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The Mining Act 1992 came into 

force in Papua New Guinea in Au­

gust 1992 repealing the antiquated 

provisions of the Mining Act 

(Chapter 195 of the Revised Laws) 

1977. Among its most interesting 

features are innovative provisions 

that establish special tenure ar­

rangements for artisanal miners. 

This article describes these provi­

sions and explain the rationale for 

their introduction. The Papua New 

Guinea experience may be instruc­

tive in relation to the kinds of prob­

lems faced by policy makers in 

many other developing countries. 
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Although small scale mining may only 

account for a tiny fraction of the total 

production of minerals in Papua New 
Guinea and is tainted by its association 
with illicit operations, smuggling, tax.­

evasion, land disputes and risks to health 

and safety, its potential in terms of rural 

cash incomes, employment and local 
economic development has increasingly 

been recognised. The difficult task for 

government policy makers has been to 

establish a legal and commercial frame­

work within which efficient and vigorous 

small scale mining activity can take 
place. 

The problems that governments in 

Papua New Guinea have had to contend 
with to attain this goal would be familiar 

to policy makers around the world. Small 

scale miners typically lack capital and 
know-how to apply the most appropriate 
technologies and have often to rely on in­
efficient and/or illegal marketing chan­

nels. The attempts of local people to as­

sert mineral rights have too often been 

frustrated by inadequate tenure arrange­

ments or resulted in disputes with large 
scale commercial mining interests.1 Par­

ticular difficulties arise in Papua New 
Guinea because local people rely on tra­

ditional forms of land tenure based on 

Melanesian clan-based social structures 

to assert rights over alluvial minerals. In­

deed, questions of land and minerals 
have become politically explosive issues 
in recent years. 

Small scale mining 

A brief description of small scale mining 

activity in Papua New Guinea is appro­

priate before examining regulatory issues 
and the mining law reforms. Small scale 

mining activity has largely focused on al­

luvial and colluvial deposits of gold and 
silver, primarily in the vicinity of active 

and inactive stream beds. 

Deposits of this kind are found in nu­

merous locations in the central high­

lands, in coastal areas and on numerous 

island groups. Much of the early colonial 

settlement and commercial development 

of the country was associated with allu­

vial gold prospecting. 
Fully mechanised small scale mining 

operations have been rather unusual. Un­

like several developing countries in Latin 

America and Asia there exists no indig­

enous tradition of mining nor the local 

capital base to support such activity. In­

stead, most small scale mining activity is 

conducted by individuals and informal 

groups employing no more than picks 

and shovels and the most rudimentary 

techniques of separation, often pans 

alone. Much of this artisanal activity is 
sporadic and typically conducted to pro­
vide a cash supplement to normal rural 

means of subsistence which are prevalent 

among 85 per cent of the population. 

In most cases such activity has been 
conducted without formal rights. In the 
early 1980s the Department of Mining 

and Petroleum introduced a system of is­

suing miner's identity cards but the sys­
tem was difficult to administer other than 

in a few areas where activity was less 

sporadic. From time to time news of a 

new gold find has prompted gold rushes 

reminiscent of the famous 19th century 
gold-rushes. 

In a limited number of areas small­

scale mining has been more systematic 
and organised. For example, in the gold­

bearing Morobe area European settlers 
established a system of tribute mining 
under which Papua New Guineans 

worked designated plots on a contractual 

basis. In more recent years, there has 

been an increase in the number of land­

owners, individually or in groups, who 

have been able to fund mechanised allu­
vial operations, and in cases enter into 

agreements with expatriate contract min­

ers. This is partly because aside from 

cash incomes from commercial activi­
ties, landowners in the vicinity of large 

scale mine projects receive compensa­
tion and royalty monies. The largest allu­

vial gold mining venture to date is the ill­

fated joint venture formed between CRA 

of Australia and local landowner busi-
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