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The referendum to be held before June 2020 on the future status of Bougainville provides both risks and 
opportunities for Papua New Guinea and Bougainville. While all referendums involve risks, the forthcoming 
referendum in particular is above all a momentous event, which could potentially provide a template for 
other countries or regions contemplating independence. 
Like the independence referendum in South Sudan (2011), but unlike the referendum in Timor Leste 
(1999), the forthcoming referendum in Bougainville is a result of a negotiated settlement between leading 
players from both sides of the political divide. Th is bodes well. The Bougainville Peace Agreement (BPA) 
states that: “[t]he choices available in the referendum will include a separate independence for 
Bougainville” (BPA, paragraph 310). However, for a referendum to produce a credible, legitimate and accepted 
outcome it is imperative that both the citizens and the authorities clearly understand the nature, 
process and implications of the referendum; the authorities in particular have to appreciate its potential 
benefits and shortcomings, and draw lessons from other countries and jurisdictions for its design and 
implementation. 
The objectives of the research study are to provide this critically required understanding of what a 
referendum is, why are they held, and the context and the nature of the upcoming referendum. The report 
presents lessons from the experience of these and other referendums in relation to conducting a vote, which 
not only accurately captures and reflects the wishes and preferences of the people, but which is also accepted by 
all parties and stakeholders involved, regardless of the result. In short, the report summarizes the factors that 
are required in order to achieve a peaceful and beneficial outcome.
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About the Referendum Case Study

This report was launched on the 30th of May 2018 and is now available on the PNG NRI website: 
www.nri.org.pg. If  you want a copy you can contact us on email; referendum.research@pngnri.org. 




