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�)n the Highlands region of Papua New 
Guinea an amazing variety of high-
quality temperate-zone vegetables can 

grow year-round. 
Crops such as sweet potato, taro and 

potato, head cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower 
and pak choy, beans, peas, eggplant, carrot 
and pumpkin, salad vegetables, avocado and 
asparagus all thrive in the mild climate and 
rich volcanic soils. This bounty could meet 
the needs of PNG’s populous coastal cities 
and could potentially also supply overseas 
markets.

It was for this reason that, way back in 
1983, ACIAR commissioned a project to 
find ways to develop a marketing system for 
Highlands produce. 

The project team assessed transport 
methods and also studied factors affecting 
produce shelf life. Project team members 
Dr Kevin Scott, from the then NSW 
Department of Agriculture, and Garth 
Atkinson, a New Zealander working with 
the PNG Department of Primary Industry, 
produced an ACIAR Technical Report 
(No. 14) outlining prospects for developing 
a marketing chain from the Highlands to 
populated coastal areas. 

The project’s major achievements 
were the design of a suitable refrigerated 
container and the completion of trials 
testing the transport and handling of 
vegetables from the Highlands to Port 
Moresby, using road containers between 
the Highlands and Lae, followed by ship 
to Port Moresby. In 2001, during a visit to 
PNG, ACIAR program manager Ken Menz 
observed that this system had been taken 
up commercially in Mount Hagen in the 
Highlands, and had been operating for 
a number of years without government 
support. It was a major supply channel, 
competing with air freight and non-
refrigerated surface transport.

Aware of this success, a government 
instrumentality now known as the Fresh 
Produce Development Agency (FPDA) 
wanted to encourage more operators 

into the business, but it was not simply a 
matter of slotting them in. The marketing 
system needed a holistic appraisal from the 
viewpoints of all its stakeholders before it 
was ready to expand.

Thus, ACIAR commissioned another 
project in 2003 led by Professor John Spriggs 
of the University of Canberra. 

“This project had a different focus,” 
Professor Spriggs says. “We concentrated 
on socioeconomic change, involving all 
the people along the chain. Our objectives 
were to map out the marketing system, find 
what needed improvement, then determine 
a program for introducing changes while 
developing the skills of all those involved in 
the PNG industry.

“Our major aim was to help the 
stakeholders—representatives from along 
the supply chain including farmers, 
wholesalers, community associations, 
supermarkets, transporters, government 
agencies and researchers—come to the 
best decisions with regard to marketing 
Highlands fresh produce. So, through 
a research process known as ‘critical 
action research’ we gave the stakeholders 
opportunities to learn 
from the results of 
research conducted 
by the project team. 
We also encouraged 
them to contribute 
at project workshops 
and to become 
directly involved in the action plans drawn 
up for marketing system development and 
further research.”

Early progress was reported in Partners
(December 2004) when Professor Spriggs 
and his team noted that a picture was 
starting to emerge of the current marketing 
systems and the barriers to their expansion. 
It became evident that there was a strong 
call to develop the physical infrastructure 
for marketing fresh produce.

The good progress has continued. 
The stakeholders strongly supported the 
establishment of consolidation depots in 

the major highland centres of Goroka and 
Mount Hagen, served by satellite district 
depots in the surrounding production 
regions, and efforts have begun to put these 
in place. 

Attention is also being given to 
developing a quality-management system for 
the produce. Two particular supply chains 
were studied: a land/sea chain for bulky, less 
perishable produce, and a land/air chain for 
highly perishable, high-value produce. Trial 
shipments of produce from the Highlands 
to Port Moresby were studied to discover the 
weak links in the logistics chain. 

Village extension workers have 
performed a valuable role. These are 
full-time farmers who act as conduits of 
technical and market information from the 
FPDA and other sources to farmers, and 
also relay production information from 
the farmers back to the FPDA. This process 
opened the eyes of farmers to the reality of 
markets previously unknown to them.

Blackie, a village extension worker 
employed by the FPDA, says farmers are 
cautious about increasing production, but 
when they see the value of the marketing 

trials they are more 
interested.

“The prospect of 
a regular income is 
attractive to farmers 
and the opening of 
the depots will be an 
incentive for them 

to increase production. The marketing 
trials are opening up new opportunities: 
getting youth to remain on the land and 
benefit from selling their own produce, 
attracting new people into farming to 
commence productive use of their land, and 
giving existing farmers a reason to expand 
production.”

One manager from the FPDA also 
expressed appreciation of the project’s 
ability to bring people together from 
different areas to advance the work: “We 
would not have been able to do this without 
the ACIAR project,” he concluded. n
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