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Bush Bugarup

When the ABC Four Corners programme ‘Bush Bugarup’ was shown
In May, it stirred a controversy In PNG and headlines In the press. But
it wasn’t mentioned by the Rimbunan Hijau-associated National. This
Is an edited extract from the script, published for the first time. d
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By DEBORAH RICHARDS L;

Through the millennia New Guinea stood shrouded and aloof. While the rest‘
of the world hurtled through the industrial revolution into the 20th century‘
few outsiders penetrated this island’s dark heart. By oversight or dtvzs.ngnt |
this is one of the four largest intact rainforests left on earth.

Just last year a previously unknown tribe made first contact and in tl'mi,J
vast tract of Asia-Pacific forest, plants and animals are still being discovered
unknown anywhere else on earth From the canopy to the forest floor lives
a showcase of the rare, the exotic and the beautiful. It's one of the richest llfe"
systems left on earth, iy

John Firomo and Albert Hombinungi can tell youeverything about then‘.
part of the forest — which plants cure disease, where to catch wallabies, anﬂi
if the hunting’s good, how to cook and eat one. Like their ancestors befor
them it's an abundant wealth they expect their children to inherit. But thai
lifespan uf'thathentage now can’t be counted in centuries, or even decades;
butin years. Timber is the new gold and there is a ferocious rush to grab it.

This single rosewood tree has a premium value internationally — on'
some markets it will fetch a princely sum, currently about A$2000. As othet
sources of tropical timber dry up its value is skyrocketing. New Guinea’s
forests are now valued at up to $200 billion. It's a bonanza that hag
unleashed a killing field.

Papua New Guinea is reeling from the shock of anew colonialism. Asian
companies — mostly from Malaysia — haul out its riches and ship them to.
Japan. The mighty Japanese timber mills chew up whole forests each year;
spitting them out as disposable chopsticks or construction formwork which
ends up being burned. Japan has an endless hunger for tropical logs. |

Papua New Guinea is one of the few countries in the world that still
supplies them. In just three years exports have trebled and that has rapidly
turned the country into one of the last rainforest frontiers. Right at the front
line is New Guinea’s Minister for Forests. Tim Neville, born in the Papua
New Guinea Highlands, is battling to control it.
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TIM NEVILLE: It’s been out of control since 1989. The industry over the

| period of time has an aititude of ‘don’t care less’ have done what they want
| to do. They've just carried on as though they actually own the whole
| operation, they own the country — they do what they want to do.

Papua New Guinea has 18 million hectares of exploitable forest. In just

' afew years a third of this whole resource has already been grabbed by the
' timber tycoons of Asia and the pressure to get at the rest is unrelenting.

NEVILLE: The way they’ve been behaving is basically pirates where

shiploads of equipment have just turned up in remote ports and they’ve just
- offloaded it and started to walk it into the jungle. In the past it’s never been

3
|

- controlled, no-one’staken itup. Ifthe pressure started tocome on a few dollars
| would sort of float around immediately and things would be all OK.
Not surprisingly the industry rejects the charges of piracy. Francis

- Tiong is managing director of Rimbunan Hijau, the most dominant and
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| aggressive company operating in PNG.

FRANCIS TIONG: There are rules and regulations we have to follow and
obligations that we have to deliver. We've been very professional in our work,
¢ There is no apparent reason why [Tim Neville] has to be very critical of us.

Rimbunan Hijau was built and is still controlled by Francis Tiong’s
uncle, Datuk Hiew King Tinng, who is a towering presence in Malaysia’s
timber business. His companies bring a formidable reputation from Malay-
sia.

SIM KWANG (Malaysian opposition personality): Ruthless. Successful. Ag-

! : gressive. Certainly they've proved themselves capable of reaping very huge

If

pmﬁts within a very short span of time. We have had instances of the
indigenous communities living within the concession areas making claims
. against the company for violation of land rights or pollution of water supply,

;jnr destruction of game. And we found Mr Tiong a very difficult man to
| negotiate with.

W
i

Datuk Tiongis a recently retired senator in the Malaysian Government

. appointed by the King. Yet few Malaysians have ever heard of him. His
' connections goright to the top of Malaysia’s power structure. Prime Minister

. Mahathir Mohammed opened the Tmng’ snew plywood factory. Three recent
busmess associates were sons of the prime minister.
SIM KWANG: It’s an all-encompassing network of patronage from the

| Pﬂiatmmns on top down to the village headmen where they are operating.

From his headquarters in the remote river town of Sibu, in Sarawak,

' Tiong established a network of small companies that added together make
' up one of the largest tropical timber empires in the world and a personal
| fortune es‘iinated at $1 billion.

SIM KWANG: Rapid, dramatic emergence. I mean in the seventies we

hard’ly heard of Tiongand hisf ;nily. And inthe nineties he’sthe major domo
| in the industry.

The world focused on Sarawak’s forests in the late 1980s as Penang and
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Kayan people took up blowpipes against the bulldozers. World pressure
stemmed wholesale forest destruction. Malaysia banned log exports fromy
most areas. By the end of the eighties the squeeze was on for the loggers to’
find new fields. Datuk Tiong made a strategic thrust to Papua New Gumeaﬂ
using a familiar tactic.

The assault on PNG forests came with a rush. A myriad of cumpamesr
popped up logging all over the country. But what no-one realised was thab*
in fact they weren’t separate operations at all. Behind them stood one parent
— the Malaysian logging giant Rimbunan Hijau. And ironically RH meanss

‘evergreen forest’,

From their typically low profile headquarters in Port Moresby, Franms-j
Tiong now operates a vast network. Ninety seven per cent of all the
operations are in the hands of the foreign loggers. But it has been hard for
the new Forestry Authority to pin down exactly which operators are and?‘:
which aren’t connected to Rimbunan Hjyjau. i

Through tracking company names and cheque numbers and sharehold-
ings, it seems about 50 per cent of the whole timber industry is controlled by_ F
Rimbunan Hijau. And a sizable chunk of their permits were acquired when
there weren’t supposed to be any permits granted by the Government at all,

The freeze on permits followed a watershed report by the Barnett Royal ¢
Commission. But it was a charade. The industry doubled in size and much -
of it was Rimbunan Hijau, I

NEVILLE: The processes you have to go through to be able to get permits v
is extensive, There are proper formats and procedures and they've all been ]
broken in the past.

FRANCIS TIONG: We have the manpower, we have the capabilities. We (
have the financial support. I believe these are all essential factors that you r
have to have to get things moving.

It was during the moratorium that Rimbunan Hijau were granted ¥
Hawaian on the north coast — and they got in as easy as pie. There are no &
high rises at this Hawaian; there are broken trees and broken hearts. ¥

No-one here was pr&pared for the power politics of a billion dollar cash
industry. On the village ground $50 is a fortune and higher than some old T
folk can count, so how could they place a true value on their heritage? A few
promises delivered their forest for a bargain price. ¢

For centuries the forests have provided food and shelter — they've been
their supermarket. But now because of policy changes in Malaysia — a ¢
country most people here have never heard of — their forests have become €
. a goldmine, and the pressure to get their timber has been fierce. For some
people here that’s meant opportunity, but it has left many thousands J’*
bewildered and angry, and worried for the future of their children.

They may not know it yet, but many of these future landowners have ©
already lost control of their future. For one of the clan leaders, Robert Pasu, ©
it has meant opportunity. Rimbunan Hijau, under the name Sovereign Hill, ©
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l;u; got Robert Pasu on side. They paid for him to register a landowner company.
1 — a necessary first step to signing a logging contract, At some stage Robert

E’ Pasu enjoyed a fully paid trip to visit Rimbunan Hijau in Malaysia. And it
7 was Robert Pasu who brokered the logging deal with the other landowners.
. To do that he raised the burning issue of Government neglect.

' ROBERTPASU: Ourarea, our people, have been completely forgotten. Our
) Gouernment never wanted to build a road so close to our people. We've been
. really sacrificed for a very long time before.

| JOHN FIROMO (a landowner): Robert talked about a road. He came to my
ll yard and he said, You will give me a road, and I will build the road to the
) inland. My company will build the road to my land, and that will bring the

young people back to the villages. He said this, so I said, Yes'.
N Sovereign Hill has built the road. But when it came to the deal on
| royalties it wasn't so generous. Last year for each cubic metre — a lump of
¢ wood about the size of a tea chest — the loggers gotan average $200. But the
| clans got ahandsome sum of around $9. Now the rip-offis dawning on them.

! FIROMO: The young people are cross with me because I brought the
| company in that caused all this destruction to the land. And there is now a
» conflict over whether the company should go or should stay.

W,  PASU: If they are attacking the company it is mainly because they are
i JEaious — it is complete jealousy there.

. While the local politics gets more tangled and heated, the foreigners are
v cutting back. They have already got more than three million dollars worth

. of timber. And while there is an impasse here Sovereign Hill is moving
Equlpment out. Legally the respnn51b1hty isn’t theirs — the mess stays with

e
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the landowners. Y

ALBERTHOMBINUNGI (a landowner): I don’t believe in the company naw#
They came and sweet talked us. And now they just lead us on.

Robert Pasu now spends most of his time in Port Moresby where he can
be contacted through a subsidiary of Rimbunan Hijau, For Albert Hombi 'j
nungi and John Firomo, the future is not so clear. The road for which they
traded so much is disintegrating as fast as their hopes. Albert signed away|
his assets with a cross. Now he realises his mistake.

HOMBINUNGI: I've got 64 logs that were taken, that I tried to track down,
But I don’t know where they went. I asked the chairman of the ianduwner:;
company. He said to go and see the manager at Sovereign Hill. So I went to
see the manager and he said, ‘Go and see your chairman’. So who am I gmng‘*
to get to help from now on?

Tim Neville has been Forest Minister now for 16 months and is hattlmgi
to clean up an industry run riot over the country and its people.

NEVILLE: I grew up with the people and I am one of the people in their,
traditional systems. And what really hurts and disturbs me is that at the end
of the day what is really happening is that our valuable resources are takeni
away. We have countries from overseas who have lost those resources nﬂwﬁ
turning their attention and focusing on a country like Papua New Guinea,
Countries which are trying to rip it out and exploit it to their own benefit and{
gain. At the end of the day in the long term it will be the people of Papua New!
Guinea who suffer. :

As I've been saying to these companies, we want yow to do the same — to
behave yourselves — when you come to our country. And if you don’t like it,
then my attitude and the Government’s attitude is to pack up and get out.

While he chooses his words carefully, Francis Tiong believes the minist
ter just likes to be a big shot. ‘

FRANCIS TIONG: I would take it, he s critical of the industry itself. If thay
minister is critical then I think it will be some self-centred problems rather
than an industry problem.

SIM KWANG: Tim Neville has my sympathy if he has the poh.fwai |
integrity. Of course, Papua New Guinea is a different country and I shall not
interfereintheinternal affairs. But you can expect tolook at the tenacious will
of RHto protect their interests. That has been their pattern in Sarawak. They
will stop at nothing to protect their interests.

Neville has pushed through a raft of reforms which are designed toreign
in the rate of logging, and pull the industry into line. He is phasing out log

- exports to encourage sawmills, investment and jobs. The reforms are also
planned to take some of the loggers’ huge earnings and invest them in trust:
funds for landowners’ future use. And on this one he lost. The Iubbying?:
against it was so fierce that the whole plan backfired.

Minister, you've been in Government now for 16 months talking tnugh
But daily your investigators in the department are getting reports of illegal |
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| shipments, substitution of timber, transfer pricing and the whole situation
on the ground doesn’t seem to have changed.

NEVILLE: I've actually found it terribly, terribly frustratmg myself
| because I come from a commercial background. I believe when you snap your
‘fingersthenthings happen immediately. Unfortunately, it’s been a very slow,
| painful process. But we are now starting to get on the ground with our staff,
\with our infrastructure — camps, the employment of SGS [a Swiss monitor-
ling and auditing agency]. So it'’s all starting to come around now. And I
believe over the next six months we have a really difficult time of implemen-
‘tation and you will start to see actual reforms in the field happening.

One action that has been taken has the industry squealing. The [Forest]
Authority found that $120 million was shipped out undeclared in 1992. So
‘now they’re cross-checking all the export documents. If the figures don’t add
‘up —the minister will hold up the ship. Over the past six months he has held
|up several Rimbunan Hijau ships, costing them $3.5 million in fees.
¢ NEVILLE: One thing I've found in the past when you talk to people is that
ﬂ you know you can talk and talk until you go blue in the face. But at the end

\of the day, the only way to control them is through the pocket.

:5 But playing hard ball with timber barons invites hostile response. In
‘March the Government staved off a Bill which would effectively have
1undermined all the reforms. The minister believes some of its supporters
i were ‘sponsored’.

J

{
|
|

When you say sponsored, what do you mean?
Well it was... one could only assume that money had to have been put up.
]', And it nearly railroaded your reforms?
i It certainly did and it was very close to it. It exposed me terribly over that
‘eight months. It had me out on a limb.
The timber bill was defeated by shoring up numbers behind the scenes.
i Ee:}r:g Minister of Forests is a powerful position and the currency on offer is
1g
j Well, I've had bribes — stra;ghi out open bribes of anywhere between a
\million kina to 20 million kina in any denomination in any currency in the
\world or any country in the world I should say.
They were serious offers?
Oh, they were serious offers alright.
Who offered them to you?
Um, that I can’t really say.
Why not?
Well, because there are investigations and also if we can we will be
'_Pressmg legal and criminal charges against those people concerned.
I Buttheminister's reluctance toplay the game has upped the stakes. The
Pressure is relentless and threatening. For the last six months, Neville has
f had a 24-hour bodyguard.
Mr Neville, the battle has been played very tough. You've nearly lost
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your life? o
NEVILLE: That’s correct. Twice ... as @ matter of fact within a mutterﬁ
a couple of days. One was outside the Airways Motel in Port Moresby at ha
past six at night time. Three armed masked men tried to hold me up with
brand new pistols. And then two days later outside my own home. When|
came home from Parliament, just after finishing a session there, five maskel
gunmen tried to shoot me.
So it has been very difficult. A couple of times I've had to move my fam;[g
offshore — out of Papua New Guinea to Australia because of the threats.
Nevilleraised these threatsin Parliament and alleged they were rela
to timber interests. ,
NEVILLE: Well [the threats were raised] because we've done some back
tracking through the underground contacts that we have, We have actuall]
caught a couple of the people involved and after questioning it’s been taker

back to those timber operators. l
Who was behind it? |
NEVILLE: I don’t want to expose that at this stage because there m’d

investigations going on g
But you do know .. |

NEVILLE: Oh, we’ve gﬂt a very good idea. |

Large scale forestry won’t stop under the new plans, but companies ar
being forced to face up to having rules. Sustainable harvests, the end of lof
exports and ‘downstream processing’ is in sight. All the companies who havi
been exploiting the country’slassitude are still there, only now they're undﬁi
pressure to buckle under — even, it seems, Datuk Tiong. But if there is %
political setback, the whole momentum could collapse.

What doyou think will be the consequences if Tim Neville is moved f’rm‘[j
foréstry, or leaves the forestry portfolio?

DR PHILIP SIAGURU (head of forestry at the University of Technology, Lae]f
The thing is going to blow up basically. Tim Neville is a tough nut, he ha!*
taken a lot of threats and he is still going on. If Tim goes out, unless we gaj
another minister whois just astoughas Tim isnow, I feel sorry for the forestr]
sector in this country.

Now the world has found Papua New Guinea and the force of the rusl
is laying it bare. At risk is a global treasure, a nation’s sovereignty and tht
dignity of its people. They've got just one chance to sell the family jewels
Having withstood millennia, now suddenly time is not on the side of th
forests or its people.

0 DEBORAH RICHARDS is an ABC Four Corners reporter. She kmdij

gave permission for this script extract to be published. Three months after th
report ‘Bush Bugarup’ was broadcast on 16 May 1994, the Wingti Govern
ment was ousted from office and Tim Neville lost the forestry portfolio.

- Page 36




	PJR Vol 1(94) Afree ride to propaganda by Sorariba Nash
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (73).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (74
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (75
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (76
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (77
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (78
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (79
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (80
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (81
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (82
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (83
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (84
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (85

	PJR Vol 1(94) Afrog's head, old ashtrays and student politics by Jessie Waibauru
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (88.pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (89
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (90
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (91

	PJR Vol 1(94) Bush Bugarup by Deborah Richards
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (30).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (31)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (32)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (33)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (34)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (35)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (36)

	PJR Vol 1(94) Ethical dilemmas for the PNG media by David Robie
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (59).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (60)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (61)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (62)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (63)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (64)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (65)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (66)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (67)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (68)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (69)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (70)

	PJR Vol 1(94) PNG's new information order (in waiting) by Rev Oria Gemo
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (38).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (39)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (40)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (41)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (42)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (43)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (44)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (45)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (46)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (47)

	PJR Vol 1(94) Rabuka and the reporter by The Review
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (20).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (21)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (22)

	PJR Vol 1(94) Six years too long editorial by The Times of Papua New Guinea
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (92.pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (93

	PJR Vol 1(94) The NBC islands gag by Neville Togarewa
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (16).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (17)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (18)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (19)

	PJR Vol 1(94) The prophetic role of Christian media by FR Diosnel Centurion
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (48).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (49)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (50)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (51)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (52)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (53)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (54)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (55)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (56)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (57)

	PJR Vol 1(94) The Untouchable Era by James Pinder
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (6).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (7)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (8)

	PJR Vol 1(94) When the deadline becomes death by David Robie
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (11).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (12)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (13)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (14)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (15)

	PJR Vol 1(94) Women in the media by Anna Solomon
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (23).pdf
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (24)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (25)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (26)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (27)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (28)
	pacific journalism review nov 94 (29)




