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Introduction

Rising from the turquoise waters of the southwestern Pacific, Papua New Guinea
stands as one of the world’s last great frontiers—an extraordinary land defined by
staggering natural beauty, profound cultural diversity, and a history unlike any other.
Straddling the equator just north of Australia, this island nation captivates with its mist-
shrouded highlands, ancient rainforests, volcanic islands, and coral-fringed coasts. Yet,
beyond its breathtaking landscapes, Papua New Guinea (PNG) is distinguished by its
startling cultural abundance and the resilience of its people.

With an estimated 1,000 distinct cultural groups and more than 800 languages
spoken, PNG is the most linguistically varied country in the world. This diversity,
forged in relative isolation and through centuries of adaptation, is vividly expressed
through art, dance, song, architecture, and communal customs. Today’s Papua New
Guineans straddle the ancient and the modern: many continue to live in customary
village-based societies governed by long-standing traditions, even as cities like Port
Moresby pulse with the challenges and opportunities of the globalized age.

The history of Papua New Guinea is a saga of epic migrations, ancient agriculture, and
resilient adaptation. From early human settlement tens of thousands of years ago and
the independent domestication of crops in the highlands, to encounters with European
explorers, colonial carve-ups, and the fierce battles of World War I, the story of PNG is
one of endurance and transformation. The nation’s path to independence in 1975, and
its ongoing journey as a parliamentary democracy, continue to shape its developing
sense of national identity.

Yet PNG today stands at a crossroads—marked by promise and struggle. Rich in
natural resources, teeming with biological diversity, and home to new economic
opportunities, it faces daunting challenges: persistent poverty, gender-based violence,
under-resourced infrastructure, corruption, and the threats of environmental
degradation and climate change. Its people remain at the center of this narrative,
carrying forward vibrant traditions while navigating a rapidly changing world.

This book, Papua New Guinea: Portrait of a Country, offers an in-depth exploration of
the nation’s past and present. Drawing on history, geography, culture, economics, and
firsthand accounts, it aims to present a balanced and nuanced portrait of PNG.
Whether you are a curious traveler, student, policy enthusiast, or someone captivated
by the story of complex societies, this volume seeks to inform, inspire, and deepen
your understanding of this remarkable country.

Across the chapters that follow, you will encounter PNG’s dramatic landscapes and
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storied past, its rich tapestry of languages and beliefs, evolving economy and political
system, and the enduring spirit of its people. As you turn these pages, may you gain
not only knowledge but also respect for a nation that, despite its many trials, remains
one of the world’s most intriguing and resilient.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land of Papua New Guinea:
Geography and Climate

Papua New Guinea, a nation of astonishing contrasts, occupies the eastern half of the
colossal island of New Guinea, along with a constellation of smaller islands scattered
across Melanesia. Located strategically in the southwestern Pacific Ocean, just north of
Australia, it shares a land border with Indonesia to its west, and maritime boundaries
with Australia and the Solomon Islands. As the world's third-largest island country,
encompassing a vast 462,840 square kilometers, PNG is a mosaic of diverse
geographical features, climates, and ecosystems.

The topography of Papua New Guinea is largely defined by its dramatic mountainous
spine, the New Guinea Highlands, also known as the Central Range. This formidable
chain of peaks stretches across the entire length of the main island, creating a rugged
landscape of sheer slopes, sharp ridges, and deep valleys carved by fast-flowing
rivers. The highest point in the country, Mount Wilhelm, majestically rises to 4,509
meters, a place where, surprisingly for a tropical nation, snowfall can occasionally be
observed.

Beyond the imposing highlands, the western part of the mainland gives way to
extensive lowland plains and sprawling swamps. These low-lying areas are primarily
shaped by two of the country's major river systems: the Sepik-Ramu in the north and
the Fly River in the south. The Sepik River, at 1,126 kilometers long, winds its way
through vast swamp plains before reaching the north coast. The Fly River, stretching
for 1,050 kilometers, traverses one of the world's largest swamplands before emptying
into the Gulf of Papua. These river systems, particularly the Fly, are crucial for local
communities, supporting both subsistence and artisanal fisheries. Furthermore, Papua
New Guinea’s territorial expanse includes numerous offshore islands, atolls, and
vibrant coral reefs, adding to its complex geographical tapestry.

Papua New Guinea’s tropical location, situated just south of the equator, largely
dictates its climate. The country generally experiences a humid and rainy environment
year-round. In the lowland regions, mean daily temperatures consistently hover
around 27°C (81°F) with minimal seasonal fluctuation. However, as elevation
increases in the highlands, the climate becomes noticeably cooler, with night frosts
becoming a common occurrence at altitudes above 2,100 meters, while daytime
temperatures remain above 22°C (72°F).

Rainfall in Papua New Guinea exhibits significant variation across the country,
influenced by distinct monsoon seasons and localized weather patterns. The northwest
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monsoon typically brings the wet season from December to March, while the
southeast trade winds characterize the drier period from May to October. Some areas,
however, experience reversed wet and dry seasons or receive consistent rainfall
throughout the year. For instance, the Port Moresby coastal area, due to its position in
a rain shadow, receives comparatively less rainfall, often less than 1,000 mm annually.
In stark contrast, some mountainous regions can witness over 8,000 mm of
precipitation per year.

From a geological perspective, Papua New Guinea is a particularly active and dynamic
region. It sits as an extension of the Indo-Australian tectonic plate and is located within
the highly volatile "Pacific Ring of Fire." This positioning makes the country prone to
significant seismic and volcanic activity. The collision of the northward-moving Indo-
Australian Plate and the westward-moving Pacific Plate has profoundly shaped PNG's
dramatic topography, leading to extensive faulting and magmatism over millions of
years. Active seafloor rifting, such as in the Woodlark Basin, further contributes to the
geological forces at play. This ongoing tectonic dance not only creates stunning
landscapes but also presents a constant threat of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.

Papua New Guinea is globally recognized as a "megadiverse" country, a testament to
its extraordinary biological richness. Despite accounting for less than 1% of the world's
landmass, it astonishingly harbors between 5% and 7% of the planet's total biological
diversity. This immense biodiversity extends from its dense tropical rainforests, which
cover much of the land and rank as the world's third-largest contiguous rainforest
area, to its extensive marine ecosystems.

The country boasts a staggering array of flora and fauna, many of which are endemic,
meaning they are found nowhere else on Earth. The rich tapestry of life includes an
estimated 15,000 to 20,000 plant species, with a significant percentage being
endemic. Among its impressive animal inhabitants are approximately 150,000 insect
species, 314 freshwater fish species, over 641 species of amphibians and reptiles, 740
bird species (including the iconic birds-of-paradise), and 276 mammal species. Papua
New Guinea's marine waters, part of the Coral Triangle, are equally vibrant, holding
the highest known level of marine biological diversity in the Pacific Ocean, with over
2,800 fish species residing in its extensive coral reefs. This unparalleled natural
heritage underscores the critical importance of Papua New Guinea in global
conservation efforts.
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