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* A rise in lawlessness, created by shortage of police manpower, is
threatening businesses, government properties, and the safety of

the public in Papua New Guinea (PNG).

* Inadequate police manpower and poor facilities continue to affect
daily police operations throughout PNG where law and order
situation has been deteroriating.

 Establishing additional police training colleges and decentralising
the recruitment process to each region to strengthen the national
police force should improve police capacity to tackle the problem
of lawlessness in the country.

* Strong “political will” and collaboration between provincial and
local leaders are essential for improving police infrastructure and
expanding training facilities to meet regional law enforcement
needs.
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r I Yhe current trend of escalating lawlessness in Papua
New Guinea (PNG) poses a critical threat to the
country’s national security, economic growth, and

development aspirations (Forsyth et al., 2024). Law-and-order

issues continue to affect businesses, basic service delivery, and
threaten the safety of people in both urban and rural areas. For
instance, in a recent tribal conflict in Porgera, Enga Province,

New Porgera Mining Limited suspended most of its operations

after more than 30 people (including two mine workers) were

killed, and properties worth millions of Kina were lost (Gray,

2024). Another violent tribal conflict amongst various feuding

clans in Enga’s Wapenamanda has drawn the attention of the

international community regarding the escalating lawlessness

in PNG.

Similarly, more than 17 female students were kidnapped in a
remote village in Hela Province in June 2023 (Ige, 2024). In
addition to the growing lawlessness in the Highlands provinces,
several previously peaceful provinces in other regions of PNG
have now become areas of significant security risks. According
to Isimeli (2022), over 30 young people were detained following
an inter-tribal conflict in West New Britain Province, resulting
in two fatalities, numerous injuries, and several houses being set
ablaze on April 10, 2022. Moreover, 7he National reported on
6 January 2025 a barbaric killing in Goilala, Central Province,
which was labelled as an act of cannibalism after a group of
young boys exhibiting chopped-up human body parts in a
video that went viral.

Tribal violence and other forms of violence are not limited
to a certain region in PNG but is hitting the entire country.
Unfortunately, in these crises, it is evident that local police forces
and the PNG Defence Force (PNGDF) were outnumbered,

with limited resources to control or prevent further escalation.

This paper examines PNG’s shortage of police personnel as a
key factor hindering effective law enforcement and discusses
actionable strategies for strengthening recruitment, training,
and deployment efforts across the country.

Police manpower in relation to population
growth and distribution in PNG

The District and Provincial Police Development Plan
(RPNGC, 2022) suggests that there is a police manpower
shortage in PNG and the need to recruit more police officers.
With the current increase in population, it complicates the
Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary’s (RPNGC) core role
in providing effective policing throughout PNG. The current
shortage of police officers leaves PNG with one police officer
for every 1,845 civilians—nearly four times below the level
recommended by the United Nations (Jacobs, 2023). For
instance, in West New Britain Province, the total number of
police officers is 148 while its total population is 331,000,
resulting in a police-to-population ratio of 1:2236 (Table 1).
This is well below the standard ratio of 1:450 as recommended
by the United Nations. This reflects the country’s population
outnumbering the few police officers on the ground for normal
policing duties.

Obviously, crime rates are high in provinces with fewer
police officers. According to the RPNGC’s 2022 Annual
Management Report, several provinces such as Western, East
Sepik, West Sepik, and East New Britain have high crime
rates. The upper Highlands region also experiences escalating
lawlessness. Between 2018 and 2022, about 1896 people died
due to intergroup conflict in the Highlands region (Forsyth
et al., 2024). This figure does not include those who were
seriously injured, or properties destroyed. While crime rates are
increasing, police manpower shortages and poor police facilities
continue to hinder effective police operations in the country.

Table 1 indicates a mismatch between the number of police
officers and the population in each province, with the ratio
well below the rate recommended by the UN. With PNG’s
population forecasted to increase over the coming years, new
police officers need to be recruited to maintain equilibrium in
the police-to-population ratio.
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Table 1: Total number of police, population to police ratio,
and population for selected provinces in each region.

Total Police -
Province | Number Population | Population | Land Mass
of Police Ratio
NCD 778 456, 000 1:586 240km?2
(estimated)
Lae (City) | 369 119,178 | 1:322 74km2
Morobe 184 879, 000 1:4777 33, 705km?2
Province
Gulf 49 189, 000 1:3857 34, 472km2
Oro 49 189, 000 1:3857 34, 472km?2
Hela 133 329, 000 1:2,473 10, 498km?2
W/Sepik |91 324, 000 1:3560 35, 820km?2
WNB 148 331, 000 1:2236 20,387km?2
Enga 307 524, 000 1:1706 11, 704km?2

Source: District & Provincial Police Development Plan (2023)

Impacts of shortage of police manpower in PNG

The shortage of police officers in PNG has far-reaching
consequences, exacerbating issues related to crime, public
safety, and the overall effectiveness of law enforcement. These
challenges arise from the current police force’s inability to
adequately respond to the increasing demands of maintaining
law and order. Some notable issues currently faced in PNG due
to insufficient police manpower are the following:

* Delayed response time to emergencies and crimes:
With a shortage of officers, police response to
emergencies and reported crimes are significantly
delayed. In some regions, particularly rural and remote
areas, officers are often overwhelmed by the volume of
incidents and are unable to provide timely intervention.
This delay in response allows criminal activities to
escalate, resulting in greater harm to victims and
communities.

* Limited police presence in rural and remote areas:
PNG’s police force is concentrated in urban centres,
leaving rural and remote areas under-policed. The lack
of a strong police presence in these areas allows for an
increase in lawlessness, including tribal fights, sorcery-
related violence, and organised crimes. Communities
in rural areas are left vulnerable to criminal activities, as
they often must rely on limited or no law enforcement
resources.

¢ DPolice officers are overburdened with workload:
Police officers in PNG are often tasked with managing
multiple high-risk incidents concurrently due to
manpower shortages. This leads to overwork, stress,
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and burnout among officers, further compromising
their ability to carry out their duties effectively. The
lack of adequate manpower also means that officers
are frequently deployed in hazardous conditions, such
as during tribal conflicts or emergency operations,
without sufficient support or resources. As a result,
officers’ morale and performance decline, undermining
the effectiveness of policing efforts.

* Ineffective crime prevention and investigation: A
smaller police force struggles to engage in proactive
crime prevention activities community
policing, crime mapping, and intelligence gathering.
The focus is often on reactive responses to crimes
after they occur rather than on preventing them at the
initial stage. Additionally, limited manpower affects the
capacity to conduct thorough investigations, leading
to slower resolutions of cases and a backlog in courts.
This hinders the ability of the justice system to hold
criminals accountable, further eroding public trust in
law enforcement.

such as

¢ Increased civil unrest and lack of confidence in the
police force: The inadequate number of police officers
in PNG has contributed to increased civil unrest and
a lack of public confidence in the police force. When
people do not feel protected or see law enforcement
struggling to maintain order, it leads to frustration and
in some cases, violent demonstrations or mob justice.

Several approaches to address the impacts of
insufficient police personnel

To address the impacts of inadequate police manpower, PNG must
take the following decisive steps to strengthen its police force and
improve law enforcement capabilities:

* Invest in new modern technology: Since the RPNGC is
using old-fashioned policing technique, it must enhance its
work with new technology. To address the scarcity of police
personnel, PNG should look to its security allies, such as
the United States and Australia, for assistance in acquiring
cutting-edge technologies. PNG should invest in several
technologies to support policing, such as, Unmanned
Arial Vehicle (UAVs), drones, Automated Licensed Plate
Users (ALPR), and installation of closed-circuit television
(CCTV) covering the entire city like Port Moresby, Lae, and
other provincial capitals where petty crimes and thefts are
escalating. Installing and using these technologies will make
it easier for police to find offenders and to react quickly to
potential petty crimes and other violent incidents.

*  Establish public — private security partnership: In
PNG, private security firms have positive relationships
with the police, local communities, businesses, and other
government organisations, which is advantageous for future
cooperation in delivering much-needed security. Despite
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some limitations, private security companies have already
engaged in various policing activities like the police officers
do, such as crime prevention, investigation, and responding
to incidents. Hence, PNG should initiate discussion with
private security firms and consider outsourcing some of its
soft policing activities to competent private security firms
in the urban centres like Port Moresby until RPNGC
has improved its strength. Such collaboration will lead to
improved communication, increased resource, enhance
their ability to respond to crimes and improve security and
safety for citizens and properties.

Initiate effective crime stoppers program: Establishing
an effective crime stoppers program in the rural area will
ensure every existing and possible occurrence of crimes
are recorded and registered, reported to responsible
authorities to provide necessary solution. The program
should comprise representatives from the members of
RPNGC, PNGDE PNG Correctional Services (PNGCS),
government representatives, private security firms,
councilors, magistrates, leaders from church groups, youth
representatives and other individuals with good standing in
the community. Crime stoppers should do several tasks that
can help the national security forces and other responsible
authorities. Their main task should include identifying all
forms of existing or possible occurrence of crime and keep a
daily record. This will help responsible authorities study the
crime trends to identify the main factors causing different
types of crime. They can also identify locals in possession
of harmful weapons including illegal firearms in each
community. This will help the government and security
forces to apply necessary crime prevention and negotiation
strategies to prevent the past crimes from reoccurring
while containing the present ones from escalating and
degenerating into full — scale violence.

Establish additional police training colleges in each
region: The government’s plan was to increase police officers
to 24,000 by 2030 and currently, there are about 6500 police
officers serving under RPNGC and new recruitments are
in progress to meet the target (RPNGC, 2021). However,
RPNGC do not have the capacity to increase recruitment
to meet the target on time. The Bomana National Centre of
Excellence do not have the capacity to accommodate more
than 1000 recruits in a year to meet the government’s target
within the next five years. A way forward to increasing the
number of police officers is for the government to consider
establishing new police colleges in each region in PNG.
This will help RPNGC increase the number of police
personnel needed under the regular constabulary, reservist,
the community auxiliary police, and special constables for
effective policing throughout PNG.

Implement decentralised police recruitment: With the
establishment of new training colleges in each region, it
would be appropriate for PNG to transfer recruitment
and training powers to the respective regions. Through the
decentralised recruitment process, RPNGC should transfer
certain authority, responsibility, and resources for police

recruitment, training and deployment to the regional levels
while retaining most of its decision-making powers and
commands. The Regional Commanders should be entrusted
with the power to recruit, train, and deploy new officers to
respective provinces and districts for normal policing as well
as during state of emergencies.

*  Enhance police support infrastructure: RPNGC needs
to minimise cost on hired vehicles and hotel rooms
during operation and invest more funds to improve police
infrastructure, including better police barracks, cell blocks,
purchase office equipment, police vehicles and advanced
communication tools, will help officers respond to incidents
more effectively and reduce the strain on existing resources.
Stronger support for police stations, particularly in rural
regions, would ensure officers are better equipped to handle
their responsibilities effectively.

*  Strengthening community-police relations: Building
trust between the police force and local communities
through community policing strategies can help address
the root causes of lawlessness. Engaging the public in crime
prevention and creating more collaborative relationships
with local leaders can foster safer and more secure
environments. A stronger partnership between the police
and communities will ensure more effective policing and a
reduction in civil unrest.

* DProvide incentives and support for police officers:
Offering incentives, including better pay, career progression,
and improved working conditions, will help reduce officer
burnout, absenteeism and increase retention.

*  Dolitical will is needed: A strong political will is highly
relevant today to curb organised crimes, tribal fighting
and other forms of crimes that continue to niggle PNG.
Provincial governors and local MPs from each district should
by now consider minimising law and order as a priority to
bring normalcy. The MPs should spend at least a week or
two back at their electorate to create peace among warring
tribes, youth groups, gang groups and others who are
heavily involved in all forms of violence. Local MPs should
also support police in terms of infrastructure development
in their respective electorates.

Conclusion

Addressing police manpower shortages in PNG is essential to
restoring law and order in both urban and rural areas, with
more attention to rural settings where crime is escalating.
By increasing recruitment, enhancing training facilities and
strengthening community-police partnerships, PNG can build
a more effective, responsive police force. These steps will not
only improve public safety butalso foster trust and confidence in
law enforcement, promoting stability and security nationwide.
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