PLANNING FORNATIONAL ECONOMIC GROWTH THROUGH

AGRICULTURE -

Honourable Moi Avei'2, MP.

Welcoming comments: My Prime Minister, the
Hon. SirMekere Morauta, MP; fellow Ministers;
the Governorfor Morobe Province, the Hon. So-
ngang Luther Wenge, MP; Chairman, Mr Miri
Setae; and distinguished guests.

MrChairman,

Overthenext2days, and onthismostimportant
topic, a range of speakers will provide detailed
~comment on what they believe to be the most
effective direct policy measures for assisting
Papua New Guinea's agricultural sector. On
behalf of the Minister for National Planning and
Implementation, the Hon. Moi Avei, | will restrict
my comments to the wider policy environment
and explainhowthe Government's approach to
planning at the national level willimpact on agri-
cultural activity throughoutthe country. -

Agriculture in Papua New Guinea is of such
fundamentalimportancethatitis unqusstionably
our most important industry. As we all know,
agriculture supports 85 percent of the popula-
tion, or around 4 million Papua New Guineans,
andin 19921t generated overK1 pillioninexport
income. More importantly, it is the sector with
vastpotentialfor development; potential that has
been largely neglected by successive
governemeants.

For many decades to come, agriculture will
continue to be the economic mainstay for the
vastmajority cf Papua New Guineans. Inrelation
to national planning, we should neveriose sight
of this fundamental fact. Policy and planning
~ which encourages robust growth in the agricul-

' The Minister for National Planning and Impiementation, Papua
New Guinea.

? Presented by Honourable Bart Philimon, Minister for 7:
and Civil Aviation, Papua New Guinea.

nsport

tural sector will be far more meaningful to the
welfare of the majority of Papua New Guineans
than, say, the commissioning of new mining or
petroleum projects. ltis aiso a fact that even if
wage employment in PNG's formal sector were
to double over the next 5 years, such growth
would nonetheless stillbe inadequate to absorb
the projected increase in PNG's economically
active population. Evenunder sucha scenario,
around 100,000 Papua New Guineans would still
need to secure theirlivelihood in the agricultural
sector.

Sowhenwe talk about National Economic Growth
through Agriculture, we must recognise at the
outset that for the vast majority of Papua New
Guineans - past, presentand future - agricultural
growth is economic growth, and the bridge to

improvedliving standards . -

Papua New Guineahas arich andproud heritage
as an agricultural society. We are a nation of
farmers. Forthousandsandthousandsof years
our ancestors developed sustainable and pro-
ductive systems of agriculture that comfortably
met subgistence requirements. With subsist-
ence requirements for food and sheiter readily
achieved, ample time was available to develop
the rich culiure that we, the curreni generation,

re rightly proud of.  Indeed, the first visiting
social scientists to Papua New Guinaa coined
the phrase 'subsistence affluence’ to describe
ourtraditional systems of economic and cultural -
activity.

inreflecting cnour past, we should nonetheless
guard against being too remantic. As we enter
the new millennium we must also acknowiedge
that, taken inisolation, ourtraditional agricultural
systems do not deliver the iiving standards that
Papua New Guineans legitimately aspire to in
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today's modern world. By today's international
standards, measured by indicators of calorie
intake, literacy levels, infant mortality and so
forth, we mustacknowledge thatthere isa grow-
ing level of poverty within our 'subsistence afflu-
ence' society.

Aswell, in certain parts of the country, population
pressures are placing considerable strainon our
traditional subsistence safety net. Moreover,
and as was shockingly demonstrated during the
1997 drought, our traditional subsistence agri-
culturalsystems leavemany Papua New Gineans
vulnerable to the worstform of poverty, thatis the
absolute poverty associated with severe and life
threatening hunger.

Inplanning for agricultural growth, itis important
to define the role of government in the develop-
ment process. In this regard, we need to learn
from our past mistakes and build on our past
successes. One of the mostimportant lessons
of the previous 25 years is that government
should not attempt to address the problems of
poverty or stagnation simply by embarkingon an
expensive program of "hand-outs". Handouts
are neitheraffordable norappropriate. Theyare
also an insult to our rich history of self-reliance.

Rather, the Government's principa!l role in eco-
nomicdevelopmentis to create the environment
thatwillenable Papua New Guineans to mobitise
their own resources and energies in order to
achieve increasing living standards. The Gov-
ermment's role is to ‘help-out rather than 'hand-
out'.

Aswasemphasisedattherecentconferencecn

- food security, what we want {o achieve is a - -

stronger and more diversified food crop and
livestock sector. The traditional garden should
continue to protect rural Papua New Guineans
fromabsolute poverty. Importantly, however, we
need to build on the traditional garden and pro-
vide all rural Papua New Guineans with the
opportunity to use their agricultural skills as the
means of entry into the cash economy. Trading
agricultural surpluses in the market economy
will allow families to satisfy more than their basic

needs, and permit them to move to a higher
standard of living. Cash incomes from agricul-
tural surpluses will enable families to purchase
clothing, shelter, medicines, educational sup-
plies, household items, garden tools, and the
foodstuffs required to achieve a more balanced
diet.

Moreover, as was clearly demonstrated during.
the 1997 drought, the saved income from cash
crops is also one of the best forms of food
security. Cash savings were used by affected
communities to purchase food staples when
their own gardens failed.

The Government's key planning document, the
Medium Term Development Strategy (MTDS), is
our road map for creating the very environment
which will enable rural Papua New Guineans to
achieverising standards ofliving through a more
productive agricultural sector. Inorderto create
this environment, the MTDS emphasises the
need for the government to focus on basic edu-
cation, primary health care, infrastructure main-
tenance, law and order and on increasing the
opportunities forthe private sector. These prior-
ity activities - the pillars of development - are also
reflected in the National Charteron Reconstruc-
tion and Development, whichwas signed by the

Prime Minister and Provincial Governorsin No- . |

vemberlastyear.

Government programs in these priority sectors
are mutually supporting:

- Basic education and primary health care
are not only fundamental forhuman develop-

ment they are absolutely necessary to allow .

‘Papua New Cuineans o generate agricuitural
surpluses andto participate effectively in the
cash economy.

- Infrastructure such as roads and wharves is
essesntial to allow those inthe rural sectorto
market their agricultural produce. As was
notedinthe MTDS, given goodroads, agricul-
ture could link 570,000 rural households in
Papua New Guinea with the rest ofthe world,
providing markets for the entire surplus they
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produce. Adequateinfrastructure is alsonec-
essary for the flow of health and education

services, and 'to allow access to material

goods and services. Good roads are roads
that are readily passable in allweather condi-
tions. As has been recognised in the many
conferences and seminars of recent times,
good roads in Papua New Guinea are the
exception rather than the norm. | will, of
course, discuss this issue in more detail,
when | address you as Minister for Transport
and Civil Aviation. However, | shouldjust say
that from anational planning perspective, the
maintenance of the existing road network will
be the priority of the Morauta government.
The rehabilitation of our road network will
provide enormous benefits to our agriculture
sector.

- Law and order is fundamental to private
sectoractivity. Personal and property safety
are essentialtoenable Papua New Guineans
to safely go about their business in the rural
economy, both as producers and consum-
ers.

- Inrelaticnto policies aimed atdirectly increas-
ing opportunities in the private sector,
there is a clear need to revitalise agricultural
research and extension and to sirengthen
farmer-training programs. esearch and
extension, andimprovediraining, will provids
the foundation for increased yields and the
adoption of highervaluedcrops.

Reflecting the poor state of the PNG economy
thatihe Morawta governmentinherited, the 2000
national budget was, by necessity, very con-
strained. Nonetheless, the budget managedio
allocate around 65 percentcftotalexpenditure to

the priority areas. - As well; under the govern- -

- ment's guidelines for the administration of the
K89 million District Development Program, the
expenditure of monies willbe in-line with the key
priorities, including aid posts, teacher housing
. andruralfeederroads.

As has beenemphasised by the Prime Minister,
the 2001 budget wili continue the responsible

approach toeconomic management. First, it will
consolidate the hard-won macroeconomic gains

by ensuring the continued stability of the kinaand-

by paving the way for further falls ininterestrates
andinflation. Second, itwill seek to continue the
shiftof resources to the priority areas and activi-
ties.

While primary health and education, infrastruc-
ture maintenance and law and order will continue
to be the priorities of the government, we are also
committed to examining all policies and options
that directly target an increase in agricultural
activity. Inthis context, | look forwardtothe ideas
and views thatwill be put forward at this seminar.
The Minister for Planning has assured me thataall
these options will be carefully examined and
appraised, alongwith the recommendations put
forward at the conference on food security.

The recommendations arising from this and
other conferences will play a very importantrole
indefining the focus and shape of future develop-
mentbudgets and public investment programs.
Aside from the priority activities identified in the
MTDS, the Government is committed to imple-
menting specificprograms-and-policies where it
can be demonstrated that they will deliver a
significantand ongoing improvementinthe wel-
fare of Papua New Guineans as a whole.

As we enterthe new millennium, the agricultural
secter will remain a principal focus of cur plan-
ning policies. This is where the vast majority of
Papua New Guineanslive their day-today lives.
We must strengthen the policies and programs
that benefit cur rural majority. We must create
the environment that will allow them to achieve
the living standards they sorichly deserve.
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