Impact of the 1997 Drought in the Hewa Area of
Southern Highlands Province

Nicole C. Haley”

Abstract

This paper gives an account of the 1997 drought and the way it impacted upon the Hewa-speaking peoples of
the Lagaip and Upper Strickland river valleys, situated in the most northwesterly corner of Southern Highlands
Province, PNG. It examines the strategies used by Hewa people during the drought and the losses they
sustained. Central to this discussion is a consideration of how gardens and bush resources were affected by the
drought and the extent to which they ultimately recovered. The paper evaluates the provision of food aid in the
Hewa area. It also comments on the actual number of Hewa deaths that may be directly attributed to the
drought, and the so-called ‘witch killings’ and violence that were a consequence of the deaths.

DURING 1997-98, Rebecca Robinson and I spent four
months in the Hewa area undertaking a social and
genealogical study for the Porgera Joint Venture (PJV)
project. The first 11 weeks of the fieldwork were con-
ducted during the drought between July and Sep-
tember 1997; the remaining six weeks were conducted
after the drought, in the immediate post food-relief
period from April to June 1998. In the course of the
study, we spent three days to two weeks in each of the
major Hewa settlements, mapping clan boundaries,
recording histories and genealogies and conducting a
household census. We also recorded deaths that had
occurred in the period 1987-98, held daily health
clinics, held community meetings, surveyed gardens
and tried to identify plants and animals. These activi-
ties allowed us to monitor the 1997 drought and its
impacts upon the lives of the Hewa people.

* Department of Anthropology, Research School of Pacific
and Asian Studies, The Australian National University,
Canberra, ACT 0200, Australia.

Email: nhaley@coombs.anu.edu.au
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Food Security Issues and the Hewa

Hewa subsistence and food security

The Hewa are a remarkably mobile highlands fringe
people, numbering approximately 3000. They inhabit
the area north and south of the lower Lagaip River in
the most northwesterly corner of Southern Highlands
Province, extending from the junction of the Lagaip,
Strickland and Ok Om rivers east into Enga Province
to roughly the Lagaip—Porgera river junction (see
Figure 1). The Hewa engage in pig husbandry and
practise low-intensity swidden (slash and burn) agri-
culture based primarily on sweet potato cultivation.
They also supplement their diets through hunting,
gathering and sago production, which until quite
recently were relied upon more than gardening.

Today, the Hewa live in communal houses with up
to 40 occupants. These households maintain their own
gardens, which tend to be planted only once before a
long fallow. In addition to sweet potato, the Hewa cul-
tivate a variety of local and introduced crops,
including taro, banana, sago, pumpkin, cassava, bread-
fruit, corn, pawpaw and a number of leafy greens.
Table 1 lists the Hewa crop varieties that we recorded
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in 1997-98 and Table 2 provides a sample of the
garden surveys conducted. These give an indication of
the range of crops cultivated in individual Hewa gar-
dens. Important food crops gathered by the Hewa on a
regular seasonal basis include marita pandanus (Pan-
danus conoideus), breadfruit, pangi (Pangium edule)
and sago. When in season, these foods contribute sig-
nificantly to the diet, as does hunting. Hewa men reg-
ularly hunt wild pigs in the grasslands of the Strickland
Gorge and in the lower altitude bushland alongside the
Lagaip River. As well as hunting, the Hewa engage in
spearfishing and collect prawns from the oxbows of
the Lagaip River. This range of food sources generally
affords the Hewa food security in times of environ-
mental stress.

Factors that threaten food security

Another paper in these proceedings (‘An Overview
of Food Security in PNG’ by R. Michael Bourke)
notes that food security in PNG has been enhanced by
access to cash and the ability to migrate to better
endowed urban and periurban areas when local food
security is threatened. Whilst this is generally the sit-
uation, neither applies in the Hewa case. Apart from
occasional and fleeting reminders that they are part of
the PNG state, the Hewa have been all but left to their
own devices during both the colonial and postinde-
pendence periods. They lack even the most basic serv-
ices. Indeed, because their area is remote, sparsely
populated! and not easily accessible except by air, the
Hewa have received little attention from either mis-
sions or government, and have neither a regular school
nor government-funded health facilities. Their main
sources of external contact, to date, have been with
mineral prospectors and developers or with law
enforcement agents seeking to apprehend or punish
those responsible for witchcraft-related killings (see
Hatanaka and Bragge 1973; Pascoe 1975ab; Haley and
Robinson 1998).

Part of the reason why the Hewa lack even the most
basic services lies in confusion as to which local gov-
ernment authorities are responsible for administering

1. Based on our census data collected in 1997-98 (Robinson
and Haley 1998ab), Robinson (1999) has calculated that
the Hewa population density varies between 0.5 and 3.5
people per square kilometre of arable land in the North
Hewa and South Hewa areas, respectively.
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them; despite being few in number, the Hewa extend
into two provinces (Enga and Southern Highlands),
four census divisions and four local council areas.
Apart from the six easternmost settlements, all Hewa
settlements are actually located within Southern High-
lands Province, although Sandaun (West Sepik) Prov-
ince is often reputed to be responsible for the Sisimin
Hewa and the North Hewa groups as far east as
Waialima (see Brutti 1998ab; Kanua and Liripu 1997).

Whatever the reasons for their neglect, it remains the
case that few Hewa have had any formal schooling,
lived in urban areas or ever engaged in paid employ-
ment. Hence they have little cash. At Tali, for example,
in January 1998, the combined cash resources of the
then 57 residents was only 156 PNG kina (PGK).2 That
the Hewa are poor, even by rural standards, is also evi-
denced by the small amounts of cash included in bride
price and compensation payments. For example, when
a 30-year-old North Hewa man recently drowned in the
Lagaip River, his family was compensated with five
live pigs, 160 PGK, and three bows (author’s unpub-
lished data). These examples show that, even if the
Hewa had had access to store-bought foods during the
drought, which they did not because there are no trade
stores in the Hewa area, their capacity to purchase food
would have been very limited.

Hewa health

Another factor relevant to the way the Hewa
managed during the drought was their general state of
health. The Hewa face extreme hardship in terms of
health. Government health workers have long since
left, government health patrols have all but ceased, and
aidposts have either been abandoned or lack basic sup-
plies. Together, these factors have contributed to death
rates that are higher than those generally expected for
rural populations in PNG and population growth rates
that are lower than those recorded elsewhere in
Southern Highlands Province. In the decade from
1987, for example, South Hewa people died at an
average rate of 15 per 1000 per year, and North Hewa
people died at an average rate of 23 per 1000 per year.
This compares with a crude death rate of 12 per 1000
per year in the Tari area of Southern Highlands Prov-
ince (Lehmann et al. 1993).

2. In 1998, 1 PGK = approx. US$0.49 (A$0.77).
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Table 2. Garden surveys.

Rama Alolu’s garden alongside the Wanika River, Wanakipa area, South Hewa, cleared from secondary forest after
a five-year fallow, August 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na
Artocarpus camansi Breadfruit Anua na Old variety
Carica papaya Pawpaw Popo na na
Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane na na
Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Sepik Kopiage (pre-1965)
Cyrtosperma chamissonis Swamp taro Tal na Old variety
Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Kakalia Old variety

Pisam Goroka

Walmin Old variety

Wiski Wiski (1991)
Manihot esculenta Cassava Paikuwa/togapu  Epalu Kopiago

Tokolapia Old variety
Musa sp. Banana Kan na na
Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Ai na Old variety
Pandanus conoideus Marita Ogol na Old variety
Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia na Old variety
Zea mays Corn Kona na PNG Government (1970)
na Bean Kum/matano na na

Isao Martin’s dryland garden, Waiki area, South Hewa, cleared from secondary forest after a 25-year fallow, Sep-
tember 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin

Allium cepa Spring onion Aniami na Kopiago

Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na

Carica papaya Pawpaw Popo na na

Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane/sau Sinai Old variety

Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Mbisel Kopiage (1970)

Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Andakap Galaga (1992)
Apiam Old variety

Madang Sisimin (1991)
Metipan Old variety
Paiapua Old variety

Tuomn Old variety

Walumin Old variety

Wiski Wiski (1993)
Laportea interrupta Bog iris Wap na Old variety
Manihot esculenta Cassava Paikuwa/togapu  Lobal North Hewa

Tokolapia Old variety

Continued on next page
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Table 2 (cont’d).

Garden surveys.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Musa sp. Banana Kan Lelekeno Sepik
Tsakal Old variety
Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety
Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety

Isao Martin and Lupet Naliap’s dryland garden, Waiki area, South Hewa, cleared from secondary regrowth after a
S-year fallow, September 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Abelmoschus manihot Aibika Taiyu na na
Allium cepa Spring onion Aniami na Kopiago
Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na
Arachis hypogaea Peanut Pinut/galipa Mopiima PNG Government
Carica papaya Pawpaw Popo na na
Citrullus lanatus Watermelon Wataplen na na
Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane/sau Sinai Old variety
Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Mbisel Kopiage (1970)
Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Andakap Galaga (1992)
Apiam Old variety
Madang Sisimin (1991)
Metipan Old variety
Paiapua Old variety
Pati Arini (1995)
Tuomn Old variety
Walumin Old variety
Wiski Wiski (1993)
Laportea interrupta Bog iris Wap na Old variety
Manihot esculenta Cassava Paikuwa/togapu  Tokolapia Old variety
Musa sp. Banana Kan Atuwano PNG Government
Lelekeno Sepik
Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety
Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety
Zea mays Corn Kona na PNG Government
Senia PNG Government

Continued on next page
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Table 2 (cont’d).

Garden surveys.

Phillip and Mattius Tipiyao’s dryland garden, Wusai Area, East Hewa, cleared from secondary forest after a 15-year

fallow, September 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Alocasia sp. Taro Pane Kenal Old variety
Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane Eleleyan Old variety
Lan Oksapmin (pre-1934)
Miyan Old variety
Sinai Paiella Hewa (pre-1934)
Singapo Kopiago (1980)
Cucumis sativus Cucumber Pene Fimalu Old variety
na North Hewa
Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Flipambo Papaki (1996)
Mis Kopiago (1967)
Sepik Kopiago (pre-1965)
Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Apiam Hagen (1984)
Kambin Kopiage (1983)
Nalu Hagen (1984)
Pan Hagen (1984)
Patu Paiella Hewa (1990)
Walumin Oksampmin (1967)
Wiski Wiski (1984)
Lycopersion esculentum Tomato Tamato na PNG Government
Manihot esculenta Cassava Oaikuwa/togapu  Lobal North Hewa
Tokolapia Old variety
Musa sp. Banana Kan Kota Kopiago (1972)
Liyao Old variety
Mam Old variety
Pakai Old variety
Pisokol Old variety
Silao Old variety
Sugu Wanakipa (1945)
Telemap Old variety
Ungolo Paiella (1982)
Wanuf Wuoane (1967)
Wifam Old variety
Wuakapa Old variety
Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety
Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety
Pasim Old variety
Yefei Old variety
Setaria palmifolia Highlands pitpit Paina Isao Old variety
Kalu Oksapmin (pre-1934)
Zea mays Corn Kona na PNG Government (1970)

Continued on next page
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Table 2 (cont’d).

Garden surveys.

Mark and Joseph Tipiyao’s garden alongside the Urei River, Wusai area, East Hewa, cleared from primary forest,

September 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin

Allium cepa Spring onion Aniami na Kopiago

Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na

Carica papaya Pawpaw Popo na na

Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane/sau Sinai Old variety

Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Mbisel Kopiage (1970)

Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Andakap Galaga (1992)
Apiam Old variety
Madang Sisimin (1991)
Metipan Old variety
Paiapua Old variety
Tuomn Old variety
Walumin Old variety
Wiski Wiski (1993)

Laportea interrupta Bog iris Wap na Old variety

Manihot esculenta Cassava Paikuwa/togapu  Lobal North Hewa
Tokolapia Old variety

Musa sp. Banana Kan Lelekeno Sepik
Tsakal Old variety

Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety

Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety

Isao Martin and Lupet Naliap’s dryland garden, Waiki area, South Hewa, cleared from secondary regrowth after a
5-year fallow, September 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin

Allium cepa Spring onion Aniami na Kopiago
Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na

Arachis hypogea Peanut Pinut/galipa Mopiima PNG Government
Carica papaya Pawpaw Popo na na

Citrullus lanatus Watermelon Wataplen na na

Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane/sau Sinai Old variety
Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Mbisel Kopiage (1970)
Abelmoschus manihot Aibika Taiyu na na

Continued on next page
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Table 2 (cont’d).

Garden surveys.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin

Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Andakap Galaga (1992)
Apiam Old variety
Madang Sisimin (1991)
Metipan Old variety
Paiapua Old variety
Pati Arini (1995)
Tuomn Old variety
Walumin Old variety
Wiski Wiski (1993)

Laportea interrupta Bog iris Wap na Old variety

Manihot esculenta Cassava Paikuwa/togapu  Tokolapia Old variety

Musa sp. Banana Kan Atuwano PNG Government
Lelekeno Sepik

Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety

Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety

Zea mays Comn Kona na PNG Government
Senia PNG Government

Phillip and Mattius Tipiyao’s dryland garden, Wusai Area, East Hewa, cleared from secondary forest after a 15-year

fallow, September 1997.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Abelmoschus manihot Aibika Taiyu na na
Alocasia sp. Taro Pane Kenal Old variety
Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth spinach Lupalupa na na
Colocasia esculenta Taro Pane Lan Oksapmin (pre-1934)
Miyan Old variety
Sinai Paiella Hewa (pre-1934)
Cucumis sativus Cucumber Pene Fimalu Old variety
Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Pumpkin Sepik Kopiago (pre-1965)
Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Akoi Apiam Hagen (1984)
Kambin Kopiage (1983)
Nalu Hagen (1984)
Pan Hagen (1984)
Walumin Oksampmin (1967)
Wiski Wiski (1984)
Lycopersion esculentum Tomato Tamato na PNG Government
Manihot esculenta Cassava Oaikuwa/togapu  Epalu Kopiago (pre-1934)

Toi

Old variety

Continued on next page
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Table 2 (cont’d).  Garden surveys.

Scientific Name Common name Local name Variety Origin
Musa sp. Banana Kan Mam Old variety
Pisokol Old variety
Silao Old variety
Telemap Old variety
Ungolo Paiella (1982)
Wanuf Wuoane (1967)
Wifam Old variety
Wuakapa PNG Government (1970)
Nasturtium officinale Watercress Hambo na na
Nicotiana tabacum Tobacco Apai na Old variety
Rungia klossii Acanth spinach Korepa na na
Rorippa sp. Crucifer spinach Lita na na
Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Mbisam/alia Mapiema Old variety
Pasim Old variety
Pisam Old variety
Yefei Old variety
Sechium edule Choko Sokop na na
Setaria palmifolia Highlands pitpit Paina Isao Old variety
Kalu Oksapmin (pre-1934)
Zea mays Corn Kona na PNG Government (1970)

na = not available

In 1991, a health study conducted amongst the
Hewa revealed that 45% of children were suffering
some degree of malnutrition and 17% were severely
malnourished, malaria was endemic and 90% of chil-
dren under the age of 10 years demonstrated some
degree of splenic enlargement (Dyke et al. 1991). The
situation of 1997-98 suggested little improvement. In
every Hewa settlement visited, we treated a range of
complaints and found malaria, chronic ulcers, fire
burns, malnutrition and tinea imbricata to be preva-
lent. We also saw evidence of filariasis and thyroid
complaints and treated numerous people suffering
from ‘flesh-eating’ complaints such as yaws.

Another problem specific to Hewa women is per-
sistent or unusual bleeding resulting from pregnancy
and miscarriage. Genealogies collected revealed that
many Hewa women, especially young girls, die in
childbirth and this no doubt contributes to the unusual
disparity in the ratio of men to women. In South Hewa
we recorded a male to female ratio of 1.2:1, and in
North Hewa an even more significant gender imbal-
ance, where men outnumbered women by 1.34:1
(Haley and Robinson 1998). This ratio rises to an
alarming 2:1 if prepubescent girls and postmenopausal
women are excluded. Another factor contributing to
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this disparity is the practice of so-called ‘witch
killing’. The Hewa have a strong belief in witches and
a long history of killing people, usually women,
thought to be witches. Steadman (1971) calculated the
rate of witch killing amongst the Hewa during the late
1960s to be 8 per 1000 per year. This rate is thought to
be lower today, but we have recorded numerous
instances during the last decade where women held to
be witches have been killed. In one instance the victim
was only 10 years old.

Together these factors have contributed to a situa-
tion where there is a shortage of child-bearing women
and this has encouraged the retention of marriage prac-
tices where older, well-established men marry very
young girls. This increases the likelihood that young
Hewa women will continue to die prematurely. The
existing gender imbalance means that there are fewer
able-bodied women to make gardens and hence
provide for their respective households. It is possible
that Hewa women are required to work harder than
their counterparts elsewhere in PNG, in order to main-
tain food security, and this may contribute adversely to
their overall state of health and the ability to cope in
times of environmental hardship.



The Hewa Response to the 1997
Drought

When crops fail, for whatever reason, hunting and
gathering activities acquire greater significance than
usual. Household fission is a strategy Hewa typically
employ during times of drought. They temporarily
abandon their homes and frequent forest areas along-
side riverbanks, where they can hunt, gather vegetable
foods, harvest breadfruit and process sago and pangi
(if it is in season). During the initial part of the 1997
drought these crops were utilised extensively; later
they were replaced with a variety of famine foods.

When we started fieldwork in the Hewa area in mid-
July 1997, the drought conditions were already well
established. The previous six months had seen unusu-
ally lengthy periods without rain and this had already
contributed to the failure of gardens in some areas. In
late June, Hewa families from Ambi gathered at
Galaga, a small Duna settlement, to process pangi
fruit. There was very little sweet potato about and,
apart from pangi, cassava was the predominant food
crop being consumed at that time. After spending three
weeks at Galaga, the visitors left, taking with them
large quantities of the processed pulp. Galaga also had
extensive sago groves, but water shortages meant that
the sago could not be processed. These groves were
later destroyed by fire.

The Hewa survived the drought by subsisting on the
famine foods available to them. In all areas visited,
pumpkins and fulip (Gnetum gnemon) leaves proved
to be drought staples. When we visited Wiski and
Arini in September 1997, people were spending the
majority of their time foraging and hunting in the bush
in small family groups. They no longer had any sweet
potato in their gardens, their banana trees were sun-
and fire-damaged and they had recently killed or
released their remaining pigs. Leaving their homes,
they had sought refuge alongside the Pori River, where
they were able to hunt, find self-sown tubers of Puer-
aria lobata, harvest a kind of wild breadfruit known
locally as yetu and gather bush greens such as fulip
leaves and treefern fronds.

Had it not been for the huge fires that blazed
between August and October 1997, the Hewa may
well have survived in the bush quite adequately for
many months, without the need for food aid. But the
fires were so extensive and destroyed the forest so
completely that the Hewa were forced to return to their
settlements where they camped in the open. Before the
fires they had been relying exclusively on bush and
famine foods for many weeks.
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When we arrived at Usai in September 1997, the
people were camped in the open near their homes.
During the next week, they ate little—only bush
greens and marita fruit, which had been salvaged by
soaking. These were cooked and consumed commu-
nally. It was said that this was to keep the local witches
happy, because to hoard or consume food privately
during such hardship would surely incite their wrath.
Before our visit, many of the Usai residents had
camped in a bush garden by the Urei River but had
been forced back to their homes after a fire destroyed
the area. At the river, they had watered a garden estab-
lished for the express purpose of maintaining planting
stock. Having been forced to return to the main settle-
ment, the adults were foraging for food by day and
hunting at night. Elsewhere in the Hewa area, at Tali
for instance, similar attempts were made to keep
planting stock alive through watering but, as in Usai,
their efforts were thwarted by fires.

Losses Resulting from the 1997
Drought

Some Hewa died as a result of the 1997 drought. By
September 1997, only nine months into the year, and
with the drought still worsening, the South Hewa death
rate was already at 2.5%, or 25 deaths per 1000, which
was higher than at any point in the previous 10 years.
In the decade preceding the drought, South Hewa had
died at an average rate of 15 per 1000 per year.
Although we did not revisit all the South Hewa settle-
ments in 1998, our inquiries at the settlements we did
visit suggested that the death rate for 1998 was as high
as, if not higher than, the rate in 1997. For example, at
Waiki (which had a resident population of 114 in Sep-
tember 1997) three people (two babies and an adult
woman) died within weeks of the food aid being dis-
tributed; that alone represents a local death rate of
2.6% per year. At Usai, Maliaeli and Arini, there were
also a significant number of deaths in the postdrought
recovery period. The few months either side of the
food aid distribution were especially hard on young
babies. Seven of the nine babies born at those settle-
ments between January and May 1998 died within
months of birth. Even in an area where infant mortality
is high, this seems to be an exceptionally high death
rate.

There were also instances where previously healthy
adult men died during the drought. At Maliaeli, for
example, a 20-year-old died as a result of a fall whilst
searching for marita pandanus in the burnt out bush.



At Tali two adult men died. The first, aged approxi-
mately 65 years, drank water from the Lagaip river
and suffered from vomiting and diarrhoea. He had
been watering sweet potato runners planted in a river-
side garden. Another man, aged 35 years, died after his
legs swelled up. He had been in the bush searching for
famine food. At around the same time, there were
another two deaths at Iyali, a small North Hewa settle-
ment a day’s walk from Tali. The Iyali deaths were
attributed not to the drought, but to witchcraft, which
in turn resulted in further deaths in retaliation.

The 1997 drought also resulted in substantial losses
of other kinds. The drought and fires destroyed
gardens throughout the region. As soon as the rains
came, people busily replanted new gardens. In most
cases, greens and pumpkins recovered well but at
many Hewa sites planting stock of the usual staples did
not survive the drought. In almost every settlement
numerous sweet potato and taro varieties were lost.
Take Tali as an example: postdrought, in April 1998,
there was not a single variety of taro and only the tulien
variety of sweet potato. That single variety provided
the only source of planting material when gardens
were replanted in December 1997. Before the drought,
the Tali people, like Hewa elsewhere, had cultivated
numerous varieties of sweet potato. During the
drought, they lost eight sweet potato varieties
(bespele, bone, bumtek, metene, pisam, tei, wanmun,
and wome). Other Hewa areas suffered similar losses.

The people of Usai went to great lengths to preserve
planting material during the 1997 drought. They had
suffered badly during both the 1972 and 1982
droughts, and had hoped to fare better this time. In
1972 they had lost seven varieties of sweet potato—
sakala, pom, mendi, tau, tataka, kapanau and tatawi
and retained only one (walmin). Gardens were
replanted with walmin and runners were brought in
from Papaki, Oksapmin and Sisimin. Ten years later,
walmin was the only variety to survive the 1982
drought. Following that drought, the Usai people
again went in search of planting material. On that
occasion they obtained planting material from the
North Hewa, Paiela Hewa, Sisimin and Papaki areas.
In both the 1972 and 1982 droughts, the Usai people
had relied significantly upon swamp taro (Cyrt-
osperma chamissonis) and treeferns (Cyathea sp.), but
in the latter part of the 1997 drought these were not
available. The severity of the 1997 drought rendered
useless the Hewa survival strategies that they had
employed in the past.
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Our garden surveys revealed that predrought there
were at least 31 varieties of sweet potato cultivated in
the Hewa region, and that people at each of the major
settlements used, on average, nine different sweet
potato varieties.

It was not only gardens that were destroyed by the
fires, but also houses, cane bridges and the bush
resources needed to rebuild houses and bridges. Kanua
and Liripu (1997) reported that when they visited
Sisimin in December 1997 only six houses were left
standing. Fires were equally destructive at Waiki,
where 13 of the 19 houses were destroyed, along with
the Lutheran church and the aidpost. These same fires
severely depleted the local bush resources, as did fires
elsewhere. At Waiki people lost numerous mature
pangi, marita, sago, tulip, fig, chestnut and oak trees,
and their hunting grounds sustained severe damage.
They also reported that their domesticated pigs either
died or were killed as the drought progressed and that
wild pigs had all but disappeared. Because the Hewa
rely on their sows mating with wild boars, it may well
take them a very long time to replenish their domestic
pig herds.

Drought Aftermath

In the immediate postdrought period there was little
intersettlement travel. When replanting their gardens,
the Hewa did not seek out additional planting stock
from neighbouring areas, as they had done in the past,
nor had they done so by April/May 1998 when they
began harvesting their first postdrought crop. This was
somewhat surprising given the accounts of past
drought events, where they had searched far and wide
for planting material. Destruction of cane bridges was
not the only factor constraining travel; another was the
threat of witchcraft or being accused of witchcraft.
The 1997 drought resulted in higher than usual
mortality rates. Weakened by a reduced food intake
and being of poor health in any event, the Hewa suc-
cumbed to illnesses they might otherwise have sur-
vived. By leaving their homes, and taking refuge in
small groups in the lower altitude forest areas along-
side the major rivers, the Hewa exposed themselves
not only to illness but to accusations of witchcraft.
Steadman (1971) observed that Hewa men and
women accused of witchcraft are most often those
who lack the protection and support of strong and
influential men. During the drought, when people
were ‘alone’ in the bush, so to speak, they lacked such



support. Hence it was not surprising that witchcraft
accusations and concerns became more prevalent as
the drought worsened.

The previously mentioned deaths of two men at
Iyali during the drought led directly to the murder of a
young couple at Tali in January 1998. The Iyali people
determined that the two men had been killed by
witches, and murdered the suspects in a retaliatory
raid. The young girl killed in retaliation was 15 years
old and had only recently married into the area.
Hearing of the murder, her kin, led by two local coun-
cillors, reported the matter to village police at Lake
Kopiago, the subdistrict headquarters. Subsequently,
seven reserve police were sent to Tali to ‘investigate’
the matter. On the way, they gathered another 30 or so
men from Wiski, Arini, Maliaeli, Usai and Tapinam.

Only some of the 30 or so Hewa men who accom-
panied the Kopiago reserve police were related to the
young murder victim. The others were Talikai clan
men who took the opportunity to revive an unresolved
feud dating back to 1975. The first patrols into the
North Hewa area had been to investigate and appre-
hend the men responsible for a series of raids (witch
killings and murders) associated with this fight (see
Pascoe 1975ab). Seven men were eventually arrested,
and served time for the murders, but because of this
administrative intervention the matter was never
properly resolved.

The 1998 murder ‘investigation’ took the form of a
violent raid. Elderly men and women were assaulted
and two young men forced at gunpoint to make con-
fessions. The group robbed the Tali people of their
possessions and razed all six houses in the village. As
they left they kidnapped a recently married 13-year-
old girl, who was then taken to Yagatone where she
was held for some six weeks. During that time she was
repeatedly raped. Three elderly men pursued the group
and tried to rescue the girl, but all three received
serious knife wounds.

These events were not the only ones of their kind.
Witchcraft accusations also resulted in a particularly
violent display at Wanakipa, where a woman suspected
of witchcraft and sexual impropriety was violently
raped at the behest of the reserve police. What these
examples illustrate is that the stresses caused by the
drought resulted in witchcraft accusations, witch kill-
ings, violent retaliatory acts and the revival of old
enmities in the Hewa case (see also Stewart and
Strathern 1998 for a Duna case). It is not surprising
then that the Hewa chose to stay put, even after the
rains came, for fear of becoming unwittingly embroiled
in the attribution of blame for deaths elsewhere.
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Food Aid

Apart from the people at Wanakipa, who received
some assistance from the Lutheran Church, the Hewa
did not receive food aid until late March 1998. How-
ever, they had been identified as needing food aid in
the initial Australian Agency for International Devel-
opment (AusAID) report of October 1997 (Allen and
Bourke 1997a). Even after it was decided that they
would receive aid, there were long delays. Indeed,
despite being assessed as category 5 (i.e. the most
severely affected by drought), and accessible only by
air (Allen and Bourke 1997b), the Hewa were not
included in the food delivery operation conducted by
AusAID and the Australian Defence Force. For some
inexplicable reason, AusAID officials held firm to the
view that the Hewa were accessible by road, even after
Rebecca Robinson and I furnished them with maps,
geographical positioning systems coordinates, up-to-
date census figures and notes on how best to access the
Hewa area. This same information was supplied to
Paul Abbott of World Vision, who subsequently
managed the PJV-funded Hewa distribution.

When the food aid was finally distributed, it was
delivered to only six of the 22 major settlement loca-
tions. That people could not or would not move about
was ignored. It was assumed that people from more
remote settlements would collect their food aid but this
was not the case. With the bridges impassable and con-
cerns about witchcraft rife, the North Hewa could not
collect the food supplies. Had the bridges been serv-
iceable, they would still have needed to walk for up to
three or four days to reach the nearest delivery point.

The only North Hewa location to receive rice was
Waialima, but because of confusion regarding provin-
cial boundaries it in fact received two deliveries, one
from the Enga Province and one from the World
Vision—Southern Highlands Province distribution.
At every North Hewa and East Hewa settlement that
we visited between May and July 1998, we were asked
if we could collect their share of the rice from
Waialima. No one from these villages received food
aid. The people from Waialima were left with an
equally pressing problem: what to do with all the rice.
Having been told that it was to be shared, they were
reluctant to use any of it. In May 1998, we were shown
through the local aidpost, which was serving as a rice,
flour and oil storehouse, as were other nearby houses.

Had the aid effort been managed by people with
local knowledge, and the time and/or ability to talk to
people and assess the social stresses flowing on from
the environmental ones, they might well have noted



the increased concerns about witchcraft and the
revival of old enmities. They might also have ensured
that the aid was distributed in a more appropriate
manner so that it reached its intended targets.

Conclusion

Like people elsewhere in PNG, the Hewa employed
traditional coping mechanisms to alleviate the worst
effects of the drought, and by and large these were suf-
ficient to maintain them for the many months when
they had no food in their gardens. Their often very
large households (up to 42 people) split into smaller
groups, which temporarily migrated into the more for-
ested areas where bush and famine foods are generally
abundant. In the last 30 years, gardening has increased
in importance at the expense of hunting and foraging.
This may have meant that the Hewa experienced the
effects of this drought somewhat sooner than they may
have in the past. Even so, the effects of the drought
should, in the initial stages at least, have been amelio-
rated by the use of drought-hardy crops such as
cassava and pumpkin, which have been included in
gardens in recent times. Drawing on past experience,
the Hewa in some areas sought to keep planting stock
alive through watering gardens but had very limited
success due to fires. These same fires destroyed huge
tracts of forest, depleting substantially the bush and
famine foods available. The devastation caused by
these fires was not foreseen because they were far
more extensive than any fires in living memory.

In many ways, this drought extended people beyond
their normal capacity for coping with environmental
disasters. Deaths in both 1997 and 1998 were signifi-
cantly higher than in the previous 10 years and this led
to exacerbated and unprecedented (at least in recent
times) concerns about witchcraft. Fear of witches and
fear of being involved in troubles elsewhere meant that
people were less inclined to move about after the
drought. This meant that their gardens recovered less
effectively than they otherwise might have. Because of
the distribution delays, the Hewa received food aid not
when it was needed most but when their gardens were
once again starting to meet their needs. This should not
be read as proof that food aid was not needed but that,
had the Hewa received aid in a more timely manner,
they would have coped far better.

The full extent to which the Hewa have been com-

promised by the drought remains to be seen. That con-
cerns about witchcraft have been inflamed and
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increase the likelihood that witch killing rates will
again rise. However, the Hewa population today is not
as it was 30 years ago. There is in increasing disparity
in the ratio of men to women. Any further reduction in
the number of child-bearing women would place
some, if not all, of the Hewa communities at real risk.
The long-term impact of the 1997 drought may be the
disappearance of some Hewa groups.
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