Tourism in PNG: Expect the unexpected!

Dear colleagues and friends,

According to the AFP report presented in this Clearinghouse, safety concerns have spared Papua New Guinea from becoming a mass tourism destination. Quite ironically, the PNG tourism authority is officially promoting the country under the slogan "The Land of the Unexpected".

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

-------------------------

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/afp_asiapacific/view/100983/1/.html
Agence France Presse (AFP); posted: 15 August 2004 1145 hrs

TOURISM IN PNG: EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED 

MOUNT HAGEN, Papua New Guinea : A thousand tribesmen, weapons at the ready

and adorned with pigments and plumage to impress friend or foe alike, stomped for hours this weekend around a dusty field in the Papua New Guinea highlands.

Amid a cacophony of beating drums, blowing whistles, chanting and song, men and women of 70 tribes from across PNG joined in the Mount Hagen Festival and Sing-Sing -- a showcase of indigenous traditions unequalled on Earth.

Boys painted up like skeletons with chalk and charcoal chased frightened children with a display of fierce cries and jabbing spears that harkens back to the stone age.

Bare-breasted women, their bodies covered in oil and weighed down by coils of shell necklaces and towering feather headdresses, sang and swayed to the rhythm of age-old melodies.

And this is but a glimpse of Papua New Guinea, a nation of five million just north of Australia which is home to nearly 800 tribes and one-third of the world's languages.

A country just larger than California, PNG ranges across a stunning landscape of jungle- clad mountains, river-fed valleys and coral-bound islands that offer everything from trekking and diving to white-water rafting and deep-sea fishing.

"This country is a gold mine for tourism, an absolute gold mine," said Yves Renault, who has travelled to nearly every corner of PNG as the World Health Organisation's representative here.

The annual Mount Hagen Sing-Sing, which wound up Sunday, brings together all that should have made Papua New Guinea one of the world's hottest tourism destinations.

Unfortunately, it also embodies all the reasons that hasn't happened.

Out on the showgrounds several kilometres (miles) from Hagen centre, there are few signs of PNG's myriad problems.

Highland tribes which 40 years ago battled and ate one another, compete good naturedly for prizes awarded to the groups who have best preserved their traditional costumes and customs.

Foreign tourists mingle easily with performers and fellow spectators from across PNG.

"I've never shaken so many hands or seen so many smiles in so short a time in my life," marvelled Jonathan Buckland, a 23-year-old Briton travelling around PNG on his own.

But Buckland was one of only about 300 tourists in the crowd of 40,000 gathered for the two-day event, and it doesn't take long to begin understanding why so few foreigners venture to Mount Hagen.

Back in the centre of the town of 28,000, shops look more like fortresses and homes are ringed with barbed wire.

The handful of hotels that cater to foreigners lie behind high walls and have several guards standing behind their closed gates.

Crime is rampant in Hagen, as it is in the capital Port Moresby, and foreigners are constantly warned not to stroll through town on their own.

"Every week we have a guest robbed, and that's just the PNG nationals," said Colin Burdett, regional manager for the Coral Sea chain of hotels which runs Mount Hagen's top Highlander lodge.

"This week we have a German group that insists on taking a daily walk, so we send guards along to protect them," he said.

A journalist who needed to walk 300 metres (yards) from a private home to a local hotel -- Mount Hagen has no taxis -- found himself accompanied by a machete-wielding guard at the insistence of his hosts.

"Safety is really the number one concern," said Andrew Woodward, a Sydney-based consultant working with authorities to promote PNG as a tourist destination in Australia, the country's former colonial master and still its biggest source of visitors by far.

Last year 50,000 foreigners came to PNG, more than half from Australia. But only 15,000 were tourists, according to government figures.

By comparison, Fiji gets 500,000 tourists a year, and nearby Bali a million.

"PNG may never be a mass tourism destination like a Bali or a Fiji or a Vanuatu, but it could be a great niche market for experienced travellers who want to exercise their passion for traditional cultures, trekking, diving or surfing," said Woodward.

Local officials and foreign tour operators are quick to point out that PNG's security problem is primarily limited to Port Moresby, the highlands and the northern port city of Lae.

But even when safety is not a concern, industry experts say PNG's poor road network, lack of tourism infrastructure and high prices for air travel on the national carrier Air Nuigini all contribute to discouraging foreign visitors.

"An Australian can spend a week at a five-star, beach-front hotel in Fiji for 1,300 dollars (900 US), air tickets included," said Burdett. "You can't even fly from Brisbane to Port Moresby for that price."

Once in the country, the lack of roads between Port Moresby and the rest of the country means travellers must fly everywhere at significant additional cost.

"This is the most expensive place we've ever travelled," said Kathy Symons-Gay, an American who has voyaged widely in Asia and Africa.

"This country just doesn't have the infrastructure to support mass tourism," said Woodward, recounting how the highlands city of Goroka, which also holds a popular Sing-Sing festival, has been off limits to larger aircraft since thieves stole the runway lights more than a year ago.

Tourism officials though are hopeful a radical law-and-order initiative that will see 230 Australian policemen and 64 top civil servants deployed to PNG beginning this week will go a long way towards resolving the problems.

The policemen will focus on restoring security in Port Moresby and in the highlands, while Australian legal and financial experts will tackle the government corruption and mismanagement that has left public services and infrastructure a shambles.

"It's going to be very positive," said Puka Temu, minister of information and public enterprises, of the Australian initiative.

"The impact of having 230 Australian policemen in PNG will create comfort out there ... and send a signal for more foreign investors and tourists to think of coming here," he said.

Some are already counting on the Australians' success, with a new hotel going up in Mount Hagen and Culture and Tourism Minister David Basua predicting this weekend that 5,500 tourists would attend each Hagen show within a few years.

Industry sources said this was wild over-optimism.

But then the official slogan of the government tourism authority does promote PNG as "The Land of the Unexpected".
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