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•	 The law-and-order komiti is an informal collective local mechanism 
that maintains peace and good order in the community.

•	 The findings of a recent ethnographic study show that the law-
and-order komiti plays a significant role in resolving conflicts. 

•	 The komiti provides leadership in the community where the state is 
absent and connects the people, the state and other actors. 

•	 The komiti must be recognised and supported by the government 
to bridge the gap by the state, and to effectively address law-and-
order issues at the community level
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To secure a stable environment for growth and 
development in Papua New Guinea (PNG), it is 
critical to address security issues at all levels. Informal 

community approaches such as the law-and-order komiti1 
contribute towards addressing crime at the community level. 
The law-and-order komiti is an informal collective local group 
that plays an important role at the community level. 

The findings of a recent ethnographic study show that the law-
and-order komiti2 plays a significant role in resolving conflicts; 
provides leadership in the community; and steps in where 
there are no formal mechanisms. According to the World Bank 
report by Craig and Porter (2018), a komiti is an “emergent 
local leadership and the ability to create consensus and 
cooperation through performing public roles and mediation, 
forging horizontal and vertical links and working pacts, and 
collectively framing and enforcing rules” (Craig and Porter, 
2018:14). In other words, komiti is a local mechanism that 
provides leadership where the state is not present. 

This Spotlight article highlights the important role of the law-
and-order komiti and emphasises the need to recognise the 
law-and-order komiti as an effective local governance system to 
resolve disputes at the community level. 

Methodology

The findings of the study are based on an ethnographic 
postgraduate fieldwork conducted in the peri-urban Yasua 
village within the Markham Bridge community, along the Wau 
Bulolo Highway in Morobe Province. The 15-month fieldwork 
(December 2021 to February 2023) involved lived experience 
research in the locality that entails active participation, formal 
and informal interviews, stories and observation. During this 
time, 10 community leaders were interviewed and observed, 10 
mediation sessions were observed and documented, and four 
community meetings were attended within the community.

1 The Tok Pisin term komiti is used in this article to mean the law-and-order komiti (committee). The use of the Tok Pisin term komiti is how the 
people of Markham Bridge described komiti because they use Tok Pisin language as the common language. Anthropologically, it is important to use 
the people’s own terms to make connection to their own meanings.	
2 A komiti can denote individual member or the law-and-order group.	

Background

Anthropological literature focusing on crime, law and order, 
and security in the urban areas of Papua New Guinea described 
the notion of komiti as an emerging informal governance 
arrangement (Oram, 1976), a hybrid coordinating mechanism 
(Craig and Porter, 2018), and a local leadership response to 
insecurity (Walton and Dinnen, 2022). 

The komiti is not a new concept. It was documented in earlier 
reports (Strathern, 1972; Oram, 1976) before PNG gained 
independence in 1975 that the komiti provided an informal 
governance arrangement in place of pre-colonial administrative 
arrangements that were not working well, particularly in 
urban areas. Over the years, there have been different forms of 
komiti in composition and function established in settlements 
and urban communities, as reported by Demian (2021) and 
Hukula (2015), that mainly function as a form of social control 
and act as a regulating body. For example, Hukula’s detailed 
ethnographic research (2015) explores urban sociality in the 
Morobe Blok of Port Moresby, where the komiti provided 
effective leadership to organise people in the settlement around 
land issues. 

In addition, Walton and Dinnen (2022) described komiti as 
an innovative response to resolve cotemporary problems. One 
factor that makes the komiti effective is that it is a community 
mobilisation mechanism that brings together state and non-
state actors to resolve conflicts in the community. This is 
because the state is not present or has minimal presence at the 
community level (Walton and Dinnen, 2022).

Further, the presence of the komiti has contributed to a decrease 
in law-and-order issues in the community. Craig and Porter’s 
(2018) report discusses the effective role of the local komiti in 
several settlements of Port Moresby and Lae, where the komiti 
provided effective leadership for collective actions including 
dispute resolution, settlement management and organising 
youths. Therefore, the komiti plays more than one leadership 
role in the community that has positive impact on the youths 
and the wider population in the community. 
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Informal community approaches such as the law-and-order 
komiti contribute towards addressing crime at the community 
level. However, informal community mechanisms are not 
recognised and not supported because they are not mandated 
by the government. So, why is the role of the komiti important 
in terms of policy discussions? To gain a contemporary 
understanding of peace building, a 15-month ethnographic 
fieldwork study was conducted in the heterogeneous Markham 
Bridge community. Creative local methods used by the people 
to address violence were documented, and an effective method 
is the law-and-order komiti that works towards peace and order 
in the community.

Findings 

•	 A key finding from the study demonstrates that the 
informal komiti is the common approach used by the 
Markham Bridge community to resolve small problems 
such as causing disturbances, trespassing, swearing and 
harassment. Big problems such as tribal fights or a 
murder are taken to the formal Lagama Village Court 
that is overseen by a magistrate. However, the Lagama 
Village Court does not have the capacity to adequately 
serve the three assigned villages of Mare, Gabensis, and 
the Markham Bridge community due to population 
growth. Figure 1 chart illustrates the various methods 
of dispute resolution used by the people of Markham 
Bridge community, where the komiti is the first approach 
people utilise for dispute resolution in the community

Figure 1: Flow chart illustrating available pathways for 
dispute resolution in the Markham Bridge community3.

 	

3 Flow chart adopted from M. Fairio, PhD thesis, forthcoming.	

	 One community member described the komiti as “the 
closest to the people” (interview conducted, January 
2023). The komiti is the closest to the people because 
the members live among the people, the people have 
appointed them as leaders, and the people trust the 
komiti to resolve their disputes. Thus, “the komiti listens 
to the community’s problems”, as expressed by a local 
woman.

•	 The missing link between the people and the formal court 
system. Another key finding of the study shows that the 
komiti is present where the state is absent. Eight out of 
the 10 mediations conducted during the fieldwork period 
were led by the komiti. Only two mediations were led by 
the village court officials and the police to resolve a fight 
between youths of two ethnic settler groups. Where the 
village court cannot preside over the matter, komiti leads 
the mediation and charge offenders accordingly. This 
shows that the komiti is always present where the people 
are and connect with the people and helps them resolve 
conflicts. In other words, the komiti steps in where the 
state is minimal or absent and performs more than the 
dispute resolution role. It also performs a leadership role 
in the community that contributes towards peace and 
good order in the community.

•	 The komiti establishes and strengthens relationships. 
Sometimes the komiti work on their own, sometimes 
with the village courts and the police. The police are 
called when the komiti cannot solve the issue. Other 
times, they work with non-state actors like the church 
groups. In their study, Craig and Porter (2018) found 
that, “although komitis in some places and sectors are 
mandated to function under local level government 
(LLG) and ward bylaws, in other places they operate 
in parallel or supplementary to, or in the practical 
absence of local state forms and recognition” (Craig 
and Porter, 2018:15). Not all komiti across the country 
are similar in composition and functions, they vary 
across communities; but a commonality is that it builds 
and strengthens relationships within and outside the 
community. Accordingly, the komiti’s work is based on 
relationality (Strathern, 1985), establishing horizontal 
and vertical relationships with other actors internally 
and externally. This is illustrated in figure two below 
showing the komiti’s relationships in the Markham 
Bridge community. 
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Figure 2: A komiti establishes horizontal and vertical 
relationships with other actors (individuals and groups)4. 

•	 A hybrid method of justice using modern and local 
knowledge. Movement of people through urbanisation, 
intermarriages, and migration (Beer, 2018) are 
contributing factors towards settlements and people 
create balance to make things work in a community. 
The combination of traditional customs and modern 
laws by the komiti to make decisions provides a 
common ground for the many ethnic groups and 
varying backgrounds. Therefore, it is about “striking the 
right balance between representing the group’s interests 
and negotiating settlements fairly across the locality is 
not easy work, but it is essential to komiti effectiveness” 
(Craig and Porter, 2018:19). The appointment of the 
komiti represents different sections of the community. 
And this is illustrated in words of a komiti member, that 
“their decisions are usually based on a mix of state laws, 
traditional ways of mediation, and religion” (interview 
conducted January 2023). As demonstrated by Demian 
(2023), the komiti is about testing the scale of law 
combining custom and state law, which can create unity 
or differentiation.

Discussion 

A law-and-order komiti is a group of appointed leaders within 
the community whom the people respect and regard as leaders. 
Because of their positions in the community, people view the 
komiti as “a form of credible local authority” (Craig and Porter, 
2018). The decisions that the komiti make are respected by 
the people, and their role has contributed to the decrease in 
disputes resulting from crime and violence in the community 
(Craig and Porter, 2018). The komiti is a catalyst for social 
change.

Markham Bridge community is a heterogeneous society with 
a mix of languages, culture and ways of life. There must be a 
balance to solve various disputes that may be caused by different 
factors that are connected to people’s backgrounds: cultural 

4 Chart adopted from M. Fairio, PhD thesis, forthcoming	

(ethnicity), economic (income level) and social (relationships) 
differences. The appointment of the members from different 
groups in the community, both male and female members, 
contribute to a balanced representation and decision making. 
This is important to regulate and moderate the functioning 
of the community. This balance is noted in Craig and Porter’s 
(2018) report – “concerns about security are at the core of the 
komiti’s function, as well as the ways different ethnic groups 
can pact together to coproduce protection and manage peace 
and good order locally” (16). The balance that bridges the 
differences and manages peace and order in the society is 
important. 

As an emerging local leadership, the komiti further connects 
the people and the state, and other non-state actors. This is the 
current gap for maintaining peace, relationships and order at 
the community level. Walton and Dinnen (2022) strengthens 
this argument that the komiti provides the leadership and plays 
a critical role in social regulation within the communities, to 
bring people together at that level with other external partners. 
They stated that, “it is this ability to combine the authority 
of leaders and ethnic groups inside the blok and also draw in 
individuals with connections to the state, police, or others” 
(Walton and Dinnen, 2022:103). Though the state is absent 
from the community level, the komiti serves as a bridge between 
the people and the state, and other actors like the church. 

Despite the komiti members not getting regular pay, they 
contribute important labour towards peace and good order in 
the community. Often, their work is not easy; they get tired 
and lack resources to support their work. At times, there is no 
consensus on the decision they arrive at, and they try to find 
a balance somehow. After all, the komiti was appointed by the 
people themselves and serves as a mechanism to maintain peace 
and good order in the community.

Recommendations 

•	 Recognise the law-and-order komiti formally, especially 
with technical and financial support. For example, 
programs and training for village courts should include 
the law-and-order komiti. In doing so, the relationship 
between the komiti and village court is strengthened, 
and the komiti members are appreciated and empowered 
to be more effective in their communities. 

•	 There is a need for specific training on PNG laws for 
the komiti, because komiti combines state laws, customs, 
and religion to resolve issues. 

•	 There must be recognition of the network and 
relationships among the different individuals and 
groups or partners. Komiti’s work extends to involve 
state and non-state actors, and all have important role 
in addressing law-and-order issues. Therefore, the focus 
must be on the relationships between these actors for 
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specific responses.

•	 Further research is needed on the concept and the 
workings of the komiti: to understand their roles better, 
their relationship with the people, state and other 
actors, and to identify their position in the hierarchical 
structures of governance and law-and-order. 

•	 Also, their work must be appreciated more in 
coordinating a complex combination of languages, 
customs and ways of life. 

Conclusion 

The law-and-order komiti is an effective local mechanism that 
resolves conflicts at the community level. This is because they 
are the closest to the people and know the people’s problems. 
The komiti should be recognised and supported by the 
government so it can be empowered to play its role effectively 
in addressing conflicts, provide leadership and more in the 
community. Therefore, the komiti’s work should be appreciated 
more in coordinating a complex combination of languages, 
customs and ways of life.
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