Peace on Bougainville?

Ceasefire Holds But Rebels Remain Cautious

Bougainville, with a population of only 160,000 has managed to close and keep closed one of the
biggest copper mines in the world. Despite having to fight the well armed Papua New Guinea
(PNG) army, they have held their ground for 11 years primarily with homemade guns made out
of water piping and planks. Thanks to their constant resistance the self described ‘ecological
revolutionaries’ of Bougainville are near to victory- total autonomy.

Bougainville island lies only 7km west from the
nearest of the Solomon Islands. Originally colonised
by the Dutch, it then tell under German and, after
World War I, Australian control. Despite close cul-
tura and geographical links with the Solomon
Islands, it was governed as part of Papua New
Guinea (320 miles to the west). When PNG was
given ‘independence’ in 1975, Bougainville island
was placed under 1ts tlag.

Ecological Destruction

In 1969 CRA, an Australian subsidiary of the British
mining giant Rio Tinto Zinc torcibly established a
copper mine. From the beginning the island’s people
resisted. News footage of women fighting with ot
cops over survey pegs received international cover -
age. In Bougainville women are the traditional
landowners; land 1s passed from “woman to woman'.
To put it lightly, on this occasion it was clear their
land was not being passed on in the traditional man -
ner. The building ot the mine saw 800 villagers land -
less and another 1,400 without fishing rights as land

Do or Die—Voices from the ecological resistance No. 8

was seized and rainforest destroyed. The subsistence
lite ot gardening and fishing was destroyed. 220
hectares of rainforest was poisoned, burned and bull-
dozed. After 20 years the mine had grown to a huge
crater /2 km deep and nearly 7km in circumference,
creating over a billion tonnes of waste. This was
dumped into the Jaba river valley, creating a wall of
waste hundreds of metres high, turning one of the
1slands biggest river systems bright blue.

Ecological Revolution

In 1988, atter two decades of 1gnored protests, peti-
tions & compensation claims, Bougainvilleans had
had enough. A handful of islanders stole company
explosives, destroying electricity pylons, buildings
and machinery. By using guerrilla tactics they suc-
ceeded 1n closing the mine. Until the war broke out
in 1988, the mine accounted for around 45% of all
Papua New Guinea’s total export earnings. Without
these earnings PNG is quickly going bust. Papua
New Gunea, with the assistance of Austraia,
responded by sending 1n the military. Bougainville
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declared independent PNG and
Bougainvilleans  formed the Bougainville
Revolutionary Army (BRA) to detend their land and
people trom further exploitation.
“We wouldn’t stand idle and see our.. people
being killed so we had to stand up and detend
somehow, and it was then that we thought of
tforming a militant type organisation to contain
what the security tforces were doing to us.”
- BRA spokesperson

10,000 Dead in Australia’s Secret

Vietnam

Since then the governments of Australia and PNG
have waged a prolonged and brutal war against the
people of Bougainville with the purpose of re-open-
ing the Panguna copper mine and avoiding secession
from PNG. The Bougainvilleans are getting no out-
side aid from any country, and are seriously out-
gunned, yet their persistence and jungle strate gy has
defeated an impressive military machine.

The Australian government claims that it does not
support PNG’s war on the people of Bougainville.
1ts lying! Australia has been funding, arming and
directing the PNG military since the beginning.
Australia provides PNG with $32 million in military
aid plus much more in untied aid. Over half ot the
PNG Detence Force has been trained in Australia.
Australian military advisors have been on the island
directing PNG army operations. Guns and ammuni-
tion used by the PNG army are manufactured and/or
supplied by Australia. Australian Intelligence advised
PNG to enforce a total goods and services blockade
of the island, including medical supplies. For the
duration ot the war no-one was allowed on or off the
1sland. Many of those carrying supplies in or
refugees out were killed by the PNG army who
maintained a stranglehold around the island thanks to
Australan provided patrol boats, speedboats,
Iroquois helicopters and Nomad aircratt. Australia
thought the Bougainvilleans would crack atter *3-4
weeks’, yet they held strong tor 10 years.

Since the start of the war thanks to massacres and
preventable diseases 10,000 people have died - 7%
of the population. In an atempt to 1solate the
Bougainville Revolutionary Army trom the civilian
population, the military demolished villages and
herded the villagers into " care centres’(post- Vietnam
Newspeak for concentration camps).

“Bougainvilleans agree that environment con-
cerns cannot be disassociated from human con-
cerns. “Environment” encompasses both eco-

logical and cultural rights; the two are otten
sacriticed side by side. (Government tactics
such as the forced evictions and populations
transters are part and parcel of development
that, in the name of economic growth, justity
ecological destruction and the dispossession ot
peoples. The intent of the perpetrators of this
evil war and siege 18 to to create disunity on the
islands through suftering and death, to torture
us into submission, to steal back the mining
resources at the expense ot our society and our
environment, to own the people and their
island.”
-Mamtin Mirrion, Bougainville Peace oftice
(From "Bougainville: A Sad and Silent Tragedy
in the South Pacitic’, Do or Die no. 5, p 59)
Australia has many reasons for trying to destroy the
Bougainville rebellion. The main reasons are it's
industrial and geo-political interests. The Rio Tinto
Zinc subsidiary that owned the mine 1S Australian
and the the resistance on Bougainville could serious-
y :l' ¥ = 'I.

The volcano Mt.Bagana lies in BRA territory
in the centre of the island.On Bougainville
it’s not just the people who are active.

Do or Die—Voices from the ecological resistance No. 8



ly weaken Australia’s hold on the
region. As mentioned above from
1918 to 1975 (with a brief interruption
during World War 11) PNG was under
colomal occupation by Australia.
PNG became an "independent” state in
1975 and was shaped by Australia as a
power block between it and the evolv-
ing regional superpower—Indonesia
(See page XXX) PNG's western-
sponsored elite’s control of its own
population is very unstable. PNG is
not welded together by a common lan-
guage or culture, but is still mainly
tribal. Many have declared their wish
to, as a common saying goes, ‘do a
Bougainville’. The PNG military has
been weakened greatly by the loss of
the revenue trom the mine, and it the
BRA are successtul it would almost
detinitely trigger similar struggles tor

Order 2133 PNG
H Defence Force
4 21/5/96

“Search tor the rebels and
kill them... Any civilians
who are suspected ot har-
bouring the BRA must be
killed without question...
Get the rebels out. Do not
leave any of them K but
wipe them out... Destroy
all food - gardens, houses
and any shelter tound in
the jungle, clean it up...
Any civilian found to be
an ordinary civilian is to
be forced into care cen-
tres. It anyone is disorder
ly they must be beaten.”

self-rule on the mainland and in the region in gener -
al. In such a situation the PNG military could simply
collapse. Indonesia (which is already in forced occu -
pation of neighbouring West Papua- see page XXX)
would probably take advantage of the power vacuum
and 1nvade PNG. This would senously weaken
Australian power in the re gion.

“Your Darkest Hour Has Arrived”

The war continued for 10 years with the people of
Bougainville experiencing the most degrading viola -
tions: murder, torture, beatings and rape by the Papua
New Guinea Defence Force and its pro-PNG
‘Resistance Force’. Australian-supplied phosphorus
bombs exploded in the villages. When fragments of
these bombs made contact with the skin, they creat -
ed wounds which did not heal. Especially with the
blockade preventing access to medicines. 1 he
wounds went gangrenous, limbs dropped oft, many
died. When BRA representatives turned up for
peace talks in ‘95, they were fired on by PNG troops.
Every year brought another massive PNG invasion.
Every year the Bougainvilleans won against the
odds. In May "96 the biggest operation to date was
heralded by the the PNG Prime Minister with the
televised message “Your Darkes: Hour Has
Arrived” (see Order 2133 box above). Hundreds of
soldiers smashed through the Jungle destroying vil -
lages- only to be driven back into the sea through it’s
own controlled territory. The Bougainvillean combi-
nation ot determination and luck won the day. It was
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becoming increasingly obvious that the Australian
backed PNG army could not deteat the BRA- they
needed help.

British Mercenaries and National
Crisis
In January 1997, the PNG government hired the
London based mercenaries, Sandline International,
to contain and neutralise the BRA (a euphemism for
kill, maim and murder the people of Bougainville).
The name may jog the memory of many British read-
ers as it was Sandline who were implicated in the
same year 1n the British government * Arms to Sierra
Leone” scandal. Consisting of some of the best
trained and armed elite troops in the world Sandline
(see "Achieving an Executive Outcome’ box on fol-
lowing page) promised in its contract to:
“In particular provide personnel and related
services and equipment to conduct otfensive
operations in Bougainville in conjunction with
PNG Detence Forces to render the BRA mili-
tarily inettective and repossess the mine.”
Sandline imported two attack helicopters, two troop
carrying helicopters, six rocket launchers, one hun-
dred AK-47s, ten rocket-propelled grenade launchers
and smoke/tragmentation grenades. News began to
seep out about British and South African mercenar-
1es tramning PNG torces with might-fighting equip-
ment. Journalists who approached the 15,000 hectare
compound on PNG were detained and their cameras
taken. Meanwhile 500 miles away back on the
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island, Bougainvilleans used to the reality ot being
machine gunned from helicopters and rained on by
shells braced themselves tor an attack. What hap-
pened next surprised everyone.

In March "97 PNG sutfered what commentators
described as its biggest ever crisis. Riots and looting
rocked the capital Port Moresby, Prime Minister Sir
Julius Chan was torced by the military to resign and
the British/South African mercenaries, their mission
abandoned, retreated across the airport tarmac under
the eyes of locals waving banners saying " Piss Ott”.

It had started when the by now public contract with
Sandline was criticised by the PNG army Brigadier
Jerry Singirok, many ot whose own troops hadn’t
been paid tor months. He demanded Sandline be
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