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This two-part In Brief explores the 2020 Autonomous 
Bougainville Government (ABG) general election. This part 
provides a background to the election, including the post-
referendum timing and issues about constituencies and 
candidates. Part 2 discusses the results and briefly presents 
some of the challenges in the conduct of the election. The 
papers draw on some of the findings of research conducted by 
the author, who interviewed various scrutineers and observers 
in Buka between 12 August and 23 September 2020.

The election was conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the date having been changed from March to 
August 2020, with special arrangements made to ensure social 
distancing and use of personal protective equipment by voters, 
officials, volunteers and scrutineers. 

The limited preferential voting (LPV) system was used for 
this election,1 whereby the winning candidate has to score 
an absolute majority (50% + 1) of all formal votes cast. If an 
absolute majority is not achieved in the primary (first) count, 
elimination processes commence. In such cases, candidates 
with the lowest votes are eliminated and their second and 
third preferences are distributed to those still in the race. The 
elimination continues until one candidate obtains an absolute 
majority of ‘live votes’.2

For this election a total of 446 candidates3 contested 
40 seats, comprising 33 constituency seats, three regional 
seats for women, three ex-combatant representatives (one for 
each region of South, Central and North) and the presidential 
seat. This fourth House of Representatives will be the first 
to operate after the 2019 referendum when 97.7 per cent of 
votes supported Bougainville’s independence from PNG. The 
result of the referendum is non-binding. Two further stages 
of the Bougainville Peace Agreement (BPA) are required to 
determine the lasting political future of Bougainville: joint PNG-
ABG leaders’ consultations over the referendum results and 
ratification of its outcome by PNG’s national parliament.

Bougainvilleans have high expectations of this house 
to deliver their independence, even though the consultation 
period is open-ended. The PNG national government and 
the ABG are unpacking the implementation stages, each 

developing a work plan. Bertie Ahern, the former chairman of the 
Bougainville Referendum Commission (the entity responsible for 
conducting the referendum) has been appointed as moderator. 
Joint consultation teams have been selected and a tentative 
timeframe of 12 months from commencement date has been 
proposed for accomplishment of this task.

Source: The Australian National University CartoGIS

Local factors affecting the regions
Three interrelated factors have considerable influence on 
Bougainvilleans’ decision-making: the 1989–98 crisis, belief 
systems, and the Melanesian cultural background of the people. 
All three are at work simultaneously, especially in selecting political 
leaders. During the crisis, people throughout Bougainville were 

Figure 1: Map of Bougainville, main regional boundaries4
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broadly divided into two groups, some pro-PNG government 
while others aligned with the Bougainville Revolutionary Army 
(BRA). Despite a series of reconciliation and unification efforts, 
costing millions of kina, these broad divisions in local sentiments 
remain. For example, a person’s vote in an election is still likely 
to be cast on the basis of their pro-PNG or pro-BRA allegiance.

 Secondly, people’s votes are also likely to be influenced by 
their membership of one of Bougainville’s three main churches 
(Catholic, United and Seventh Day Adventist), with their vote 
likely to favour a candidate from their congregation. And finally, 
the practice of wantokism also has an effect on socio-economic 
and political decision-making. In this election, for example, a 
particular presidential candidate and former member of the 
Catholic clergy was able to effectively mobilise parish priests 
and lay church workers in support of his campaign. He polled 
more votes in places with a majority of Catholic voters. This 
choice could have reflected voters’ desire for quality leadership, 
especially in moral standing. However, most of these choices 
are rooted in broader patterns of patronage that characterise 
Melanesian politics: when leaders come into power, they give 
priority to their supporters in distributing public resources. This 
acceptance of patronage was expressed by one constituent of 
South Bougainville in 2019 (Interviewee 1). This alludes to an 
understanding of corruption described as a ‘don’t care attitude’: 
as long as the alliance provides benefits, that action is acceptable 
even if others are disadvantaged or the action is unlawful.

Choosing leaders based on the factors discussed above 
can reduce the potential to select good leaders who have merit-
based qualities gained through education and experience. Such 
candidates may have the capability and confidence to pursue 
Bougainvilleans’ common interests, especially in statehood 
aspirations. At this juncture, capable leadership is absolutely 
critical given the need for the implementation of the two 
outstanding provisions of the BPA (consultations and ratification). 

The study revealed another consideration in post-conflict 
Bougainville: that people in all walks of life, whether in isolated, 
rural or urban areas, seem to have become more skeptical 
towards the announcements of leaders. They are only likely to 
be convinced to vote for a candidate when they see the actual 
delivery of the promised development initiative, for example 
(Interviewee 2). This trend has probably emerged from the crisis 
period when the warring parties — the PNG Defence Force and 
BRA — used propaganda to attract people to their side. This 
pattern of behaviour, locally referred to as maus wara (empty 
promises), continued through the restoration period from 1998 
to 2005 when the ABG was inaugurated — and is still evident 
to some extent today. Hence, people are likely to vote for those 
who have already contributed something to Bougainville. 

Candidates and campaign platforms

The candidates in this election came from a variety of 
backgrounds. Amongst the 25 presidential candidates were 

two constituency members from the ABG’s third house; a 
current (2017–22) PNG national member of parliament who 
resigned to contest in Bougainville; three ex-combatants; a 
former ABG president from 2009 to mid-2010; and others were 
professionals, most of whom live outside of Bougainville. Only 
two were women, one being a Central Women’s representative 
in the first ABG house in 2005.

The overwhelming message advocated by about 80 to 90 
per cent of the candidates was to fight corruption. This campaign 
message likely emerges from corruption allegations against 
seven members of the ABG house, which resulted in the arrest 
of one member (who is yet to face prosecution) (Interviewee 3). 

Apart from the presidential seat, the most contested regional 
seat was North Ex-combatants with 22 candidates. Central 
Regional Women’s was the least contested seat with only four 
candidates. For single constituencies, Haku had the highest 
number with 21 candidates and the least was Lato, with five 
contestants.

After the election, at least seven candidates filed disputed 
returns. Most of these disputes alleged that the winning 
candidates had used COVID-19 constituency support to fund 
their campaigns. In those cases where the court has reached a 
decision, the winning candidate has retained the seat.  

Part 2 of this In Brief looks at the results of the election and 
some of the challenges in the electoral processes that emerged. 
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Endnotes

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all figures and candidate 
details are taken from Office of the Bougainville Electoral 
Commissioner records.

2. As discussed in Part 2, the 50% + 1 rule is misleading, 
especially where there is a high number of candidates for the 
seat. As preferences are distributed, the number of ‘live votes’ 
diminishes as ballot papers become exhausted.

3. The number reported in the media was 440 but the author’s 
findings are that it was 446.

4. Under the current ABG structure the three regions (South, 
Central and North) are divided into 13 electoral districts. 
Four districts are not included in this map: Atolls, Nissan (in 
the outer islands), Bana (South) and Selau Suir (North). The 
districts are further divided into constituencies that range in 
number from one to six, depending on the population.
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