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Trevor Neale has a Degree in Applied Science (Geology) from the University of Southern Queensland, Australia. He worked in Eastern Australia before coming to Papua New Guinea in 1976.  He has worked on mineral sands, alluvial tin and gold projects as well as porphyry copper, epithermal gold and massive sulphides. In 1988, he formed Melanesian Resources which consults to both local and international mining groups. Since 1990 he has managed Edie Creek Mining, the operator of a small scale gold mine in Wau, on behalf of Melanesian Resources and two landowner groups. He headed the team which permitted the Tolukuma Mine in 1994. Trevor is a keen mining historian. He strongly promotes small scale mining for the self-help and poverty alleviation benefits which it provides to remote rural communities. 

Life After Death - The PNG Experience

Four mines (Bulolo, Mt Victor, Panguna and Wau) have closed in PNG since the Second World War and except for the Panguna mine on Bougainville which was forced to close due to civil unrest, mine closure has generally occurred in an orderly manner. Mt Victor was a small short life mine which had little impact on the community when it operated and when it closed.

Panguna's closure severely impacted the National economy and the community.

Bulolo's closure was well planned and a new enterprise was developed. Wau closed over an extended period from the 1960's with the last large scale mining operation closing in 1990.

The presentation today describes how the communities of Wau and Bulolo have survived the closure of mines which were the first large scale operations in the country. Both these communities have dealt with mine closure differently and continue today as vibrant communities.

A look at PNG history clearly shows that communities survive after mine closure and do so very well.

Since the 1880's miners have prospected and mined in PNG. The first wave were alluvial gold miners- individuals seeking their fortunes. They build little permanent infrastructure and moved on when the gold ran out. They left behind mining skills. They left behind recognition that gold was worth money. This provided a means for these communities to participate in the global economy.

This was the general pattern of mining in PNG until the 1920's when more substantial operations were developed.

Wau and Bulolo began their development in the 1920's and both rank in today's terms on the same scale as Porgera, Lihir and Ok Tedi in terms of capital costs, and infrastructure development. 

Mining commenced in Wau in 1922 with individual alluvial miners using indentured labour from other parts of PNG as the local inhabitants were few and hostile. The discovery of rich alluvials at Edie Creek in  February 1926 resulting in a major gold rush and a hugh influx of miners and labourers. By October 1926 there were 500 European miners and 1500 labour on the field.

The discovery of hardrock gold in 1927 initiated the involvement of companies. New Guinea Goldfields was soon formed to take over the Edie Creek and Wau leases. NGG raise £5 million on the Australia Stock Exchange (equivalent to $450 million today).  Bulolo Gold Dredging was formed soon after with the principle shareholder being Placer Development and raised funds in Australia and North America to develop a large dredging operation at Bulolo.

Wau began growing rapidly as a commercial center servicing a multitude of company mining operations ( NGG, Day Dawn, Koranga Gold Sluicing, Enterprise of New Guinea, Sandy Creek Gold Sluicing) and was the launch point for the development of Bulolo. PNG's first commercial coffee plantation was developed by Carl Wilde at the end of Wau airstrip in 1937 and lead to development of coffee throughout the highlands.

It is important to understand the scale and importance of these operations to the Territory of New Guinea. The Wau Sub District had the largest European population in the country, the largest businesses, the largest revenue earner for the government (about 90%) and the largest airfreight operation as there was no road and the operations were totally supported by air. Nearly all labour had to be imported from other parts of the country as local populations were small and often hostile. This set the scene at both Wau and Bulolo for the establishment of dependant communities on mining operations. As the mines prospered so too did the towns and the communities. But the towns were different. Wau was an open township whereas Bulolo was a company town. The same remains true today.

On 23 January 1942, the Pacific War arrived at the goldfields when the Japanese bombed the Bulolo airstrip.  The allied forces adopted a scorched earth policy which saw all infrastructure destroyed, and communities dissipated.

After the War, Bulolo Gold Dredging rapidly began reconstruction whereas Wau operations were slower to commence because the Wau based companies had less finance. Labour was short and the companies were forced to employ more of the local population. Reconstruction materials and supplies were also short and it became increasingly difficult for  Joe Bourke, a miner and the owner of the newly build Wau Hotel to get beer supplies for his patrons. A brewery syndicate was formed in Wau which resulted in the establishment of SP brewery in 1952.

By the 1960's many of the early mine owners in Wau began retiring and many of the smaller operations were either tributed to younger miners or passed on or sold to the National workers. The first lease granted to a National was in 1959. This commenced the gradual transfer of mining titles to Nationals and began what is now a vibrant small scale mining industry. The mining skills learned by the mine workers from the first European miners have been transferred to successive generations so that now hundreds of families derive their entire income from gold mining. 

During the 1970's the only company gold mine in the country was operated by NGG at Wau. Operations expanded during the 1980's after NGG was taken over by RGC. The operation became a significant employer and the mainstay of the town. Operations closed in 1990 and the community has adjusted to the change. 

Large scale mining operations have been replaced by a vibrant small scale mining industry. The community has made the transition from a single large scale employer to a grassroots based mining community. The infrastructure and educational facilities (high school, private school and vocational school) developed prior to closure of open pit mining are still in operation and the community has become self sustaining using its own human resource skill base. 

Income levels and social indicators judge the success of any sustainable development program. Small scale mining production from Wau-Bulolo is about 45,000oz gold annually which equates to approximately US$14 million or K55 million.  Based on a population of 10,000 miners this equates to US$1400 or K5,500 per head which is about 5.5 times the national average income  (1997) or 4.4 times the average income for Morobe. Small scale mining is providing the community of Wau with a much better income and quality of life than communities which do not have mining.

At Bulolo, The transition has been different. Dredging of the rich alluvials of the Bulolo Valley, commenced in 1932, with the commissioning of the first dredge on 21st March, At the time Bulolo was an isolated area in the wilds of New Guinea. A town was built and maintenance workshops, hydroelectric power stations and telephone communications were constructed. Within 7 years, eight dredges (the largest over 4000 dead weight tonnes) were operating on the field with 400 expatriates and 3000 national employees. During the construction phase in the 1930's, more airfreight was moved in Wau Bulolo than the rest of the world combined. The operation was highly successful and generated significant revenue for the administration (the State) as well as shareholders.

The arrival of World War II to New Guinea saw the bombing of Bulolo in January 1942 and the immediate cessation of operations. The Allied Forces adopted a scorched earth policy and much of the infrastructure was disabled or destroyed to prevent the Japanese using the facilities if they succeeded in capturing the area. 

Following the end of the War, operations were quickly rebuild and by 1949 all eight dredges were once again working. At this time Bulolo Gold Dredging announced that six of the dredges would close down over a period of seven years and the remaining two dredges would continue for a possible 15 years. In today's terms this was the announcement of the mine closure plan. The company undertook extensive exploration throughout the country, including Porgera, to find additional resources to utilise the skills and equipment, which was available at Bulolo. The search was unsuccessful and cessation of all mining activities became inevitable.

The company together with the Administration (Australian Government) realised the value of the assets developed by the mining operations and their importance to the economy of the country. Similar situations exist today in relation to Misima and Ok Tedi mines.

The Administration recognised that the forests at Bulolo contained rich resources of Klinki and Hoop pine which could be harvested and developed using the established infrastructure. Bulolo Gold Dredging (BGD) had utilised these resources to construct the township and the buildings and was producing up 300,000 super feet of timber per month from its sawmill. The Department of Forests and a Forestry College were established at Bulolo in 1948 and the development of a forest industry in PNG commenced. In November 1948 the Administration (Commonwealth Government of Australia) and BGD had agreed to establish a joint company (Commonwealth New Guinea Timbers) to construct a large plywood factory at Bulolo. The mill was opened in January 1954. BGD was the operator while the administration was the majority shareholder. This plywood factory was the largest industrial enterprise in the country and remained the only downstream timber processing plant in PNG until recent years. It produced high quality Klinki plywood for export and local consumption and at one stage included a factory to make chopsticks for export to Japan. A plantation scheme was commenced and in the first year over 60,000 seedlings were planted. A massive reafforestation program was designed to allow pine stands to be harvested in perpetuity.

As the dredges progressively closed in the period up to 1965 when the last one ceased operations, the emphasis gradually transferred from mining to timber. Ironically, the timber from Bulolo would eventually return much more wealth than the gold obtained from mining. The infrastructure (town, power and communications) built for the mining operations was now supporting a timber industry.

Harvesting of the plantation timber commenced during the 1980's and continues today as the mainstay of the plywood operations. PNG Forest Products remains the only local plywood supplier, and now also produces a wide range of kit homes and timber products.

At Bulolo, a sustainable renewable resource project has replaced a non-renewable resource project using infrastructure established by the mining operations. It remains a viable commercial project today, 35 years after mine closure. It sustains a local community many of whom are descendants of the former mine workers.

It is important to note that PNG Forest Products has always been run by private enterprise where prudential rules are maintained. I think it is fair comment that if the enterprise had been run by its main shareholder (originally the Administration and then the State of PNG) that the enterprise would not have survived. Good governance has been the key to the success of this project.

Similarly, the small scale miners use their entrepreneurial skills to maximize their return from their mining efforts. 

In different ways, sustainable development has been achieved for both Wau and Bulolo communities following closure of large scale mining operations. Wau developed its human resource skill base into a substantial small scale mining community whereas Bulolo utilised an existing timber resource to develop a sustainable forest industry. They are providing a basis for growth and development of future generations in line with the objectives defined by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987. Wau and Bulolo show that there is life after death for mining communities.

So what is the moral of the story? The PNG experience for communities after mine closure is that mining improves your income, it provides you with a house built from timber harvested in a sustainable way, it gives you one of the best beers in to world to improve your communication skills and ensures that there is a next generation to provide for and in the morning it give you a great cup of coffee.

