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Introduction

Papua New Guinea (PNG) stands as one of the world’s last frontier markets—a country
marked by vibrant cultures, breathtaking biodiversity, and abundant natural
resources. For prospective entrepreneurs, the allure of untapped potential is strong,
fueled by thriving sectors such as minerals, energy, agriculture, and fisheries. Yet,
beneath this surface of opportunity lies a complex operating environment shaped by
geography, tradition, and the sober realities of developing infrastructure. This book,
“Doing Business in Papua New Guinea: A Comprehensive Guide For Prospective
Entrepreneurs,” is designed to illuminate every crucial aspect of starting, operating,
and thriving as a business in PNG, equipping you with the practical knowledge unique
to this remarkable market.

Unlike general business handbooks that touch on universal principles, this volume
delves deeply into the specific conditions and nuances of conducting business within
PNG’'s borders. From intricate land tenure systems and diverse linguistic landscapes to
the distinctive “wantok” kinship networks, PNG requires entrepreneurs to develop an
approach steeped in patience, adaptability, and sustained relationship-building.
Regulatory frameworks, tax codes, and investment incentives differ markedly from
other jurisdictions, and this guide explains not only the rules but also how those rules
are negotiated and practiced on the ground.

Another defining aspect of doing business in PNG is the dominance of primary
industries and the powerful role of government oversight. Understanding the shifting
dynamics of resource extraction, agriculture, and emerging sectors like tourism or
telecommunications is essential for new entrants. The guide addresses these sector-
specific opportunities, highlighting real-life challenges with securing land access,
navigating foreign exchange restrictions, and overcoming infrastructure limitations.
Interviews, case studies, and key lessons learned from both local and foreign
businesspeople provide hard-won insights you can emulate or adapt.

Risk management forms a core thread throughout the book. PNG’s business landscape
features not just market opportunities but also political, operational, and security risks.
Corruption, law-and-order challenges, and the demands of dealing with multiple levels
of government can prove daunting without effective strategies. Equally, the country's
customary land ownership system and the importance of local customs necessitate
thorough due diligence, careful legal preparation, and well-established community
relationships.

Success in PNG rarely comes quickly. It requires a long-term commitment and the
willingness to invest in local capacity and trust. Far more than in many markets,
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business is fundamentally relational—predicated on partnership, patience, and
genuine engagement with local stakeholders. While the operational environment will
test even seasoned entrepreneurs, the rewards for those who persevere can be
considerable, both financially and in contributing to positive national development.

This guide, built upon in-depth research and on-the-ground experience, is your
roadmap to navigating PNG’s unique conditions. Whether you are considering your
first market entry or looking to expand current operations, you will find practical tools,
strategic advice, and a candid account of challenges and opportunities. With diligence,
respect for local culture, and resilient planning, you can forge your own success story
in one of the Asia-Pacific’'s most fascinating business frontiers.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Papua New Guinea’s
Unique Business Landscape

Embarking on a business venture in Papua New Guinea (PNG) is akin to setting sail
into largely uncharted waters. While the potential rewards glint promisingly on the
horizon - vast mineral wealth, fertile agricultural land, abundant fisheries, and a
growing domestic market - the journey demands a navigator acutely aware of the
unique currents, reefs, and weather patterns that define this archipelago nation. PNG
is not simply another developing country; it operates according to its own intricate
logic, a blend of ancient traditions, colonial legacies, and modern economic
aspirations. Attempting to apply standard international business templates without
significant adaptation is a recipe for frustration, if not outright failure. This chapter
serves as your initial briefing, outlining the fundamental contours of PNG’s distinctive
business environment, setting the stage for the more detailed explorations that follow.

Forget generic emerging market playbooks. PNG demands a bespoke approach. Its
uniqueness stems from a confluence of factors rarely found in such combination
elsewhere. Extreme cultural and linguistic diversity, with over 800 languages spoken
across countless distinct tribal groups, overlays a landscape dominated by dramatic,
often forbidding, topography. Add to this a complex system of customary land
ownership covering the vast majority of the nation, a highly decentralised political
structure, and an economy heavily reliant on volatile global commodity markets, and
you begin to appreciate the singularity of the challenge. Success here requires more
than just capital and a solid business plan; it demands deep cultural literacy,
exceptional patience, unwavering resilience, and a profound commitment to building
relationships grounded in mutual respect.

At the heart of understanding PNG lies an appreciation for what is often broadly
termed the ‘Melanesian Way'. This is not a codified set of rules but rather an
underlying socio-cultural orientation emphasising community, consensus, reciprocity,
and intricate kinship obligations - the ‘wantok’ system, which we will examine more
closely in a later chapter. Business decisions are rarely made in isolation by a single
CEO or owner; community implications, impacts on extended family networks, and the
maintenance of social harmony often weigh heavily. Negotiations can be lengthy and
circular, seeking broad agreement rather than swift executive action. For
entrepreneurs accustomed to rapid, individualistic decision-making, this requires a
significant mental adjustment. Ignoring these relational dynamics, or attempting to
bypass them, is often perceived as disrespectful and can quickly derail promising
ventures. Building trust takes time, genuine effort, and a willingness to engage
beyond the narrow confines of a commercial transaction.
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The PNG economy itself presents a fascinating duality. A formal sector, largely driven
by foreign investment in resource extraction (mining, oil, and gas), operates alongside
a vibrant, sprawling informal economy. This informal sphere, encompassing
subsistence agriculture, local markets trading produce and crafts, small-scale alluvial
mining, and intricate barter networks, provides livelihoods for the vast majority of the
population, particularly in rural areas. These two economies are not entirely separate;
they constantly interact. Formal sector salaries often flow back into supporting
extended families reliant on the informal economy. Accessing land for large projects
inevitably involves negotiating with communities whose primary economic base is
informal. Entrepreneurs must recognise this interplay. Ignoring the informal economy
means ignoring the economic reality for most Papua New Guineans and potentially
overlooking crucial supply chains, local markets, or sources of social friction.

The dominance of the resource sector, while generating substantial export revenue
and GDP contributions, creates its own set of unique challenges. This heavy reliance
makes the national economy exceptionally vulnerable to fluctuations in global
commodity prices. Boom times might bring investment and government revenue, but
downturns can lead to severe budget constraints and economic stagnation.
Furthermore, the phenomenon known as ‘Dutch disease’ can occur, where the
strength of the resource sector potentially inflates the currency, making other export
sectors like agriculture and manufacturing less competitive internationally. Critically,
the capital-intensive nature of mining and gas projects means they often create
relatively few direct, long-term jobs compared to their economic footprint, leading to
disparities in wealth distribution and sometimes unmet community expectations
around benefit sharing. Understanding this resource paradox is crucial for any
investor, regardless of their specific industry.

Geography is not merely a backdrop in PNG; it is an active participant in the business
narrative. The rugged spine of mountains running down the main island, the dense
rainforests, the scattered archipelagos, and the susceptibility to natural events like
landslides and earthquakes profoundly shape the operating environment. Transporting
goods or personnel can be extraordinarily difficult and expensive. Road networks are
limited and often in poor condition, making sea and air freight essential, even for
domestic logistics. This geographical reality dictates market access, inflates
operational costs, isolates communities, and makes the development of nationwide
infrastructure a monumental and ongoing challenge. Businesses must factor these
logistical hurdles into their core strategies, often requiring innovative solutions and
significant investment in transport capabilities.

Compounding the physical challenges is a highly decentralised governance structure.
While Port Moresby houses the national government, significant powers and
responsibilities are devolved to provincial governments and, further down, to local-
level governments (LLGs). This means businesses often need to navigate approvals,
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build relationships, and understand regulations at multiple administrative tiers.
National policies may be interpreted or implemented differently at the provincial level.
Furthermore, outside of formal government structures, traditional leadership and
landowner groups wield considerable influence, particularly concerning land access
and community relations. Effective engagement requires understanding this complex
web of authority and influence, moving beyond dealing solely with national agencies.
Patience and persistence in navigating these layers are essential virtues.

Perhaps the single most defining feature of the PNG business landscape, and one that
causes considerable consternation for unprepared newcomers, is the system of land
tenure. Unlike most Western nations where freehold or state leasehold title dominates,
over 90 percent of land in PNG is held under customary ownership. This means land
belongs to traditional kinship groups - clans or tribes - according to intricate local
customs and genealogies passed down through generations. Acquiring land for
business purposes, therefore, is rarely a simple transaction of purchase or lease. It
involves identifying the legitimate customary owners (which can itself be complex and
contested), engaging in extensive consultation and negotiation processes, and
reaching agreements that satisfy the collective group, not just individuals. These
processes require deep cultural sensitivity, expert advice, and often involve ongoing
benefit-sharing arrangements. Land disputes are common and can severely disrupt
operations if not handled meticulously from the outset.

The state of infrastructure remains a fundamental determinant of business viability
and cost in PNG. While progress is being made, particularly with support from
international partners, significant deficits persist across the board. Reliable electricity
is often a luxury, even in major urban centres, forcing most businesses to invest
heavily in backup generators and factor fuel costs into their budgets.
Telecommunications connectivity has improved dramatically with the advent of
undersea cables and expanding mobile networks, yet access remains patchy and
relatively expensive, especially outside the main cities. Water and sanitation services
vary greatly. As mentioned, the transport network - roads, ports, airports - faces
constant challenges from terrain, weather, and maintenance funding. These
infrastructure limitations are not merely inconveniences; they represent core
operational risks and significant cost centres that shape business models and
feasibility assessments.

The human capital situation reflects PNG’s status as a young, rapidly growing nation.
There is an abundance of labour available, particularly unskilled and semi-skilled
workers. However, significant skills shortages exist in technical, professional, and
managerial fields. Finding experienced local accountants, engineers, IT specialists, or
senior managers can be difficult, often necessitating the employment of expatriate
staff, which comes with its own costs and complexities related to work permits and
higher salary expectations. While educational institutions are expanding, bridging the
gap between academic qualifications and practical workplace skills remains a
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challenge. Consequently, many successful businesses in PNG invest heavily in in-
house training and skills development for their local workforce, viewing it as a
necessary long-term investment rather than an optional expense.

Interacting with the governmental machinery requires a clear understanding of the
processes and potential pitfalls. Key agencies like the Investment Promotion Authority
(IPA) for registration and foreign investment certification, the Internal Revenue
Commission (IRC) for taxation, and the Immigration and Citizenship Authority (ICA) for
visas and work permits are central points of contact. However, navigating the
bureaucracy can often feel slow, opaque, and sometimes inconsistent. Regulations
may exist on paper but enforcement can be patchy. Furthermore, the challenge of
corruption cannot be ignored. PNG consistently ranks poorly on international
corruption perception indices, and businesses may encounter demands for facilitation
payments or face favouritism in procurement processes. Maintaining strict internal
compliance policies, conducting thorough due diligence on partners, and seeking
reputable local advice are critical defence mechanisms.

The security environment is another stark reality that shapes business operations,
particularly in urban centres like Port Moresby and Lae, and in certain remote project
areas. High rates of opportunistic and sometimes violent crime necessitate significant
expenditure on security measures - guards, fencing, secure transport, and risk
assessments. Tribal fighting can also erupt in some Highland regions, disrupting
transport and posing risks to personnel and assets. While the situation varies
significantly by location, security is not an afterthought but a fundamental operational
consideration that must be integrated into planning and budgeting from day one.
Ignoring these risks can have severe consequences for staff safety, asset protection,
and business continuity.

Operating within PNG’s financial system also presents unique characteristics. The
national currency is the Kina (PGK). While commercial banks provide standard
services, the Bank of Papua New Guinea (the central bank) plays a highly active role in
managing the exchange rate and controlling foreign currency flows. For several years,
businesses have faced significant challenges and delays in accessing sufficient foreign
currency (like USD or AUD) to pay for imports or repatriate profits. These foreign
exchange controls represent a major operational risk, potentially impacting supply
chains and investor returns. Prospective entrepreneurs must proactively discuss
foreign exchange requirements with their bankers and factor potential delays and
administrative hurdles into their financial planning. Accessing local credit can also be
challenging, particularly for small and medium enterprises, often requiring substantial
collateral.

Given this complex tapestry of challenges - cultural nuances, logistical hurdles,

bureaucratic delays, security risks, land complexities, infrastructure deficits - it
becomes clear that certain attributes are prerequisites for success in PNG. Resilience
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is paramount. Setbacks are inevitable, plans will need constant revision, and
frustrations will occur. The ability to adapt, problem-solve creatively, and maintain a
long-term perspective is crucial. Flexibility is not just desirable; it is essential for
survival. Entrepreneurs who expect smooth, predictable operations modelled on
Western markets will likely be disappointed. Those who embrace the challenges with
determination, adaptability, and a willingness to learn are more likely to endure and
eventually prosper.

Underpinning all successful ventures in PNG is the power of relationships. In a society
where community ties and personal trust often carry more weight than formal
contracts, investing time and genuine effort in building rapport with employees, local
communities, government officials, and business partners is not optional - it is
strategic. This goes beyond superficial networking. It involves demonstrating respect
for local customs, listening attentively to concerns, fulfilling promises, and engaging in
open and honest communication. These relationships form the bedrock upon which
business can be sustainably built, helping to navigate difficulties, resolve disputes, and
foster goodwill that can be invaluable in challenging times. The ‘Melanesian Way’
values connection, and successful businesses mirror this in their approach.

Papua New Guinea, therefore, presents a business landscape unlike almost any other.
It is a place of immense opportunity juxtaposed with significant operational
complexity. It demands more than just business acumen; it requires cultural
intelligence, strategic patience, robust risk management, and a fundamental
willingness to operate differently. The chapters that follow will delve into the specifics
- the geography and markets, the cultural intricacies, the economic sectors, the legal
frameworks, the practical steps of registration, taxation, labour laws, land acquisition,
infrastructure navigation, and much more. But this initial overview serves to
underscore the core message: succeeding in PNG means understanding and
embracing its unique character, preparing thoroughly for its challenges, and
committing to a journey that is as much about relationships and adaptation as it is
about commerce. The path is not easy, but for the well-prepared and culturally
attuned entrepreneur, the destination holds significant promise.
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