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Papua New Guinea’s (PNG’s) cultural heritage is at risk, first because
local museums have poor preservation and storage facilities, and also
due to the loss of artifacts to museums abroad.

Many of PNG’s museums, including the National Museum and Art
Gallery (NMAG), struggle to preserve valuable cultural artifacts due
to outdated infrastructure and inadequate environmental condition
of the museum.

PNG should initiate and prioritise the repatriation of cultural artifacts
that are currently housed in foreign museums.

Government to provide funding for the purchase of modern facilities
for the preservation of cultural artifacts and for training relevant
National Museum officers on modern preservation techniques.
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Background

apua New Guinea (PNG) is renowned for its

extraordinary cultural variety, with more than 850

languages and diverse range of traditions and customs
(Lewis et al., 2016). Nonetheless, a key concern persists: how
much longer will these distinct cultures and languages survive?
Before colonisation, the people of PNG demonstrated
exceptional creativity and resourcefulness, crafting everything
they used from the natural resources around them. They
produced traditional attire for celebrations, developed their
own belief systems, practised unique religions, and adhered
to distinct customs and ways of life.

Unfortunately, during and after colonisation, some of PNG’s
traditional artifacts were removed and taken overseas. These
invaluable pieces of cultural heritage are now housed in
museums in Europe, America, Australia, and other countries.
These collections represent more than just historical places,
they are the stolen knowledge, identity and history of Papua
New Guineans. For the current and future generations,
these artifacts hold immense importance. They are essential
for understanding PNG’s history, preserving its cultural
identity, and reconnecting with the traditions that have
been fragmented over time (Kalinoe, 2023). The younger
generation deserves access to these treasures to put together
pieces of their heritage and maintain a connection to their
roots. This is especially important now, as the Western
influence pushed by digitalisation tends to displace our
customs, linguistic diversity and material culture faster than
ever before.

This article discusses the state of PNG museums and the
need to preserve PNG’s cultural artifacts so that communities
and future generations can benefit from it. By reclaiming
and safeguarding these invaluable cultural treasures, PNG
can restore a sense of identity and pride among its people,
especially the younger generation who are increasingly
disconnected from their heritage. The repatriation of these
artifacts will also provide opportunities for educational

advancement, allowing students and scholars to study
their history and cultural significance in a local context.
In addition, preserving these artifacts could foster greater
global recognition of PNG’s cultural diversity, and attract
tourism and international interest, while also offering a space
for intercultural dialogue and reconciliation with former
colonial powers.

Countries with looted artefacts from PNG and
other countries

Several countries, including Germany, France, Spain, Portugal,
Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, England, Switzerland, the
USA, Canada, and Australia, are currently housing traditional
artifacts from Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Nigeria, Democratic
Republic of Congo, and PNG in their museums (Wong,
2023). While these nations have played a role in preserving
these cultural treasures, it remains crucial for PNG and other
nations highlighted by Wong (2023) to reclaim their cultural
heritage. However, the country faces significant challenges
in doing so. One of the main obstacles is the inadequate
storage facilities available for these artifacts. Many of PNG’s
museums are in dire need of renovation and maintenance,
which raises concerns about their ability to properly house
and care for these valuable items. This highlights the urgent
need for improvements in the infrastructure and conditions
of the museums in PNG.

The state of PNG’s museums

The National Museum and Art Gallery (NMAG) in
Port Moresby has recently embraced cutting-edge digital
technology through a significant upgrade supported by the
Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA). This
initiative aims to preserve and enhance the public’s access
to PNG’s cultural heritage by digitalising the museum’s
artifacts and archives (Oeka, 2025). The new technology
will modernise the museum’s equipment, improving visitor
experiences while supporting the preservation of the nation’s
rich history and traditions (Oeka, 2025). This development
comes as the museum prepares for its 50th Independence
anniversary, making a major leap forward in both cultural
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preservation and tourism enhancement.

However, despite these advancements, site visits conducted
on August 7th and September 13th, 2024, to the NMAG
in Port Moresby and the J.K. McCarthy Museum in
Goroka, respectively, revealed significant limitations in
facility infrastructure. Both institutions were found to lack
adequate storage and display conditions for artifacts, and
their exhibitions appear outdated and below contemporary
museum standards. The NMAG is also experiencing critical
difficulties in preserving its extensive collection of over
300,000 artefacts, artworks, craft, and natural specimens.
A prolonged malfunction of the museum’s air conditioning
system has resulted in elevated temperatures and humidity
levels, conditions that are severely damaging to sensitive
materials.

Newspaper reports indicate that poor environment conditions
have already led to mold growth and significant deterioration
in biological specimens, including the visible decay of a
human skull in the National Museum (The National, 2024).
Museum leadership has emphasised the urgent intervention,
warning that without prompt action the museum could lose
priceless items, some valued at over K100,000. In response,
government officials have pledged to hold responsible parties

accountable and to appoint new leadership to address these
issues (The National, 2024).

Adding to this, the Post Courier newspaper published
the article “Museum collections in rotting state”, which
highlights the deteriorating conditions of artifacts at the
NMAG (Elapa, 2024). Inadequate funding and maintenance
have led to a decay of culturally significant items, including
traditional masks, totem poles, and musical instruments.
Elapa (2024) emphasises the urgent need for government
intervention and increased financial support to prevent
further deterioration of these artifacts, which are vital to the
nation’s cultural heritage.

The NMAG had been temporarily closed in October
2024 due to the Board of Trustees and managements
failure to implement recommendations from the National
Capital District Health Authority. Health inspectors from
the National Capital Districc Commission conducted a
follow-up visit and found non-compliance with the earlier

recommendations, leading to the indefinite shutdown until
the issues are addressed (Elapa, 2024).

Addressing the issues affecting the country’s museums is
crucial, as the degradation of their collections represent a
loss of irreplaceable cultural history and identity for PNG.

Preserving the museums’ extensive collection of over 300,000
artifacts, artworks, crafts, and natural specimens, some of
which are deteriorating due to inadequate environmental
condition, ensures that future generations can access and
learn from their rich heritage. The museum collections foster
PNG’s national pride and continuity of cultural traditions.
Proper maintenance and leadership will help safeguard
PNG’s cultural heritage for future generations.

The way forward for preserving PNG cultural
identity

To ensure the preservation of PNG’s cultural identity, a
comprehensive and strategic approach is necessary. This
approach includes investing in modern facilities and research,
promoting education and youth engagement, decentralising
museums, and repatriating PNG’s collections. These four
recommendations are explained in detail below.

1. Investing in modern facilities and research

Modern infrastructure such as the heating, ventilation,
and air conditioning systems, specialised lighting
systems, external and internal storage units, pest
management and monitoring, digital infrastructure
and security is crucial for safeguarding PNG’s
invaluable artifacts. These collections, often delicate
and irreplaceable, require controlled environments with
precise temperature, humidity, and lighting settings
to prevent deterioration. Preservation is a central task
of a museum, aiming to conserve the collection and
associated material and immaterial values for future
generations. Without proper facilities, such as modern
external storage units, artifacts are at risk of damage
from pests, moisture, and neglect. Preservation efforts
are a direct investment in PNG’s cultural heritage,
ensuring these treasures endure for future generations.

Funds should be allocated for facilities and training
programs for museum employees to establish or upgrade
storage and display facilities to meet international
standards. Incorporating advanced security systems
can prevent theft, environmental influences like heat
and humidity, and emergencies such as fires or floods,
ensuring long-term preservation.

2. Promoting education and awareness among the youth

To effectively promote education and awareness of
PNG’s cultural heritage, museums should be positioned
as key centers for learning, cultural education, and
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public engagement. Here’s how this can be practically
implemented:

o Integrationinto educationsystems: Integration
of cultural studies into school curricula is vital to
teach students about PNG’s heritage, history, and
the importance of preserving traditional artifacts.
For example, Enga Province Pilot (2022). Enga
is the first province in PNG to successfully
integrate culture into its school curriculum.
They developed cultural education textbooks for
teachers and student handbooks with approval
from the National Education Board. The Enga
Teachers' College in Wabag has embedded
cultural training into its teacher-preparation
programs, ensuring that all graduates can teach
culture as a subject. Furthermore, the Take Anda
Museum offers structured educational programs
for students, teachers, and visitors to learn about
the traditions of Enga’s districts (The National,
2022). This model effectively combines formal
education with community knowledge to instill
identity, pride, and moral values in young
people. PNG should adopt this approach across
all schools to ensure cultural continuity and
strengthen national unity through education.

o Interactive programs and engagement:
Organise school field trips to museums with
interactive sessions and workshops by elders
or cultural practitioners, allowing students to
explore artifacts and experience traditional art,
music, and customs firsthand. For instance,

led by elders like storytelling,
traditional skills, and music sessions. This will

activities

provide firsthand cultural experiences.

o Collaboration with media outlets: Create doc-
umentaries, social media campaigns, and online
educational content, including virtual museum
tours and interactive videos, to showcase PNG’s
cultural diversity and engage younger audiences

globally.

o Community outreach: Support local cultural
festivals and museum events, collaborating with
non-government organisations (NGOs) and
cultural organisations to raise awareness and
celebrate PNG’s heritage.

By making museums centres of learning and engagement

by collaborating with schools, media, and local
communities, these strategies will foster cultural pride,
improve awareness, and ensure that PNG’s heritage is
preserved for future generations.

Decentralising museums

To promote greater cultural inclusion and access,
decentralising museums by establishing provincial level
institutions is essential. Adopting a Build—Operate—
Transfer (BOT) model offers a sustainable and
strategic approach to achieving this. Under the BOT
framework, partnerships with private investors, cultural
organisations, or development partners can facilitate the
construction and initial operation of provincial museums.
These partnerships would design, fund, and manage
the facilities for a specific period, ensuring professional
standards in infrastructure, staffing, and exhibitions.
After this phase, operational control is transferred to
local or provincial authorities, who continue managing
the museum as a community-owned institution. This
model encourages capacity building, local ownerships,
and long-term sustainability, while expanding public
access to cultural heritage across PNG.

Repatriation of PNG’s ethnographic objects

A lot of PNG’s artifacts are held in foreign institutions
with superior storage and preservation technology. While
their repatriation should be a priority, collaborative
agreements can also enhance educational outreach.
Bilateral relations between the Governments of PNG
(GoPNG) and especially with the former colonial
administrations such as Germany, United Kingdom
(UK), Australia, Netherlands, France, and Belgium
should be established and strengthened.

GoPNG should actively initiate and pursue diplomatic
talks with foreign governments and institutions to
achieve the restitution of collections. This requires initial
joint research projects and inventories. Cooperation
with foreign institutions, temporary exhibitions or loan
programs are conceivable. This will enable the citizens of
PNG to access their heritage and at the same time ensure
appropriate care.

Cooperation with foreign institutions should also be
considered in the digital space: the digitisation of the
collections allows public access to the object’s information
as well as the use of the data outside the museum. This
means that information and parts of the collection from
different areas or museums can be brought together
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virtually for internet presentations or national and
international network portals, for example.

Leverage partnerships with foreign institutions to
digitise collections. Schools and museums in PNG can
be equipped with computers to provide virtual access to
overseas artifacts. Creating an interactive platform with
students and researchers can explore these collections,
promoting cultural awareness and academic inquiry.
Allocate resources for a national digital education
initiative, integrating museum collections into school
curricula via digital platforms.

Conclusion

Preserving PNG’s rich and diverse cultural heritage is not
merely a matter of historical interest, it is an urgent national
responsibility and a profound investment in the country’s
identity, unity, and future. As PNG faces the twin challenges
of cultural erosion and inadequate museum infrastructure,
a coordinated, strategic response is essential. Through
modernising facilities, engaging young people through
education, decentralising museums via sustainable models
like Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT), and advocating for
the repatriation of cultural treasures, PNG can reclaim and
safeguard its heritage for generations to come.

These actions will not only restore national pride and historical
continuity but also strengthen PNG’s global standing as
culturally vibrant nation. By prioritising preservation, PNG
affirms that its stories, traditions, and values are not relics
of the past but vital elements of its future. Now is the time
for collective action, visionary leadership, and unwavering
commitment to ensure that the cultural legacy of Papua
New Guinea does not fade into memory but instead thrives,
celebrated and protected by its people, on its own soil.
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