SPEECH BY THE PRIME MINISTER, RT. HONOURABLE SIR
MEKERE MORAUTA, KT., MP. AT THE OPENING OF POLICY &
STRATEGY 2000 & THE 17TH NATIONAL AGRICULTURE COUN-
CIL CONFERENCE, LAE, 07 AUGUST 2000

The Rt. Honourable, Sir Mekere Morauta’, Kt., MP.

The late Fred Fisk, a notable economist, once
described Papua New Guinea's traditional life as
‘affluent’. The basis of that affluence was sub-
sistence agriculture.

Papua New Guineais a nation of gardeners and
farmers. Food crops have been grown here for
at least 7,000 years. In fact inhabitants of our
- land have been living off agriculture for longer
thanalmostany otherareaintheworld. Agricul-
ture is the heart of our country. It is also our
future.

But in recent years, particularly in the original
© 1999 Skate Budget, Papua New Guinea's heart
was cut out. It was surgery at its crudest, and
surgerywithoutthe services of a qualified anaes-
thetist. Considering the importance of agricul-
ture to the nation's economy, this was an act of
unprecedented stupidity. A classic example of
short sightedness.

Untilthe opening of the Bougainville copperming,
agriculture completely dominated the ecenomy
and Papua New Guinea's exports. About one-
third of gross domestic product is siill provided
by agriculture, forestry and fisheries. Lastyear,
justover 28 percentofthe nation's exportincome

Imightadd, whileiamherein Lae again, thatthe
farmers of Morcbe Province have reason to be
proud of theireconomicrole: this provinceisone
- of the powerhouses of the agriculture sector.

The previous Government planned to kil off
Papua New Guinea's agricultural research ca-
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pacity, but fortunately did not getround to the act
oflegislative execution.

So when we were elected in July last year, we
found that the patient stillhad a pulse. Because
we had been left with a ruined economy and
governmentfinances that were notable for their
absence, we could do little but put these critical
research institutions on a drip feed.

The combination ofindustry levies, pastsavings,
a small amount of Government money and
AusAID help for the National Agricultural Re-
search Institute (NARI) gave the industry areprive
untilthe 2000 Budget.

and Livestock's recurrent allocation by almost
20 percent to 9.5 million Kina. In addition, aid
money under the Public Investment Program
provided about two-thirds of the total agriculture
budgst.

Stabexfunding from the European Unionhasin
2000 played a vital role. The Government has
approved a number of Stabexschemes aimed at
improving research and extensicn services. For
example the Coffee Industry Corporation is re-
ceiving about4.5 million Kina for promotion and

NARI, the country's premier research body, will
receive 2.5 million Kina for the establishment of
its headquarters and laboratories at Bubia, out-
side Lae.

The Fresh Produce Development Company is
receiving 2.5 milion Kina from Stabexto upgrade
depots in the Highlands, Lae and Port Moresby
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and for support for refrigerated containers from
the Highlands.

1 million Kina has been allocated to improve
National Capital District mini-markets. Iffurther
EU funds become available, and the Govern-
ment strongly encourages the EU to continueits
funding for agriculture, this project will be ex-
tended across the country.

The Livestock Development Corporation is re-
ceiving 3 million Kina to develop acashew project
inthe Central Province.

The Government's biggest commitment of Stabex
fundsis to agriculture on Bougainville, intotal 17
millionKina. Three millionKina ofthis is going to
port and other transport infrastructure and pro-
duction and distribution of new planting material.
The remainder is linked to Aus/AID and UNDP
programs, including access roads and cocoa
support. The Government is playing its part.
within its means.

Recurrent allocations in the national Budget to

zero in 1999 to 3.7 million Kina in the 2000
Budget. Mostimportantly, NARI received are-
current allocation of 1.9 million Kina, against
nothingin 1999.

Thesewere smallincreases, and nowhere near
enoughtorestore agriculture to its rightful place.

In the forthcoming Budget, there will be further
increases, inrecognition ofthe criticalrole these
institutions can playinincreasing national weaith

and personal well-being, especially in rural ar-

‘eas - - -

Again, the increases will not be massive, but
they willbe carefully targetedtotry to ensure that
they have the maximum impact.

One emphasis will be on crop rehabilitation.
Coffee, cocoa and copra will each receive a
major injection of funds next year, specifically
forrehabilitation.

The needforrehabilitation of our exportcropsis

plainly evident. Cash crop productionand export |
revenue have notbeen growing anywherenear |
asfastasall the experts say they could, giventhe |
undoubted potential of the country. i

Proper, sustained and well-fundedresearchand
extension services can help to overcome many |
ofthe problems that afflict cash crop production.
Planting material is a good example. Nothing
demonstrates thatbetterthan the success ofthe
oil palm industry. New Britain Palm Oil and |
others in the sector are world leaders in re- |
search, and the foundations of much of that |
researchrestonthe workdone whenNBPOwas
a state-owned business. The planting material .
used. by the industry is without doubt world- -
class. ;

Much of the material that has been available for
coffee, copra an cocoa growers inrecentyears
has been of a much lower standard. It has |
severely inhibited the growth of these
industries. Now, new materialisbecoming avail- !
able through domestic research institutions. ‘

The Coffee Research Institute has made avail-
able a new dwarf variety called Catimor, which
is high-yielding and also grows in previously
marginal areas in the middle altitudes. It has |
successfully been tried in areas such as the:
Bainings in East New Britain and in Milne Bay.

The institute has also developed better crop -
management and new pruning methods to in-

crease the yields of existing varieties. '

Forcopra, nonew suitable plantingmaterialhas
been available for years. A naw hybrid is now
being developed by the Cocoa Coconut Re-

search institute (CCRI) at Madang.- Hopefully, it

will have beneficial results.

A similar situation exists forcocoa. Inthe 1980s
the CCRI undertook a poorly planned and run
cocoa plant breeding program, which set the
industry's develpment back by many years, with
poor material being planted, and industry debt
increasing by tens of millions of kina. Now the
CCRIlandthe Cocoa-Coconut Extension Agency

are offering new planting material. |
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The Government is committed to the rehabilita-
tion of export crops, particularly through wide

bodies will be asked to recommend the best
ways of allocating the funds for this initiative.

“Wehave beguninitial talks with the Asian Devel-
opment Bank for loan funding specifically for
improving research and extension services. The
main beneficiaries would be NARI and the indi-
vidualindustry institutes.

Lastweekthere was a valuable planning consul-
tation session with the Australian Centre for
International Agricultural Research concerning a
five year collaborative program between Austral-
ianand PNGinstitutions. Thiswouldinvolve the
agriculture, fisheries andforestry sectors. These
~programs have proved successful in the past

andwillbe more soin the future once Papua New
Guineahasrevitalisedits ownresearch bodies.

Two other areas will demonstrate the Govern-
ment's renewed commitment to agriculture: an
~extension of the tax credit scheme to the agri-
culture sector and a greater emphasis on col-
laborative research with the private sector.

Thetax creditscheme has, by andlarge, worked
successfully in the resources sector. The Gov-
ernment is prepared to extend it to agriculture.
The Bogan Tax Review is currently censidering
the costimplications of suchascheme, andhow
it might practically be applied to support the
development, but particularly the maintenance,
of essential rural infrastructure  Certain serv-
ices, including agriculture extension and re-
search, might also be eligible aclivities to be
funded by the scheme.

Agriculture stands to gain a great deal from
~ research undertaken by the private sector and
national institutions together. Collaborative re-
search overseas has beenimmensely reward-
ing, not just for the companies concerned but

. also for the partner institutions and scientists

and for farmers. There are many areas of
agricultural research that would be beneficial
both to the nation and to commercial partners.

There is little pointin having successful crops if
they cannot be taken to market and sold for a

affordable to the average buyer. The level of
imported fruitand vegetablesin our shops high-
lights the lack of coordinated action forthe devel-
opment of the sector.

It has been demonstrated that we can grow
almost anythingin the country, yetourlong-term

successes have beenfew andfarbetween. The

reason is poor marketing, and another is high
cost. Cost is a severe inhibiting factor at both
endsofthe process: inputandout. Toovercome
this primarily means having an efficienttransport
infrastructure system.

Infrastructure development and maintenance,
along with primary industries, health, education,

revenue generation and law and order, are the

Government's six priorities. These weretheonly
areas to receive additional funds in the 2000
Budget and | expect a similar pattern in 2001.
These have received sixty-five percent of the
Government's total expenditure this year. The
economic and infrastructure sectors received

10.5 percentof the total expenditure.

t know only too well that this is notenough, and
am committed to increasing it in the 2001 and
2002 Budgets. Butitis not just money that will
revitalise agriculture. Our approach, our think-
ing, cur priorities in the sector need to change.
Sound development of agricullure requires that
farming be given the status and support it de-
serves. Not administrative bodies, nor state
marketing bodies, nor public servants, butfarm-
ing, ptanting old and new crops: real-life agricul-
tural activities must be our focus.

Regulatory and marketing functions shouid be
clearly separated, with oportunities for genuine
competition encouraged in the interests of pro-
ducers. Trading monopolies by public or private
bodies should be discouraged, thus reducing
opportunities for abuse. Accordingly, the Gov-
ernment will review the system and structure of
marketing copra. Marketing should not in my
view be a state function. Regulation, however,
should.
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As part of the public sector reform programme
the Department of Agriculture and Livestock and
otherinstitutions in the sectorwill be examined to
ensure excessive drafting, institutional hierar-
chies and overheads are pruned. The pro-
gramme will ensure that the focus is genuinely
on supporting producer interests, or supporting
effective provincial and district-based extension
services.

Foryears the provinces and otherindustry bod-
ies have perceived thatthe Departmentas virtu-
ally irrelevant, or even as a handicap or bottle-
neck. Its newrole requires a markedly leaner but
more professional service body, entailing the
transfer of technical staff to Districts and indus-
try bodies, while securing relevant economic,
marketing and information technology skills.

Various structures are possible. involving differ-
ent links across the renewable resources sec-
tor, butthe support structure for the sector must
be practical, affordable, and be responsible and
responsive tofarmers. We simply cannot afford
a great institutional superstructure that fails to
deliver support services.

It is clear that in recent years farmers have
secured better services from corporatised and
privatised industry bodies. Opportunities to
outsource activities will be pursued.

That this can be successful is demonstrated
here in Morobe Province and the Eastern High-
lands under the new extension project being
funded by the Asian Development Bank.

Ladies and gentlemen, over the last year the
.Governmenthas necessarilybeen precccupied
with the programme of economic, monetary and
budget stabilisation. Ourobjectives have, onthe
- whole, been achieved. The groundwork has
been laid for real economic growth and develop-
ment.

Onthe budget, fromthe savings generated from
reduction of our debt service burden and from
refocusing government activities, supported by
the funds now flowing from the World Bank, the

IMF and donor countries will, from next year,
allow us to invest more in agriculture and infra-
structure. The improved investment climate
should also encourage much greater private
investmentin agriculture.

These factors combine to provide us with a
chance to give our most important sector a new
life line. We cannot afford to let the opportunity
pass by. What an achievementitwould be if, in
years tocome, economists were todescribe our |
modern agriculture as the basis of atruly affluent
society.
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