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    Abstract 
Undertaking land and housing policy reforms in Papua New Guinea (PNG) has been a challenge over the last 50 
years. Over this period, these reforms undertakings continue to face challenges, particularly in the implementation 
phases, thus not achieving their desired outcomes. As a result, inadequate supply of secured titled land and 
shortages of affordable housing continue to derail proper and orderly developments. This paper, thus, intends to 
highlight the progress of the land and housing reforms in PNG since Independence; the successes, challenges, 
and lessons learnt along the way adopting the conceptual framework of the drivers of change approach. The study 
uses a comparative analysis approach to look at the progress of past key reform initiatives in the land and housing 
sectors in the last 50 years. The findings of the study indicate that past initiatives by the PNG Government in 
availing land for development and providing affordable housing are constrained by the structural, institutional 
and the lack of political champions for the reforms. The paper, therefore, recommends that government initiatives 
in land and housing need to be contextualised within the inter-relationships of the structural, institutional 
and political will that influences the direction of the reforms. The paper further recommends public private 
partnerships and a Whole of Government Approach to address the constraints in the land and housing policy 
reforms. For the land and housing reforms to be effective and successfully implemented, bottom-up approaches 
that encourage a broad-based ownership of the reforms are needed. 



Undertaking policy reforms in the world is not easy and Papua New Guinea (PNG) is no exception. Since PNG gained 
independence in 1975, many reforms have been introduced in the political, economic and the social sector (Duncan, 2011). 
However, the desired outcomes are yet to be achieved or continue to face challenges, particularly in the implementation 
phases. The experience of the ongoing reforms on land and housing in PNG indicates the need for a change in the approaches 
undertaken to realise the intended outcomes of the reforms.

Over the last five decades, various reviews from numerous established taskforces and committees on land and housing 
have occurred in PNG (Duncan, 2018; Webster et al., 2016). However, lack of implementation of the recommendations 
derived from these reviews has unfortunately compromised the process and intent of the reforms. Consequently, unresolved 
issues from the past continue to derail proper and orderly developments in the land and housing sectors. Furthermore, the 
opportunity cost of the scarce financial resources forgone have very little to show for in terms of bettering the welfare of the 
people of PNG. Amidst the pressure of increasing urban population, urbanisation, and informal settlements, the need for the 
optimal use of land and access to proper housing has become overwhelmingly pressing. There needs to be an overhaul in the 
approaches of undertaking policy reforms in PNG. Despite the Government of PNG recognising the importance of reforms 
in land and housing, the achievements so far are below par and need to be addressed. 

Undeniably, land and housing are critical economic enablers for development. However, empirical evidence suggests that 
they are the most contested issues in PNG (Kutan, 2021; Nao et al., 2023). Why have the reforms in the land and housing 
sectors not fulfilled the desired expectations? In essence, the characteristics of land and housing intertwines with the social, 
economic, political and cultural fabrics of the Melanesian society. Any suggested policy reforms must take into consideration 
the significance of these inter-related yet complex relationships. These will require competency, tactfulness, and the ability 
to unpack and compartmentalise the issues with full awareness of the relationships. The challenges of reforms need to be 
contextualised within conceptual frameworks that acknowledge the diversity and strong cultural and traditional inclinations 
that are rapidly changing with time. As dependency on a modern cash economy prevails over subsistence and foraging 
lifestyles, immediate consumption needs take over values of traditional systems and processes that have preserved cultures in 
relation to transfer and ownership of land and properties.  

This paper intends to highlight the progress of the land and housing reforms in PNG since independence. It adds onto 
the literatures that adopt the conceptual framework of the Drivers of Change approach to highlight the challenges and the 
successes of policy reforms in Pacific countries, including PNG (Duncan, 2011). In this regard, the paper uses a comparative 
analysis approach on the land and housing reforms to identify influencing factors that need to be taken into consideration 
for any policy reforms to have a positive impact in the lives of the people. Finally, the paper proposes various options from 
the lessons drawn in the progress of the reforms in housing and land which can be adopted going forward. 

The paper is arranged in the following manner. Following the above introduction, section two lays the foundation on 
the importance of policy reforms and introduces the Drivers of Change conceptual framework. Section three provides the 
context regarding the challenges and the success of implementation of recommendations from various land and housing 
reform reviews. It highlights the critical factors that either were the triumph cards that ushered changes or the constraints to 
the implementation of the reforms.  This is followed by the discussion of the findings in the review, and the paper closes with 
concluding remarks and some recommendations going forward.  

    Introduction

1
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Why is there a need for policy reforms? The key tenets of any policy reforms are about creating an enabling environment that 
will bring about positive changes. These changes ultimately must lead to improved and sustainable development outcomes. 
These involves changes in the existing institutions, legislations, policies, and regulations – to address a problem or achieve a 
goal such as economic growth, social harmony, good political governance, environmental protection or poverty alleviation 
(OECD, 2006). However, such changes are not easy since these elements have been shaped over time by existing political, 
economic and cultural forces.

Policy reforms commonly encompass five phases. These include 1. Identifying the problem; 2. Setting the agenda; 3. 
Formulation and adoption of the policy; 4. Implementation of the policy; and 5. Monitoring and Evaluation (Jann and 
Wegrich, 2006). Firstly, identifying the problem involves addressing what is happening and why it is an issue. Once the 
issues are identified, it provides what the policy will look like and leads on to setting the agenda of the proposed policy. This 
stage involves identifying various responsible stakeholders and relevant laws, regulations and policies related to the issues 
that need to be addressed. The formulation and adoption of the policy includes adoption of new legislations or executive 
decisions that gives the power for changes. The implementation aspect of the policy requires moving forward, taking action 
and spending financial resources. This is considered the hardest part of the process, and often gets stalled as the funding is 
not forthrightly consistent. For instance, the implementation requires setting up of the new administrative mechanisms that 
will take carriage of the policy. This involves setting up a new office, hiring new staff and so forth. Finally, the last aspect in 
the phases of the policy involves evaluation which focuses on examining the effectiveness of the policy whether it is achieving 
its desired outcomes.  

Generally, in PNG, socio-economic and political sectors undertaking reforms continue to face challenges in achieving their 
desired outcomes. However, policy reforms in the past that proved to be a success are the reforms that introduced the Central 
Banking Act 2000 which encouraged and promoted the Central Bank’s independence primarily from political influence (Igara, 
2022). Furthermore, the more visible reforms that affected the large mass of consumers are the telecommunication reforms in 
2007 that promoted competition and the introduction of private sector involvement in what was once a monopolistic driven 
sector (ADB, 2012). Through these reforms the entry of Digicel and other mobile service providers opened up the market and 
ushered in the benefits of low phone and data prices experienced by all consumers today. On the other hand, reforms in the 
political arena have brought mixed results. For instance, the reforms on the Decentralisation of powers from the provincial 
to the local governments in 1995 continue to have challenges in the implementation (Mukherjee, 2010). Whilst reforms on 
the Integrity of Political Parties and Candidates encouraged some form of stability in the formation of the Government after 
a general election (Reilly, 2006). However, in recent past this is now hanging in the balance after the Judiciary ruled that the 
restrictions on members of Parliament to shift parties is unconstitutional (Pumuye, 2021). The above are indications that 
policy reforms undertaken in PNG have rendered mixed results. For the case of this study, the performance of the land and 
housing reforms will be assessed in the conceptual framework regarded as the Drivers of Change approach.

      Rationale and fundamentals of policy reforms
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In the early 2000, the notion regarding the contributing factors that led to the lack of development in developing countries 
shifted among development partners. Initially, emphasis on economic reforms was placed on the shortage of capital 
investments and the need to transfer savings from wealthy to poor countries (Warrener, 2004). This was then followed by the 
structural adjustment programs from the World Bank towards the correction of price distortions. However, the impact of 
these interventions brought mixed results and increased the dilemma among the development partners on the effectiveness 
of foreign aid interventions (Duncan, 2011). 

On the other hand, studies in relation to the need to understand the specific country context emerged among developing 
countries in the mid-2000. Particularly, the linkages of the political, economic and cultural relationships to development 
outcomes. These studies were grounded in the political economy discipline that promoted interdisciplinary approaches. 
Drawing directly from the field of economics, politics, and law and largely supported by sociology, anthropology and human 
geography disciplines.  These interdisciplinary approaches were captured in the pioneering work of North (1990) regarded as 
the New Institutional Economics (NIE). NIE explains the political economy of developing countries in relation to economic 
policy reforms.  

“The NIE approach focuses on the basic institutions and the rules of behavior that they establish. These rules provide 
the incentives to which the various actors involved in the process react. In this context, institutions may be formal, 
such as constitutions, electoral systems, and property rights, or informal, such as the norms of traditional societies or 
the behavioral norms of groups such as accountants and real estate agents”. (Duncan, 2011, pg. 2). 

The Drivers of Change (DOC) approach was developed by the Department for International Development of the United 
Kingdom in early 2000. This approach partially was influenced by the NIE approach.  

DOC approach focuses on the interplay of economic, social and political factors that support or impede development. 
It emphasises that development is largely shaped by the historical and political context of a country. In other words, the 
framework acknowledges that for any policy reforms to be successful, it must be driven firstly by political will. Then supported 
by institutions that understand and embrace the power relationships and incentives among three critical categories that make 
up the political economy of the country. These include existing structural features, mediating institutions, and individual 
agents that can either encourage or impede changes. 

For instance, according to Wagner (2004), the structural features include the history of the state; natural and human resources; 
economic and social structures; demographic changes; regional issues; globalisation, trade and investment; and urbanisation. 
On the other hand, institutions include the informal and formal rules that influences the possible behaviour of agents, for 
example political and public administration processes. And agents include individuals and organisations pursuing particular 
interests. For example, political elites; civil servants; political parties; local government; the judiciary; military; faith groups; 
trade unions; civil society groups; the media; the private sector, academics and donors.

Figure 1 portrays these relationships, the arc block arrows at the top (in-flow) identify the existing influences and relationships 
derived from the historical, cultural and political environment, whilst the block arrows below (out-flow) identify the potential 
relationships among these actors which can be influenced over time (pathways to policy reforms).

Drivers of change approach
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Figure 1. The Drivers of Change Conceptual Model

Source: Warrener (2004)

In relation to policy reforms, Duncan (2011, pg.5) described the key challenge as noted by Ostrom (2001): 

“It is difficult, if not impossible, to change the characteristics of public goods or services or to change the culture of a society. Trying 
to change the incentives (institutions or rules) faced by the people involved is usually the only avenue open by which to achieve 
a different outcome [however], any transformation of the “rules in use” needs to take full account of the characteristics of the 
community and the physical, economic, political, and social circumstances. Most importantly, it must be understood that those 
presently advantaged by the status quo will resist any changes in the rules that do not benefit them……….”

In a nutshell, the DOC approach emphasises the importance of political will to drive policy reforms that will encourage 
development. This would require political champions, pressure from bottom-up approaches, the role of civil society and the 
media, vibrant political opposition, and middle class. However, the corrupt and elites that do not want to change the status 
quo are risks that continue to derail proper and orderly developments.  
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The study uses a comparative analysis to look at the progress of key reform initiatives in the land and housing sectors in the 
span of 50 years. In this regard, a traditional literature review was undertaken particularly among key policy documents and 
empirical studies in the land and housing sector from independence until 2024. The intention of the review was to outline 
the evolution of the reforms, major policy or process changes and current policy and administrative challenges to the land 
and housing sector reforms (these are all discussed in the subsequent sections). 

Given the involvement of the authors in the development of the land and housing policy reforms since 2005, this first-hand 
experience informed and guided the scope and selection process of the materials and sources included in the literature review. 
The process includes the following. Firstly, the selection of the references was confined to policy documents and empirical 
studies particularly from publications generated from National Research Institute (NRI), as the Institute contributed 
significantly in the development of both the land and housing policy reforms. For instance, NRI provided the technical 
oversight in the National Land Summits in 2005 and 2019. In addition, NRI was engaged as strategic advisor to Department 
of Treasury on the National Housing Affordability Program in 2007. Recently, NRI has been engaged as part of the Steering 
Committee on the development of the National Housing Policy since 2017 and continues to be an integral member of the 
Land Reform Committee and the Technical Working Committee of the National Land Development Program Phase II 
(2020-2024). These active engagements narrowed the scope of the review and informed the literature review process.

Secondly, the key sources utilised in the review were categorised under policy documents and empirical studies that provided 
understanding on the progress of the reforms. Hence, publications that did not fit these criteria were omitted from the review. 
Two key documents in the land and housing space that covered development of the reforms adopted in the study included 
Webster et al. (2016). This is a seminal paper that summarises the policy developments in the housing sector as far back as 
1978. In addition, the paper by Duncan (2018) on reviewing the phase one of the implementation of the land reforms was 
prominently used in the review for the land policy reforms which covered developments in the land reforms since 2005 to 
2017. 

For the current literature in the housing space, particularly in the period from 2017 to 2024, NRI noticeably increased its 
empirical studies in the housing sector, with emphasis on housing affordability and accessibility (Wangi and Ezebilo, 2021; 
Ezebilo and Thomas, 2019; Savadogo and Ezebilo, 2018; Ezebilo et al., 2017).  Building from these works, in the recent 
past NRI has advocated for a revised housing policy that embrace a holistic approach (Kutan, 2021; Kutan, 2023). These 
studies have prominently raised the profile of housing research at NRI and propelled the Institute to engage with relevant 
implementing agencies such as the National Housing Corporation (NHC) to directly influence the draft of the National 
Housing Policy. On the other hand, the recent literature utilised on the land reforms was undertaken primarily as part of the 
annual workplan of the Technical Working Committee of the Land Reform Committee, in which NRI is a member of these 
two Committees. This includes the NRI recent study on the bankability of customary land (Nao et al., 2023).   

Key achievements in the land and housing reforms

Considering the literature review, key milestones and achievements in the development of the land and housing policy 
reforms from the 1970s to 2024 are summarised in the diagram below. 

Methodology  
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Figure 2. Key events in the land and housing policy reforms

Source: Author’s description

Therefore, this study intends to address the gaps highlighted above in the land and housing sector by observing factors 
that led to the dismal performance of the reforms in the implementation phase. The key factors identified as contributing 
towards the success and abysmal performance of the reforms in land and housing in PNG are then observed within the 
broader context of the DOC framework described earlier. 



7

Rationale of land policy reforms in PNG

Land reforms in PNG is about providing an enabling environment to realise the potential of land as a critical factor of 
production. In essence, land reforms in PNG focuses on access and availability of titled and secured land for development 
purposes. However, key structural constraints are that 3 percent of land in PNG is alienated, whilst 97 percent of land is 
under customary land tenure system in which the land is communally owned by traditional landowning units (Chand et 
al., 2014; Kwapena et al., 2021). Consequently, land disputes among landowning tribes and clans, contestation of genuine 
landowners among competing members, and lack of understanding regarding the process to formally utilise land for 
development purposes have prevailed (Nao et al., 2023). This is compounded by the inefficiencies of administration and 
management of State land under the Department of Lands and Physical Planning (DLPP) (Kwapena et al., 2021). Evidence 
of no proper upkeep of title records leading to fraudulent practices, duplication of titles, and titles gone missing was evident 
in the DLPP (Yala, 2010; Kwapena et al., 2021). Recent past developments by DLPP in terms of adopting an online portal 
to highlight the various responsibilities mandated by the Department is a step forward to realise the reforms in transparency 
and accountability (DLPP, 2020). However, the land reform initiatives were focused on addressing these administration and 
management abuse in DLPP and to also explore ways in which bulk of land under customary ownership could be formally 
accessed and used for economic development purposes.  

Land reform interventions in PNG

There have been several attempts at land reforms in PNG prior to independence and after independence over a period of 
four decades. 

•	 In 1974 during self-government, a Commission of Inquiry into land matters was established under the Somare 
Government (Nao, 2021). The report that emerged out of this inquiry was shelved due to sensitivities surrounding 
land matters with the hope that future Papua New Guineans would still pursue customary land reforms (Nao, 
2021). 

•	 After independence, in 2001, attempts were made by the World Bank to introduce reforms to customary land 
through the Land Mobilisation Program (Nao, 2021), specifically promoting security of individual land titles 
without considering PNG’s communal land ownership. This program was met by resistance, through country-wide 
demonstrations which resulted in the death of students from the University of Papua New Guinea (Yala, 2011). 

•	 In 2005, however, a bold step was taken by the national government, with the political leadership of Hon. Sir Puka 
Temu, the then Minister for Lands, to hold the Inaugural Land Summit in Lae (Yala, 2011). This undertaking was 
made to revive discussions on land reforms in PNG after two failed attempts. During this summit, three themes 
were identified: Land Administration, Land Dispute Resolution and Access to Customary Land. The National 
Land Development Taskforce (NLDT) was then set up afterwards in 2006 through National Executive Council 
(NEC) Decision 294/2005 and tasked to identify issues under these three themes (Duncan, 2018). From issues 
identified, 54 recommendations were made to address these issues: 47 under land administration, one under Land 
Dispute Resolution, and six under Access to Customary Land (Duncan, 2018). To implement the 54 NLDT 
recommendations, a National Land Development Program (NLDP) was established in 2007 through NEC Decision 
267/2006. 

•	 The second National Land Summit (NLS) was held in 2019 with the primary focus on customary land; to set 
parameters for reforms in policies, laws and administration of customary land (Nao, 2021). Informed by the 
outcome of the implementation of NLDT’s recommendations under NLDP Phase 1, several issues were addressed 
resulting in the adoption of 17 resolutions. These were all done under the leadership of Hon. Justin Tkatchenko, the 
then Minister for Lands and Physical Planning. These 17 resolutions are currently being implemented under NLDP 
Phase 2 within a four-year timeframe (2020-2024).

Land policy reforms  
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Below are some of the achievements attained under NLDP Phase 1 (Duncan, 2018; Nao, 2021), which satisfied some of the 
NLDT recommendations.

•	 Legislative amendment to the Land Registration Act 1981 (Land Registration (Amendment) Act 2009) and the 
Land Groups Incorporation Act 1974 (Land Groups Incorporation (Amendment) Act 2009) in 2009, which were 
gazetted in 2012. 

•	 Implementation of a system of Voluntary Customary Land Registration (VCLR) which involves registration of 
Incorporated Landowner Group (ILG) followed by registration of customary land belonging to the ILG. Through 
the VCLR system, customary land can be released for development, which at the end could bring in benefits for all 
parties involved. This system was made possible by the above legislative amendments.  

•	 Establishment in 2016 of the Customary Land Division within DLPP to administer customary land.

•	 Creation of the Office of Deputy Chief Magistrate Land Court within Magisterial Services to handle disputes over 
the ownership of customary land. 

•	 Construction and occupation of Eda Tano Haus by DLPP.

Implementing the 54 recommendations was a mammoth task for NLDP to achieve. Despite the achievements mentioned, 
most of the recommendations were not implemented at all while some were partially implemented. Highlighted below are 
the challenges that impeded the progress of NLDP to implement the NLDT recommendations (Duncan, 2018).

•	 Delaying implementation of policy or legislation as in the case of the three-year delay in the gazettal of the Land 
Registration (Amendment) Act 2009 and Land Groups Incorporation (Amendment) Act 2009 due to the hold-up 
in the Speaker’s Office. 

•	 The loss of momentum in implementing the NLDP after Hon. Sir Puka Temu, the political champion of land 
reforms was transferred in 2010 from the position of Minister for Lands and Physical Planning. This was just after 
the passing of the new pieces of land legislations in 2009. The new Minister that took over did not provide the same 
drive to the reforms, thus the loss of momentum. This is an example of “time inconsistency problem”.

•	 Resistance from DLPP in implementing the NLDT 47 recommendations on improving land administration 
processes. These 47 recommendations were specifically to reform the many land administration functions of the 
DLPP, however, faced resistance from DLPP and were less successful than the other NLDT recommendations. This 
resistance was shown through, inter-agency conflict over the implementation of the NLDT’s land administration 
recommendations, lack of cooperation from NLDP in pushing ahead with the land administrative reforms, activities 
of DLPP being contrary to the intent of the NLDP, and failure by DLPP to put in place the Program Implementation 
Unit (despite it being a government decision) which would have been responsible for implementation of the land 
reforms.

•	 Introduction of competing government policies such as the National Land and Affordable Housing Program, 
undermined land reforms then. Through NEC Decision 348/2013, the Ministerial Housing Committee renamed 
to Ministerial Committee on Lands and Housing was directed to oversee affordable housing policy in PNG, and 
progression of the NLDP. As a result of this arrangement, more focus (in effort and funds) was towards affordable 
housing than the NLDP during the 2014-2016 period. This was an indication that the government then was losing 
focus on land reforms.

•	 There is still low level of public understanding of the intention of the 2009 land laws. A lot of people are still 
illiterate about these land laws, about the derived VCLR process, and the benefits that come out of this process. This 
is despite the immense effort that went into gaining public and parliamentary approval for the new laws. Spreading 
of misinformation about the land laws with the intention to take advantage of landowners, made matters even 
worse.

•	 Difficulty in making customary land bankable. It has been difficult convincing banks that the long-term leases 
of customary land are solid collateral for economic enterprises to access loans to develop registered customary 
land. There is also lack of trust in the validity of the leases as collateral due to fears of unwarranted government 
intervention in valid contracts, which has happened in the past. 
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Rationale for housing policy reforms in PNG

The rapid growth of the urban population in PNG has seen the increase in the demand for housing in PNG’s urban areas, 
specifically in the major urban areas such as Port Moresby (Kutan, 2021). Despite this increasing demand over the years, 
the supply of houses to meet the demand is still low (Ezebilo and Thomas, 2019; Kutan, 2023). The high demand relative 
to supply has resulted in sky-rocketing house and rental prices (Webster et al., 2016). Most middle-income and low-income 
earners cannot afford such costs, so most have over the years resorted to renting and buying properties within unplanned 
informal settlements (Ezebilo, 2021; Kopel and Wenogo, 2023). This has seen an increase in informal settlements in PNG’s 
towns and cities (Webster et al., 2016). As a result, customary landowners whose land has been squatted upon lose their 
land. Due to tough living conditions within informal settlements, public service and private sector workers who live there 
are greatly affected, and this has indirect impacts on their productivity in the workplace. The shortage of affordable housing 
also results in Papua New Guineans missing out on possible employment opportunities that the construction of residential 
properties can bring. Thus, the broader economy loses out on the spillover benefits from the construction of residential 
properties (Webster et al., 2016). 

Housing policy interventions in PNG

To address affordable housing issues in PNG, successive governments, over three decades, conducted reviews through various 
reputable committees and taskforces. These include the following (Webster et al., 2016):

•	 The Morgan Committee Report 1978.

	 Their task was to explore potential strategies that could be used to proffer a solution to the housing shortage and 
affordability problem. 

•	 National Housing Taskforce 2007

	 The National Housing Taskforce was established in response to heightened housing affordability problems due to 
booming economic activities then. It was tasked to identify constraints to the development of a well-functioning 
housing market. Sadly, the report developed did not get to the NEC because the Minister for  Housing then refused 
to sign and sponsor the NEC submission due to conflicting interests and agendas.

•	 Independent Consumer and Competition Commission Report 2010 (ICCC, 2010) 

	 ICCC was commissioned to review the activities of housing and the real estate industry and to offer possible 
solutions for housing affordability problems given unclear housing policy guideline and the increasing number of 
failures with ad hoc arrangements. 

In all three reviews, it was evident that the same housing issues and areas to be addressed kept re-emerging in all reports but 
in a worse state than previously identified (Webster et al., 2016). Accordingly, among others, two of the most consistent 
recommendations made to address the housing issues identified from the above reviews were (Webster et al., 2016):

1.	 To establish coordinating bodies to better coordinate the implementation of housing policy initiatives and coordinate 
inputs of various agencies including timing and sequencing of these inputs in actual housing projects. 

2.	 Government agencies should play facilitator and regulatory roles and let the private sector construct houses, through 
Public Private Partnership (PPP). The government effectively playing its facilitator and regulatory roles would greatly 
help reduce input costs of construction that contributes to unaffordable houses.

Housing policy reforms 
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The key issues that contribute to the persistence of these challenges which have affected the housing and property development 
sector over the years include (Webster et al., 2016):

•	 lack of consistency and coherency in successive government policy and actions;

•	 government officials see their employer as responsible for the provision of housing which continues to hinder efforts 
by the government to withdraw from the provision of housing;

•	 lack of recognition and support to the private sector in supply of housing;

•	 lack of appropriate institutional arrangements for better coordination in implementation of housing policy initiatives 
due to lack of appreciation and understanding of the complex property development sector by policymakers;  

•	 lack of project management knowledge and skills in State agency sponsored projects;

•	 lack of trunk infrastructure – piped water, sewerage, electricity – development in large scale residential projects like 
Duran Farm (Ezebilo and Nao, 2017);

•	 lack of understanding the roles and functions of public and private sector in provision of affordable housing (Kutan, 
2023); and 

•	 lack of PPP in the provision of affordable housing (Ezebilo, 2019). 
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The discussion of the above findings is analysed within the DOC framework. In particular, the discussion will focus on 
the key powerplay relationships between the structural, institutional and agents responsible for influencing the direction of 
achieving the desired outcomes of the reforms. 

Land reforms

The findings of the literature review indicated that the land reform initiatives in Papua New Guinea have progressed well as 
compared to the housing policy reforms. These include identification of the problem, setting the agenda, formulation and 
adaptation of the policy, implementation of the policy, and monitoring and evaluation of the policy. In addition, land reform 
since 2005 has been guided by comprehensive documentation of the various findings of reputable Taskforce and Review 
Committees. In addition, recommendations generated from a wider stakeholder consultation from the last two National 
Land Summits in 2005 and 2019 has been endorsed by the NEC. This has elevated and integrated the agenda and activities 
of the reforms to be regarded and funded as a development agenda of the PNG Government known as the National Land 
Development Program (NLDP) Phase 1 (2007-2015) and Phase II (2020-2024). However, the implementation of the 
recommendations continues to be a challenge for NLDP in both periods. For example, from NLDP Phase 1, about five of 
the 54 recommendations were successfully implemented. These recommendations fell within the customary land and the 
dispute resolution aspect of the reform.

The structural challenges experienced by land reforms cut across the contention in the value of land in the traditional and 
commercial sense. These include the cultural and social perception of land to Papua New Guineans as a form of identity and 
livelihood rather than a commodity for economic transactions. In this vein, the customary land of which overwhelmingly are 
privately or communally owned by tribes and clans becomes a sensitive issue when it comes to the notion of availing it for 
the purpose of commercial development (Yala, 2010; Kwapena et al., 2021). This is clearly indicated prior to independence 
when the Somare-led PNG Government shelved any discussions on regulating customary land. Furthermore, the death 
of four university students during the protest against the World Bank Land Mobilisation Program in 2001 (Nao, 2021), 
acknowledges the position of land as a cultural identity more than a commercial commodity. However, the implementation 
of the customary land reforms has been constrained by the lack of a National Customary Land Policy. 

The institutional arrangement accommodates the ongoing challenges. Firstly, in the aspect of the reform on the release of 
customary land into the formal market in which the guidelines on the use of land, ownership of land and the ability of land to 
be leased follow the conventional lease arrangements rather than various customary land laws. Secondly, although the reforms 
cover how State leases should be managed and administered, a mid-term review undertaken by Duncan (2018) noted that 
very little momentum was gained towards achieving the 47 recommendations targeted towards improving the administration 
of State land in NLDP Phase 1. However, in recent past, noticeable improvements in DLPP include online applications and 
payment of services, initiatives that promote good governance. 

Furthermore, the aspect of the land reform on the process of formalising customary land to be released for development 
purposes continues to be hindered by lack of confidence in the institutional arrangements. Any momentum generated from 
the breakthroughs ushered by way of amendments to Land Registration Act 1981 and ILG Act 1974 in 2009 was forfeited 
by the three-year delay before gazettal notice was given in 2012. Duncan (2018) alluded that this is a common tactic of 
bureaucracies all over the world taking advantage of “time inconsistency problem”, knowing that the political momentum for 
a change in policy or legislation may disappear over time due to limited terms of government and turnover of government 
ministers. In addition, Nao et al., (2023) observed that the commercial banks are still reserved in recognising customary 
land leases as collateral. This is compounded by the lack of capacity and resources in the Customary Land Division of DLPP 
to administer and manage customary land applications through the ILG and VCLR process (Nao, 2021). The lack of full 
implementation of the recommendations in NLDP Phase 1 regarding customary land stimulated discussions that led to NLS 
2019 (Niugini Land and Properties, 2019). The outcomes of the NLS 2019 summit by way of 17 resolutions needed to 
encourage customary landowners to avail their land for development. This was endorsed by NEC Decision No. NG70/2019 
which are currently being implemented by the NLDP phase II.

Discussion
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With regards to political will, the DOC approach identifies agents as individuals whose influence could either promote or 
derail the progress of any policy reforms. In the case of land reform in PNG, the success of the reforms is attested to Minister 
of Lands in 2005, Hon. Sir Puka Temu, who provided the strong political will and laid the foundation for the reforms to 
progress to where it is today. The DOC identifies such individuals as ‘champions’ of the reforms. On the other hand, after 
2010 when the Lands Ministry was removed from Sir Puka Temu, this slowed the progress of the reforms (Duncan, 2018). 
Eventually, the land reform program was rebranded as the National Land and Affordable Housing Program of which the 
latter took prominence between 2011 and 2016. In the same vein, Hon. Justin Tkatchenko, in his capacity as the Minster 
for Lands and Physical Planning in 2019, provided the political leadership that ushered in the NLS 2019 and the continuing 
reforms on customary land.  

Housing reforms

On the other hand, the housing policy reforms continue to be plagued structurally by the lack of direction in the absence 
of an overall National Housing Policy (Kutan, 2021). This has exacerbated numerous challenges that hinder the supply of 
affordable housing in PNG’s urban areas. These include shortage of available secured land to build on, poor housing and 
land administration by implementing agencies such as the NHC, high cost of trunk infrastructures, lack of skilled labour, 
high cost of building materials, limited access to and high cost of finance, and regulatory burdens to comply with physical 
planning requirements (Webster et al., 2016; Kutan, 2021; Kutan, 2023). All these contribute to the cumbersome and costly 
process in housing development from a green field to the final sale of a home, which do not help at all to improve housing 
affordability in PNG. 

On the institutional arrangements, recommendations of the Morgan Report 1978 and the ICCC Report 2010 were endorsed 
and approved by the NEC, unfortunately most of these recommendations remain to be implemented (Webster et al., 2016). 
The National Housing Policy 1994 which was introduced to provide the framework and guidelines for housing sector to 
ensure that all Papua New Guineans have access to decent housing at affordable cost by the year 2000, is outdated and 
under review since 2017, and is unfortunately still used today (Kutan, 2021). These all point to the government’s lack 
of drive to implement evidence-based recommendations and policies, and also the lack of consistency and coherency in 
successive government policies and actions. Similarly to the land reforms in PNG, the housing sector experience also the 
“time inconsistency problem” which is a bureaucratic resistance to execute policies and actions due to conflicting interests. 
Also, the low level of public understanding of the housing policy and actions exacerbates the weak public demand for the 
effective implementation of policies, reforms, and approved recommendations.

Furthermore, the government has, over the years, preferred ad hoc attempts to address housing issues which were mostly 
contradictory to the more technically sound recommendations that the NEC endorsed from the aforementioned Morgan 
and ICCC Reports. Unfortunately, these ad hoc attempts are known to have failed. As reported by Webster et al. (2016), 
State-sponsored housing projects failed mainly due to:

•	 lack of appreciation and understanding of the complex property development sector by policymakers, which resulted 
in ad hoc policy initiatives that lacked coordination of stakeholder inputs. This led to the “crowding out” of the 
private sector due to the inefficient operation of NHC and other government agencies.

•	 the issue of taking responsibility for housing where government officials see their employer as responsible for the 
provision of housing which continues to hinder efforts by the government to withdraw from the provision of 
housing. This is an example of hindrances to effective development of housing policies.

On the other hand, the lack of agents of change or political champions in influencing the housing sector has encouraged a 
lack of transparency and accountability of the implementing agencies. This has exacerbated corruption and misappropriation 
of resources that has undermined the housing affordability efforts (Webster et al., 2016). Public funds intended for residential 
developments have gone missing with no tangible developments (Kutan, 2021). The cumbersome housing development 
process also made it easier for corruption to creep in.

For instance, the ad hoc attempts include several unsustainable Homeownership Schemes since the 1980s, a Public Service 
Housing Scheme in the late 2000s that did not reach completion, and the Taurama customary land registration and 
development project that ended in an unplanned housing development (Webster et al., 2016). There was also an NEC 
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Decision of December 2007 that approved the establishment of the National Housing Estate Limited and approved a Nine 
Mile housing project to build 200 houses, however, it is unknown if funding was ever allocated (Webster et al., 2016). In 
2013, the Ministerial Land and Housing Committee was established to oversee affordable housing policy in PNG and 
progression of the NLDP (Webster et al., 2016). This committee directed NHC to go forward with the development of 
the Duran Farm Project while the Office of Urbanisation with the Department of National Planning was to be responsible 
for the development of the Gerehu Stage 3B Project. Said to have 2,500 accommodation blocks constructed by the Duran 
Farm Project since 2013, to date there has been very little progress with the development of houses as challenges remain with 
funding and the PPP model needed in the development of the houses. (Webster et al., 2016; Post Courier online article, 
2024). 

Other housing initiatives that were promised to be carried out include, giving out land titles of projects free of charge to 
ordinary Papua New Guineans in Port Moresby and Lae, and the District Housing Program where K1 million would be given 
to each district each year for the construction of government workers’ houses (Webster et al., 2016). The implementation 
progress of these initiatives is unknown, and whether funding was allocated is also unknown. In 2014, the government 
initiated the first home ownership scheme (FHOS) in partnership with Bank of South Pacific (BSP) and was to allocate 
K200 million for the scheme (Webster et al., 2016). This housing initiative is still in existent today, however, from personal 
conversation with BSP Home Loan lending staff, the scheme has been fully funded by BSP with no government funding 
since its inception in 2014. However, though FHOS is a good housing scheme, it may not benefit most low-income and 
middle-income earners as they may not be able to meet the minimum annual income requirement and the 10 percent equity 
requirement (Wangi, 2019). Also, those in the informal sector may not be able to access this loan.
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Undertaking policy reforms in PNG continues to face challenges in achieving its desired outcomes. In the case of land and 
housing policy reforms, the findings of the study indicate that past initiatives by the PNG Government in availing land 
for development and providing affordable housing are constrained by the structural, institutional and the lack of political 
champions for the reforms.  

With regards to structural issues on land reform, contestation of the land as a commercial commodity versus land as a social 
identity continues to prevail. Especially, when 3 percent of land is under State administration and 97 percent is communally 
owned by customary landowners. On the other hand, institutional constraints include the lack of implementation of 
numerous recommendations from NEC-endorsed and sanctioned NLDP concerning the administration of state land, and 
availability and accessibility of customary land for development purposes. Furthermore, political will is regarded as a critical 
ingredient for the success of any reforms and PNG’s experience with land reforms has clearly indicated that progress can be 
made when political champions are at the helm of the reforms. 

All the same, the reforms in housing sector have not progressed well in the last 50 years. The increase of informal settlements 
in the urban areas clearly indicates the dysfunctional and disorderly developments of the housing sector. Lack of political will, 
dilemma on the roles and responsibilities of the implementing agencies and the lack of direction of the multi-stakeholders 
in the sector, has compromised the welfare of Papua New Guineans and denied many the right to live in proper housing 
accommodation. The structural issues in the housing sector include an outdated National Land Housing Policy (1994), and 
the ad hoc government housing initiatives that have resulted in the misappropriation of substantial public funds with very 
little to show for in terms of the development of houses. Finally, in the absence of political champions, the housing sector 
continues to lag behind the land reform initiatives.   

Conclusion
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Land reform policy

In the land reform, the paper adopts and revisits the recommendations by Duncan (2018) and suggests the following 
immediate options to be considered going forward.

•	 Continuing to educate the public about the amended 2009 land legislations and their benefits through promoting 
pilot projects that involve new enterprises using customary land leases. The outcome of these pilot projects can be 
documented and disseminated for public consumption.

•	 Encouraging the development of enterprises using customary land leases.

•	 Encouraging provincial governments through Provincial Governors, and local-level governments, to facilitate the 
establishment of new enterprises. In this way, local champions are being developed to help facilitate the widespread 
understanding of the customary land legislation and its potential benefits in each province.

•	 Comprehensive communications strategy to generate public understanding of the reforms, allow concerns to be 
expressed, develop public “ownership”, and mobilise public action. 

•	 Continually keeping the individuals and organisations who were involved with the design of land reform 
recommendations and their implementation, updated on the progress of these reforms so they can help to maintain 
the needed pressure for continued implementation of these reforms.

•	 DLPP to present the proposed Customary Land Policy to NEC for consideration and endorsement. The endorsement 
of the Customary Land Policy would be a game-changer for the customary landowners as this would be the first of 
its kind a road map that provides the framework of how to utilise customary land for development purpose.  

Housing sector reforms

In the housing sector, as aforementioned, past research have identified numerous issues that affected the housing and property 
development sector in PNG and recommended options to resolve these issues. These include recommendation for the 
government to intervene and improve housing affordability, accessibility and quality. These include:

•	 reducing input cost of property construction which contribute to high house and rental prices;  

•	 providing the needed trunk infrastructures within developed areas;

•	 introducing tax concessions to developers who are importing most of their building materials; 

•	 improving training of skilled labour;  

•	 improving land administration functions; 

•	 improving efficiency in regulatory functions by relevant government agencies; 

•	 adopt the Whole of Government Approach. Government to establish coordinating bodies to better coordinate 
the implementation of housing policy initiatives and coordinate inputs of various government departments and 
agencies including timing and sequencing of these inputs in actual housing projects; and

•	 encourage Public Private Partnership in the housing sector. 

Recommendations



16

The findings of the literature review indicated that the land reform initiatives in Papua New Guinea have progressed well 
as compared to the housing policy reforms. In particular, the land reforms have succeeded in identifying the issues and 
problems, setting the agendas and embracing a robust policy framework. Consequently, this has led to the formulation and 
adaptation of the reforms into a development program funded by the Government of PNG since 2007. However, the key 
limitation of the study is that the implementation phase of the land reform continues to be a challenge and there is a gap in 
the literature on understanding what are the contributing factors that impedes the progress of the land reforms. 

On the other hand, the reforms in the housing sector have occurred on ad hoc and piecemeal basis. The literature review 
supported the findings of Webster et al. (2016) that in the housing policy development space, very limited studies have 
been done in the housing sector prior to 2010. However, key policy interventions that emanated post-independence were 
policy reviews   undertaken by reputable taskforce and committees set up by the Government of PNG. These include 
Morgan Report in 1978, the establishment of the National Housing Policy in 1994, National Taskforce Report in 2007 
and Independent Consumer and Competition Commission Report in 2010. Further in their studies, Webster et al. (2016), 
highlighted that although recommendations derived from these reports was endorsed by NEC, sadly, most of them have yet 
to be implemented. Similarly to the land reforms, this has reinforced the need to understand the gap in the literature on what 
are the underlying factors constraining the progress of the housing reforms.

Therefore, the key limitation in the study of both the land and housing reforms is that the focus has been on the economic 
benefits of the reforms with less emphasis on understanding the cultural, political and the social implications of the reforms. 
By adopting the Drivers of Change approach, the study advocates for a more integrated approach to understand the challenges 
in the implementation of the reforms. 

Limitations
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