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Food for a Global Community 

Papua New Guinea: 

From Subsistence to Dependence 
Ellen Fitzpatrick 
(202) 786-1766

I
t's called progress when a less
developed country moves from sub

sistence agriculture to an economy based 
on cash crops, wage labor, and interna
tional trade. But for Australia's neigh
bor, Papua New Guinea, progress has 
brought problems, including greater 
dependence on imported foods, less nu
tritious diets for much of the population, 
and social change. A look at New 
Guinea's past and its transition into the 
future may help explain the problems 
that can occur when changes come to 
traditional agricultural economies. 

New Guinea's subsistence agriculture 
relied on an extensive slash-and-burn 
system in which villagers cut large trees 
and burned the remaining vegetation to 
clear rain forests. They planted garden 
crops without cultivating the soil and 
moved the sites every 2 to 3 years, allow
ing old gardens to lie fallow for 10 to 15 
years to build organic matter in the soil, 
replenish nutrients, and minimize ero
sion. 

For the most part, food was abundant 
and diverse for the 600 tribal groups, 
about 3.25 million people. The gardening 
system required minimal labor-a few 
sweet potato vines tucked into the soil 
produced seven to eight large tubers in 6 
or 7 months. Animals were plentiful in 
the surrounding rain forests, and fruits 
and vegetables could be easily gathered. 

A nutrition survey in the early 1950's 
revealed that a villager's traditional diet 
met all basic dietary requirements. Be
cause villagers provided for their own 
needs, there was no incentive to expand 
production or increase labor efficiency. 
Traditional methods of preparation, such 
as steaming fish, coconuts, greens, and 
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tubers in underground ovens, comple
mented the food's nutritive wealth. Vil
lagers also ate raw fruits and vegetables. 
These abundant and varied sources 
meant that, when crops failed, food could 
be gathered to assure an adequate supply. 

Furthermore, food and work exchanges 
assured a varied and steady diet for the 
community. Villagers could help cul
tivate another family's garden to gain a 
percentage of the harvest, with the share 
based on need and the closeness of the 
relationship. 

Modernization of New Guinea 

The first steps away from a subsistence 
agriculture began in the late 1950's, when 
missionary groups established planta
tions, a shipping network, and a beer and 
soft drink industry. Plantation revenue 
paid for many missionary activities and 
introduced the population to wage labor 
(although 50 percent of payment was 
often in food like canned meat or rice). 
Plantation owners hired villagers to cul
tivate export crops and paid them in im
ported foods and cash, creating a demand 
for the imports and the means to obtain 
them. The shipping industry encouraged 
establishment of trade stores on the 
coast, which also provided villagers with 
an array of new products. 

In 1978, New Guinea's Government 
initiated a national 8-point plan for 

development which outlined the impor
tance of food self-sufficiency and sub
sistence agriculture. However, as mul
tilateral development agencies and banks 
promoted export crops, the policy was 
increasingly ignored and revenues were 
directed toward extension and research in 
cash crops. 

Cash cropping is more attractive than 
subsistence agriculture in the short run 
because it increases government revenue, 
provides foreign exchange to purchase 
goods from abroad, and encourages 
modernization of rural areas. 

Coffee, dried coconut, and cocoa ac
count for more than half of the country's 
export earnings and 15 percent of the 
gross domestic product. Rising coffee 
prices since 197 5 have encouraged 
greater production and exports, increas
ing the cash earnings of farmers. Much 
of the best land has been put into coffee 
production, particularly in the fertile 
Highlands. 

Cash cropping for export, however, has 
led to shortfalls in basic food crops. In 
many areas, opportunities for wages have 
encouraged men to leave the villages. 
With no men to clear the land, women 
are forced to farm the same land each 
year, resulting in greater soil erosion and 
declining productivity. The amount of la
bor devoted to the gardens has increased 
as productivity declined, giving women 
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less time to gather firewood and cook 
traditional meals. Instead, they seek 
foods with less preparation time, such as 
canned meat, white rice, biscuits, soft 
drinks, and cheese pops (a cheese snack). 
Processed goods are less perishable and 
are viewed as status items. 

As demand for imports has increased, 
the local food supply has declined. An 
overvalued currency and frequent access 
to imported foods made them an increas
ingly attractive alternative to the local 
fare. Although 87 percent of the popula
tion is rural, 25 percent of the country's 
food needs are imported, with rice, 
canned fish, and sugar the major prod
ucts. About 98 percent of rice is im
ported and 100 percent of canned fish-a 
250-percent rise since 1975. Often fish
from New Guinea is shipped to Japan to
be canned and returned for retail sale.

Similarly, high-grade coffee is one of 
New Guinea's major exports, yet the 
country imports instant coffee from Aus
tralia. Many villagers don't understand 
the connection between the beans they 
sell and the instant coffee that they buy. 
Few process their own coffee beans, 
preferring instead the taste and conven
ience of instant. 

Progress and Nutrition 

Nutritionists do not agree on the im
pact of New Guinea's diet changes. One 
theory holds that the move to cash crop
ping and the increased food dependency 
has led to a rise in chronic diseases, in
cluding diabetes, heart disease, and obe
sity, which are usually found in more 
developed countries. Many nutritionists 
and development planners suggest that 
the shift from local foods to imported 
ones is responsible for a decline in the 
nutrient intake in New Guinea. 

Although there have been few serious 
food shortages, many local sources of 
traditional food rich in vitamins and pro
tein have declined. Less leafy greens, 
nuts, and fruits, in particular, are col
lected because cash cropping, plantations, 
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In some areas, home garden production of nutritious traditional crops declined by 40 percent as 
women spent more time raising vegetables to sell in local markets. 

and pressure on the land have pushed the 
rain forests farther from the villages. In 
many cases, animal protein sources have 
also diminished with the retreat of the 
forests. 

Imported goods, cash cropping, and the 
increasing demand for Western-style food 
has changed the composition of sub
sistence gardens and the produce in local 
markets. Vegetables, such as Chinese 
cabbage, tomato, lettuce, and cucumber, 
are increasingly grown instead of the nu
tritious traditional crops of amaranthus, 
aibika, ceylon spinach, and winged bean. 

The increase in imported foods and 
Western vegetables also has meant higher 
prices for local vegetables in the markets, 
making it more difficult for villagers to 
maintain an adequate diet. 

Women are spending appreciably less 
time in family gardens, devoting time in
stead to cash cropping. In several dis
tricts in the Morobe province, for exam
ple, garden production declined by ap
proximately 40 percent as women became 
more involved in raising vegetables for 
sale in local markets. The crop mix has 
changed from a selection of six to eight 
leafy vegetables and beans to one to two 
vegetables. 

Growing fewer legumes, which can re
plenish nitrogen in the soil, has meant 
less fertile gardens. As a result, continu
ous gardening rapidly reduces produc-

tivity, so more labor is required to main
tain the food supply. 

The move away from subsistence agri
culture varies from region to region be
cause of differences in incomes, educa
tion, food distribution, storage, and food 
taboos. In most areas, for instance, there 
is not a significant portion of the popula
tion that can afford a steady supply of 
trade store foods. Yet, they often sell 
their nutritious crops to buy smaller 
amounts of imported foods from less 
stable sources. In addition, pigs receive 
large amounts of valuable food in some 
regions of the country because the an
imals are considered to be a measure of a 
man's wealth. These factors, coupled 
with a lack of understanding of nutrition, 
has led to serious malnutrition in many 
areas. 

On the other side of the nutrition con
troversy, however, are studies that report 
regional improvements in diet and health. 
A 1983 study, for example, indicates that 
in some areas of New Guinea, nutrition 
has improved as a result of cash cropping 
and the widespread availability of im
ported cereal and canned meat. The 
study shows that calories and protein in
take have gone up and the growth rate of 
children has increased. Although the 
sweet potato is still the most important 
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The Story of Kukul 

Kukul is a middle-aged woman 

from a small village in Morobe 

Province. She is an important 

woman in the village, with as 

many as nine gardens. Until re

cently, villagers helped in her gar

dens, planting taro, yams, and 

vegetables. In return, the workers 

received part of the harvest. 

Kukul also shared with other vil

lagers. For example, she gave 

food to families without enough 

land to supply their needs or 
whose crops were destroyed. 

Now Kukul no longer asks vil

lagers to help in her gardens. In

stead, she hires people from other 

areas. The food her family doesn't 

need is sold in the market, ena

bling Kukul to travel and to buy 

clothing and foods such as white 

bread and jam. As a result, Kukul 

no longer helps needy families in 

the community. 

Similar situations have occurred 

in villages throughout New 

Guinea as cash cropping and the 

demand for imported foods have 

grown. Thus, the traditional sys

tem of welfare is breaking down in 

New Guinea, with nothing to take 

its place. 

food in the diet, it contributed less to pro
tein and energy than in previous studies, 
while cereal and grain (rice, corn, and 
flour) contributed much more. Animal 
protein consumption also was higher, 
with canned fish contributing more than 
pork. Trade store foods contributed 26 
percent of energy requirements and 35 
percent of the protein in the average diet. 
The study found that protein for all 
groups increased, while calories rose for 
children but not adults. 

Results of other studies show that 
where cash income is constant and spent 
on nutritious foods such as canned fish, 

28 

rice, and vegetables, diets have im
proved. 

Development: More Harm Than Help? 

To help ease the transition from sub
sistence to cash cropping, the New 
Guinea Government has initiated 
development plans to move people to 
more productive land where they can 
earn a living by cash cropping rubber, 
coffee, dried coconut, and palm oil. 
However, several studies reveal that their 
efforts have actually contributed to nutri
tional, economic, and social problems. 
Surveys in two areas show that malnutri
tion of preschool children is three times 
higher in the resettlement projects than 
in the surrounding areas. There is also a 
much higher incidence of infants with low 
birth weight and of severe anemia in 
pregnant and lactating women. 

The resettlement areas do not give suf
ficient land for home gardens. Further, 
settlers brought from communities where 
slash-and-burn agriculture is the sole 
method of cultivation find these tech
niques don't work as fragile topsoils are 
quickly depleted and yields reduced each 
season. 

Settlers are given seeds for cash crops 
such as green beans, cabbage, cucum
bers, and corn. These crops are not only 
less nutritious than indigenous varieties, 
but are more susceptible to pests and 
drought, which means families could be 
left without food for their own use or to 
sell. The Government encourages 
settlers to sell their produce, but they 
often buy nonfood items or products of 
inferior nutritive value. 

Many of the resettlement plans have 
greatly diminished the community's food 
security. Participants do not control the 
direction of the project or make day-to
day decisions concerning its operation. 

The Department of Primary Industry, 
which operates the resettlement projects, 
offers limited assistance in the production 
of food and often serves mainly as a sup
plier of inputs such as fertilizers and pes
ticides. For example, in a resettlement 
plan in the East Sepik, farmers must ac
cept these inputs and are charged without 
their specific consent or understanding of 

how to use them. As a result, costs are 
higher and producers' returns are re
duced so that some families have been 
unable to continue production. 

If resettlement is not the answer, how 
can New Guinea improve its situation? 
Perhaps the greatest potential for 
development in New Guinea lies first in 
self-reliance in food production. Ensur
ing the population of its most basic re
quirements will permit development of a 
more mixed economy, allowing New 
Guinea to take advantage of its many un
tapped resources, including mineral 
wealth (gold, copper, and bauxite), hy
droelectric power, timber, fisheries, and 
rich agricultural potential. Self
sufficiency in food production will also 
buffer communities from fluctuating 
prices of export crops and give them a 
significant hedge against rising import 
costs. By limiting massive trade deficits 
and encouraging a strong basic economy 
and food security, New Guinea may be 
able to avoid the cycle of dependency that 
characterizes much of the developing 
world. □ 
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