporters. Likewise, the government sets the final prices, both for the green bean and the final 
product. Vanilla export represents a large portion of government revenues, thus monitoring 
vanilla production and vanilla trade in the world became some of the priorities of the 
governments of Comoros and Madagascar. Policy makers of these countries recognize the effects 
that a cyclone or a disease on vanilla in disrupting the social safety nets in these developing 
countries. Yet, all actors in the vanilla production are equally concerned by the increasing use of 
synthetic vanilla in the industrialized world.  

Additional concerns have also been raised from emerging cooperatives of vanilla farmers. These 
particularly address fairness on the price of green and processed vanilla to the farmers. Indeed, in 
a move to improve fair-trade in the industry, farmers have been organizing and getting support 
from union activists in vanilla import countries. For example, COVADEC ( Coopérative de 
Vanille des Comores) a vanilla cooperative that claims about 400 members in the Comoros has 
been receiving support from the Confederation Francaise Du Travail (CFDT), a French workers 
union based in the North-Western city of Dunkerque (source: 
http://asso.nordnet.fr/aice/pour_un_monde_solidaire.htm).  

Production of green vanilla beans in the Comoros between 1997 and 2000 decreased from 815 
tons to 685 tons while export of processed vanilla although reached a spike of 184 tons in 1999, 
declined to 159 tons in 2000.  

Comoros -
Vanilla  

1997 1998 1999  2000 

Exports 
(tonnes)  164  132  184  159 

Production 
(green; 
tonnes) 

815 943 600 685 

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit 2003  

Export of vanilla in Madagascar, on the other hand shows an increasing trend in vanilla 
production. 

Madagascar-
Vanilla  

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Exports (in 0.7 0.7 1.3 1.1 1.6 
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thousands of 
tonnes)  

Source: “IMF-Madagascar-Selected Issues and Statistical Appendix, December 2002,”via: 
http://www.coi-info.org/francais/quest.asp 

Vanilla Export in Value and 
Percentage terms (2000) 

Value ( 000 of 
US$) 

% (of Global 
Market) 

Madagascar 63,811 59.2 

Comoros 7,280 6.7 

Total  71,091 65.9 

Source: “Global Spice Markets: Imports-1996-2000” International Trade Centre UNCTAD/WTO 

Comoros 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Total Population (in 
thousands) 497.0  506.7  517.3 527.9 538.5  549.3 

Labor Force (in thousands) 140.7 144.5 146.9 149.9 152.9 156.0 

Unemployed (in thousands) 28.0 29.0  30.0 30.0 31.0 31.2 

Unemployed (in percent of 
labor force)  19.9 20.1 20.4 20 20.3 20 

Source: “IMF-Comoros-Recent Economic Developments-December 2001 ,” via: http://www.coi-
info.org/francais/quest.asp  

Madagascar 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Total Population (in thousands) 13,803 14,222 14,650 15,085 15,529 

Labor Force (in thousands) n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Unemployed (in thousands) n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Unemployed (in percent of 
labor force)  n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Source: “IMF-Madagascar-Selected Issues and Statistical Appendix, December 2002,” via: 
http://www.coi-info.org/francais/quest.asp 

 Population Data 

Madagascar  
Population, mid-
2002 (millions)  Population (%) 

Labor 
force 
(%) 
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  16.4      

Average annual 
growth 1996-02   3.0 3.2 

Source: World Bank: http://www.worldbank.org/data/countrydata/aag/mdg_aag.pdf 

Population Data 

Comoros 
Population, mid-
2002 (millions)  Population (%) 

Labor 
force 
(%) 

  0.59     

Average annual 
growth 1996-02   2.5 2.8 

Source: World Bank, http://www.worldbank.org/data/countrydata/aag/com_aag.pdf 

According to the WTO, Madagascar has liberalized its trade regime in recent years with a trade 
policy framework essentially based on tariffs. In addition, export restrictions have been 
eliminated.  

Although this category seems to be absent in the vanilla production and trade, few elements are 
noteworthy. The Madagascar's share in the international market of vanilla during the past 20 
years has fallen due to policies of increasing export prices and excessive taxation by the 
Government of Madagascar. This, according to policy-makers has resulted in an increased 
impoverishment of the workforce and a constant price fluctuation. Accordingly policy-makers 
and Western donors initiated a set of reforms by 1999 geared at liberalizing the vanilla market.  

The rise in recent years of vanilla robbery and smuggling in Madagascar has resulted in tax 
evasions (via neighboring islands such as Reunion and the Comoros) and the loss in quality of 
green vanilla beans. Experts contend that government's failure to control this smuggling also has 
effects on the vanilla price in the international market. 

A final concern is the competition that vanilla faces with cheap synthetic products such as 
synthetic vanillin and other "natural flavours." In absence of specific regulations, this could have 
serious consequences on vanilla producers in the future. As one analysis concludes, ", “Despite 
regulations which currently restrict replacement by synthetic products, biotechnology is also 
threatening all or part of the world vanilla market - assuming that legislation concerning the use 
of the word "vanilla" develops and consumers are prepared to accept the new products proposed.” 
[see Note]  

Thanks to a favorable maritime tropical climate, the islands of the South-Western part of the 
Indian Ocean are home of some of the expensive spices in the world. For example, in addition to 
vanilla, Ylang-Ylang, a flower whose extract is used in perfumes, is the second labor-intensive 
and expensive cash crop of these islands. When market forces encourage export, these crops can 
sometimes represent an important income for farmers who engage in the vanilla production line. 
Yet, the geographic location of the islands has also some inconveniences that impact on the 
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production of these crops. The region is home of cyclones, cyclonic winds and strong rainy 
seasons. For example, in 2000, cyclone Hudah hit Madagascar and destroyedmore than 20 
percent of its vanilla crop and the beans that were in storage. This resulted in the sky-rocketing of 
the price vanilla in the world market. Cyclones are frequent in that region of the Indian Ocean, 
thus producers are constantly faced with the danger of loosing their precious commodity.  

Some vanilla experts also blame global warming as having a direct impact on the climatic 
changes in the region.  

The curing process, which consists of heating the vanilla beans in hot water for three minutes at a 
particularly selected temperature of 65 degrees Celsius is the phase that engenders the most 
environmental devastation in these countries. Wood is the main source of energy and trees from 
the primary rainforest are the most exposed to deforestation. Years of tree cutting and the failure 
to develop alternative sources of energy, such as using heavy fuel burners, have led to the use of 
coconut palm trees in the vanilla production. Indeed, the envelope of the dry coconut is highly 
volatile and producers have found in it a cheaper and better source of energy.  

Cyclones are frequent in that region of the Indian Ocean, thus producers are constantly faced with 
the danger of loosing their precious commodity. As a result of a cyclone in 2000, the price of 
vanilla in the world market has the sky-rocketing since then.  

Vanilla growing does not requires the clearance of virgin land because it needs shade and is 
usually inter-planted among others crops such as coffee and bananas. However, years of tree 
cutting and the failure to develop alternative sources of energy, such as using heavy fuel burners, 
have led to the use of coconut palm trees in the vanilla production. The process is putting more 
pressure of impoverished populations whose diet is heavily dependent on coconut (see more 
under "culture" below).  

The emergence of a "disease" that hits coconut palm trees especially in the Comoros [2] is also 
hitting the vanilla beans. As a result the quality of vanilla beans is decreasing, coconut trees are 
diseappearing since the disease also destroys the protective vegetation around coconut trees.  

In the Comoro Islands and Madagascar, where vanilla is one of the main cash crops, the labor-
intensive industry of vanilla involves both men and women. In the French colonial times, a 
vanilla producer typically consisted of someone of a high social status, who had ties with the local 
elite and the colonial administrators, and who easily accessed to bank loans that enabled him/her 
start the vanilla business. Another condition for that person was to have a large piece of land 
where processed vanilla beans had to be dried for months before they could be consumed and 
packed for export. A final condition was to have the necessary storage capacity for the processed 
beans.  

The various phases involved in the production of vanilla beans include growing, picking, curing, 
drying, and sorting. Most stakeholders, from vanilla growers to exporters, are all involved at one 
or more of the stages.  
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b.The IPA web page early 2003:  
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Bank of Papua New Guinea 28 May 2005 

PUBLIC NOTICE 
ILLEGAL DEPOSIT TAKING (FAST MONEY) SCHEMES 
Bank of Papua New Guinea (the Bank) wishes to warn the public to be wary of fast money 
schemes that continue to operate in some parts of Papua New Guinea and strongly suggest that 
investment in such schemes be avoided. 
The Bank has in the past warned the public about illegal money schemes such as U-Vistract, 
Money Rain, Windfall, Millenium Corporation Limited, Bonanza 99, 
Hosava Stocks, Papalain Association, and the National Federation of Foundation. These illegal 
money schemes promise huge returns (dividends, interest, profits) for upfront payments or 

PNG Gossip newsletter 26 Jan 2004 
Maprik Police 

�7�K�H�� �S�R�O�L�F�H�� �L�Q�� �0�D�S�U�L�N�� �G�L�V�W�U�L�F�W���� �(�D�V�W�� �6�H�S�L�N�� �3�U�R�Y�L�Q�F�H���Q�R�Z�� �K�D�Y�H�� �D�� �Q�H�Z��

�Y�H�K�L�F�O�H�� �G�R�Q�D�W�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �3�D�S�L�Q�G�R�� �*�U�R�X�S�� �R�I�� �&�R�P�S�D�Q�L�H�V�����7�K�H�� �*�U�R�X�S��

�G�R�Q�D�W�H�G�� �.���������������� �W�R�Z�D�U�G�V�� �W�K�H�� �Y�H�K�L�F�O�H�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �0�L�Q�L�V�W�H�U�� �I�R�U�� �:�R�U�N�V��

�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �P�H�P�E�H�U�� �I�R�U�� �0�D�S�U�L�N���� �*�D�E�U�L�H�O�� �.�D�S�U�L�V���� �G�R�Q�D�W�H�G�� �.��������������

�W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���W�K�H���Y�H�K�L�F�O�H����
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deposits from the public and never pay out because the promised money never arrives. You are 
warned again not to deposit or invest your money wi th these and any other illegal money 
schemes because you will never get your money back including the promised interest. 
Despite past warnings to the public and efforts by authorities (Bank of PNG, Police, Courts) to 
cease or stop the public from participating in these illegal schemes, reports received by the Bank 
suggests that some illegal schemes have re-emerged and are operating again. These include 
money schemes such as U-Vistract, Papalain Associat ion, Hosava Stock, Royal Assembly 
of Nations and Kingdoms, International Bank of Meek amui and Papala. The Bank warns the 
public that the principal of the illegal U-Vistract and Papala, Noah Musinghu and his associates, 
have taken money from many people from parts of Papua New Guinea and have not paid those 
people’s monies back. Noah Musingku and his associates have re-emerged again in the North 
Solomons Province, under the names of Royal Assembly of Nations and Kingdoms, Papala 
and other names such as International Bank of Meekamui, in doing the same activity. A warrant 
of arrest, which was ordered by the National Court is currently in force for the arrest of Noah 
Musingku. The Bank informs the public that under the Banks and Financial Institutions Act, only 
licensed banks and financial institutions are allowed to accept deposits from the public. The 
following is a list of authorized deposit-taking institutions: 
Licensed Commercial Banks 
1. Australia & New Zealand Banking Group (PNG) Ltd 
2. Bank South Pacific Ltd 
3. Maybank (PNG) Ltd 
4. Westpac Bank (PNG) Ltd 
Licensed Finance Companies 
1. AGC (Pacific) Ltd 
2. Credit Corporation (PNG) Ltd 
3. First Investment Finance Ltd 
4. Finance Corporation Ltd 
5. Kina Finance Ltd 
6. Pacific Capital Ltd 
7. PNG Home Finance Ltd 
8. Resources & Investment Finance Ltd 
9. PNG Microfinance Ltd 
10. Wau Microbank (Lae) 
Authorised Savings & Loan Societies 
1. Air Niugini Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
2. Rural Development Bank Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
3. CBO Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
4. PNG Cocoa Growers & Producers Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
5. East New Britain Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
6. Elcom Staff Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
7. Lae City Council Employees Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
8. Manus Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
9. Morobe Savings & Loan Society Ltd (in liquidation) 
10. Niu Ailan Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
11. OK Tedi Mining Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
12. PNGBC (BSP) Staff Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
13. PNGHB Staff Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
14. PNG University of Technology Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
15. Police & State Services Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
16. PTP Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
17. Sepik Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
18. Teachers Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
19. Waterboard Staff Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
20. Nasfund Contributors Savings & Loan Society Ltd 
L. Wilson Kamit, CBE 
GOVERNOR 
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World Socialist Website wsws.org 
Papua New Guinea fast money schemes: a financial house of cards collapses 
By Stan McKenzie 
6 July 2000 
�/�D�V�W���P�R�Q�W�K�����W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���&�R�X�U�W���R�I���3�D�S�X�D���1�H�Z���*�X�L�Q�H�D���R�U�G�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���O�L�T�X�L�G�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���:�L�Q�G�I�D�O�O�����R�Q�H���R�I��

�V�L�[���V�R���F�D�O�O�H�G���®�I�D�V�W���P�R�Q�H�\�¯���V�F�K�H�P�H�V���W�K�D�W���R�S�H�U�D�W�H�G���D�F�U�R�V�V���3�1�*���I�R�U���P�X�F�K���R�I���O�D�V�W���\�H�D�U�����7�K�H���I�D�V�W��

�P�R�Q�H�\���V�F�K�H�P�H�V���Z�H�U�H���D���F�O�D�V�V�L�F���I�R�U�P���R�I���S�\�U�D�P�L�G���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�P�H�Q�W�����7�K�H�L�U���Q�D�P�H�V�¦�0�R�Q�H�\���5�D�L�Q�����:�L�Q�G�I�D�O�O��

�D�Q�G���%�R�Q�D�Q�]�D�¦�U�H�D�G���O�L�N�H���W�K�R�V�H���R�I���J�D�P�E�O�L�Q�J���P�D�F�K�L�Q�H�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���D�W�W�U�D�F�W�H�G���G�H�S�R�V�L�W�V���E�\���R�I�I�H�U�L�Q�J��

�S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�D�O���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W���U�D�W�H�V�����2�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H���O�D�U�J�H�V�W�����8���9�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�����R�I�I�H�U�H�G���D�����������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W���U�H�W�X�U�Q���S�H�U���P�R�Q�W�K��

�D�Q�G���X�S���W�R���������������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W���L�Q���D���\�H�D�U�����/�L�N�H���D�O�O���S�\�U�D�P�L�G���V�F�K�H�P�H�V�����W�K�H���I�R�X�Q�G�H�U�V���D�Q�G���H�D�U�O�\���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�R�U�V��

�R�E�W�D�L�Q���O�D�U�J�H���U�H�W�X�U�Q�V���E�X�W�����Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H���V�W�U�H�D�P���R�I���Q�H�Z���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�R�U�V���G�U�L�H�V���X�S�����W�K�H���R�S�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q�H�Y�L�W�D�E�O�\��

�F�R�O�O�D�S�V�H�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�P�D�O�O�H�U���R�Q�H�V���O�R�V�H���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�Q�H�\�����7�K�H���V�F�K�H�P�H���R�S�H�U�D�W�R�U�V���R�S�H�Q�O�\���H�[�S�O�R�L�W�H�G���W�K�H��

�G�H�V�S�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���Z�R�U�N�H�U�V�����X�Q�H�P�S�O�R�\�H�G���D�Q�G���Y�L�O�O�D�J�H�U�V�����W�D�U�J�H�W�L�Q�J���U�X�U�D�O���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�L�H�V���L�Q���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�����0�D�Q�\��

�V�P�D�O�O���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�R�U�V���S�D�L�G���D�P�R�X�Q�W�V���U�D�Q�J�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P�����������N�L�Q�D�������8�6���������W�R���������������N�L�Q�D�������8�6�������������2�Q��

�%�R�X�J�D�L�Q�Y�L�O�O�H�����Z�K�L�F�K���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���U�D�Y�D�J�H�G���E�\���D���G�H�F�D�G�H���R�I���Z�D�U�����D�E�R�X�W�����������������S�H�R�S�O�H�¦�Q�H�D�U�O�\���H�Y�H�U�\��

�D�G�X�O�W���R�Q���W�K�H���L�V�O�D�Q�G�¦�L�Q�Y�H�V�W�H�G���L�Q���8���9�L�V�W�U�D�F�W���D�O�R�Q�H�����7�K�H���V�F�K�H�P�H�V���R�I�I�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���S�U�R�P�L�V�H���R�I���T�X�L�F�N��

�Z�H�D�O�W�K�����D�Q���H�V�F�D�S�H���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���D�Q�G���I�D�O�O�L�Q�J���O�L�Y�L�Q�J���V�W�D�Q�G�D�U�G�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���P�D�M�R�U�L�W�\���R�I���W�K�H���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q��

�I�D�F�H�����7�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O���G�L�Y�L�G�H���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���U�L�F�K���D�Q�G���S�R�R�U���K�D�V���G�H�H�S�H�Q�H�G���L�Q���U�H�F�H�Q�W���\�H�D�U�V���D�V���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�L�Y�H��

�J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���K�D�Y�H���L�P�S�O�H�P�H�Q�W�H�G���W�K�H���G�L�F�W�D�W�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���,�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���0�R�Q�H�W�D�U�\���)�X�Q�G���D�Q�G���W�K�H���F�R�X�Q�W�U�\�
�V��

�H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���K�D�V���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�G���W�R���V�O�L�G�H�����7�K�H���P�D�M�R�U�L�W�\���R�I���W�K�H���Z�H�D�O�W�K���L�V���P�R�Q�R�S�R�O�L�V�H�G���E�\���P�D�M�R�U��

�L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���D���V�P�D�O�O���O�D�\�H�U���R�I���O�R�F�D�O���E�X�V�L�Q�H�V�V�P�H�Q�����0�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���R�Q�H���P�L�O�O�L�R�Q���R�X�W���R�I��

�W�K�H���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I�����������P�L�O�O�L�R�Q���O�L�Y�H���E�H�O�R�Z���W�K�H���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���O�L�Q�H�����,�Q���U�X�U�D�O���D�U�H�D�V���W�K�H���I�L�J�X�U�H���L�V��������

�S�H�U�F�H�Q�W�����2�Y�H�U���������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W���R�I���D�G�X�O�W�V���D�U�H���L�O�O�L�W�H�U�D�W�H���D�Q�G���������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���G�L�H���E�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�H���D�J�H���R�I����������

�7�K�H���P�D�M�R�U�L�W�\���R�I���W�K�H���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q���V�W�L�O�O���U�H�O�\���R�Q���V�X�E�V�L�V�W�H�Q�F�H���I�D�U�P�L�Q�J�����7�H�Q�V���R�I���W�K�R�X�V�D�Q�G�V���K�D�Y�H���J�D�W�K�H�U�H�G��

�L�Q�W�R���V�K�D�Q�W�\�W�R�Z�Q�V���D�U�R�X�Q�G���P�D�M�R�U���F�H�Q�W�U�H�V���O�L�N�H���3�R�U�W���0�R�U�H�V�E�\�����Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���U�H�J�X�O�D�U���H�P�S�O�R�\�P�H�Q�W���R�U���E�D�V�L�F��
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�E�D�V�K�H�G���D�Q�G���D�E�X�V�H�G���E�\���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�R�U�V�����7�K�H�U�H���L�V���O�L�W�W�O�H���K�R�S�H���W�K�D�W���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�R�U�V���Z�L�O�O���U�H�F�R�X�S���W�K�H�L�U���O�R�V�V�H�V����

�$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���D���U�H�S�R�U�W���L�Q���W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���R�Q���-�X�Q�H�����������&�K�U�L�V���%�X�U�W�����W�K�H���F�R�X�U�W���D�S�S�R�L�Q�W�H�G���O�L�T�X�L�G�D�W�R�U���R�I���8��

�9�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�����K�D�V���®�U�H�O�L�Q�T�X�L�V�K�H�G���K�L�V���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���������V�L�Q�F�H���W�K�H���F�R�P�S�D�Q�\���G�L�G���Q�R�W���K�D�Y�H���D�Q�\���D�V�V�H�W�V���R�U���I�X�Q�G�V��

�D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H�¯�����+�H���K�D�V���Q�R�Z���E�H�H�Q���D�S�S�R�L�Q�W�H�G���O�L�T�X�L�G�D�W�R�U���R�I���:�L�Q�G�I�D�O�O�����&�R�X�U�W���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�U�H���V�W�L�O�O���X�Q�G�H�U�Z�D�\��

�D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���W�Z�R���R�W�K�H�U���V�F�K�H�P�H�V�����*�R�O�G���0�R�Q�H�\���D�Q�G���0�R�Q�H�\���5�D�L�Q�����7�K�H�U�H���L�V���D�O�V�R���Q�R���K�R�S�H���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���3�1�*��

�J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�O�O���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���F�R�P�S�H�Q�V�D�W�L�R�Q�����'�X�U�L�Q�J���L�W�V���0�D�U�F�K���Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���,�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

�0�R�Q�H�W�D�U�\���)�X�Q�G�����L�W���D�V�V�X�U�H�G���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�F�\���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���®�Z�L�O�O���Q�R�W���D�F�F�H�S�W���D�Q�\���I�L�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O��

�U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���I�R�U���O�R�V�V�H�V���L�Q�F�X�U�U�H�G���X�Q�G�H�U���W�K�H�V�H���V�F�K�H�P�H�V�¯����

��

g. 
Top left: Wosera interviews; top right: Kumunikum (Wosera) yam ceremony; bottom left: Maprik ; bottom 
right: Yambes.  
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��
Above: North Wosera yam house; Below, Top left: stored vanilla in Musumblum, Dreikikir; top right: 
Wara Sikau coffee launch with Chairman PNG Coffee Federation, Wara Sikau Councilor, Mande Sowong, 
Dreikikir DPI; bottom left: Wara Sikau coffe launch; bottom right: Yambes. 
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��

��

��

��
Top left: road work near Wara Sikau; top right: Coffee association certificate presentation in Wara Sikau; 
middle: Vanilla processing certificate issued by DAL; bottom: vanilla buyer, Maprik. 
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h. Blamda kinship diagram 
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i. 
The National 25 November 2005: 
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