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Throwim Way Leg

Throwim way leg is the Pidgin English phrase that means – “This is the beginning of an adventure” or “to go on a journey”. The phrase is also the title of a book by Tim Flannery, which outlines his remarkable adventures in PNG – thanks Tim for providing the title for this talk. I commend his book to your attention – it’s an excellent read.

It is certainly an adventure to do work in Papua New Guinea – in broadcasting or any other venture I would venture to say.

That’s certainly the case that we have encountered in Papua New Guinea over the past year or so.

Let me quote from Tim Flannery’s book:

Koki Market nestles by the sea near Ela Beach (in Port Moresby).  This beautiful exotic place drew me daily. A sea of constantly moving black bodies crowded the square, the musky animal smell of humanity blends with the distinctive spice of buai (betel nut). Huge red splashes of the latter seemed to be concentrated around a sign proclaiming, “”No ken kaikai buai hia” – no betel nut chewing allowed!

Nearby an old fellow sat each morning, dressed in a simple laplap, with just a few buai for sale in front of him, his grizzled head nodding. One afternoon there were only two fruit left as he made a painful effort to unbend his arthritic joints. A woman screamed out in Motuan, “Hey, Old man’ you’ve left your balls behind” and the entire marketplace rang with peals of hysterical laughter.

Leaving the market that day, I joined an enormous crowd gathered around the entrance of a dingy Chinese trade store. Young and old alike were pressed together, their mouths forming solemn O’s as they craned their necks upward. Their faces were filled with amazement. After fighting my way through the crowd, I discovered what transfixed them – television had just come to Port Moresby.”

Television is still transfixing the people of Port Moresby and Papua New Guinea.

I must say I have struggled with the preparation of this talk.

How can I deliver the message of the charm of this remarkable place, a place where the people have been for more than 20,000 years, but yet also tell you about the challenges of working there, of making a difference in a multi-platform world?

How can I deliver the message about what is perhaps the most challenging broadcasting environment in the world – the negative, and also the wonderful culture, colour and charm of the people and the topography.

Finally I decided I could do that in two ways. The first is to accentuate the positive and to show you a part of a programme we do there called The Happy Gardner. Justin Tkenko is a botanist, businessman, musician and all round bon vivant in Port Moresby. His relationship with and love for Papua New Guinea goes back many years. Even his use of words and phrases in PNG have become part of the lingua franca of the nation – everyone knows what you mean when you throw up your arms and say “Happy Gardening” – or “You’re too good you are”.

There are lots of positives, daily satisfactions of work well done in news, children’s programming, talent revelation, current affairs or commentary.

There are lots of challenges.

I’ll tell you about some of them.

Just by way of background – there are over 800 different languages in PNG – not dialects of the same language, but different languages and each has its associated culture.

PNG covers 462,000 square kilometers – compared with Fiji’s 18,333 square kilometers.

There are about 6 million people there – the official census says 4.3 million but that was taken many years ago and given the population growth, we estimate a base of about 6 million.

Our television service reaches about half of those people, about 545,000 households.

This is a short edited segment from The Happy Gardener – in Tari in the Southern Highlands area of PNG. We will have done a series of 11 episodes of The Happy Gardener and we broadcast in on EM TV in PNG and will do the same on Fiji One throughout Fiji and through our Sky Pacific service to the rest of the Pacific Region.

Insert 3-minute video.

I think you’ll agree – a charming land with a remarkable history.

(By the way – I’d highly recommend you read the available books on the Kokoda Track which relate the tales of the Fuzzy Wuzzy Angels and the hugely difficult task of the Australians during the second world war in defending PNG and as a result Australia and the pacific from the invading Japanese of the time. A remarkable story)

Now to some of the challenges.

We have transmitters located. at 36 separate sites around PNG, 

There are very few roads. Those that do exist are in very bad shape. The territory is huge. 

How do we reach them? 

Well with the signal we use satellite delivery. How else could we get to those far flung places?

In the early going the company was put into a loss position in order to accomplish this but over time and with the application of good business practices, we have changed that position. 

The footprint is huge – and of course we must encrypt for copyright reasons.  There are a lot of disappointed satellite enthusiasts out there who enjoyed our signal unencrypted for a period – but that had to end.

Getting there to build or maintain the transmitters that take the signal from the satellite and rebroadcast it to viewers free to air, is another matter.

To reach a transmitter at Middle Ramu in Madang Province – first our crew fly into Madang Province. Then it’s a three-hour drive to the riverbank. Dinghies are organized in advance and are waiting as the crew reaches the shore. Then it’s a six-hour boat ride upriver. The length of the ride depends on how the river is running that day. When they reach the appropriate place on the shore, there’s another one-hour trek in the heat – or cold- to the transmitter site. The hope is that they’ve brought all the right gear with them or the trip has been useless.

The boats have to be waiting because if they are not, there’s no way to get in touch. There is no communications system.

Power for the broadcast system is provide by the Catholic Church and we can broadcast only while the power is available.

The schedule matters because during the school year we broadcast in school educational programming in co-operation with the PNG education ministry and JICA. This has been ongoing since 2002. During the first three years of the project 5,000 students and 125 teachers benefited from the programme.

A definition – Raskols – raskols are crims not just naughty people as we might find in using the English term rascal, but criminals.

Some years ago we installed an electric fence at our Burns peak transmitter site in Port Moresby. A few weeks after it was installed raskols got into the fenced area and took away a couple of our air conditioning units. They had dug holes under the fence big enough to allow the aircon units though.

Subsequently we hired people from the local surrounding community to act as security and the problem disappeared.

Some years ago, we drove up to Mendi town to do an installation there. A police escort accompanied our techs on the way to the site. Having completed the installation our folks drove back to Mt Hagen to catch the flight back to Port Moresby – there is no road that could take us from Mt Hagen in the Highlands to Port Moresby. The crew felt they didn’t need an escort of\n the way back.

They were wrong.

They were stopped seven times by people who were “working on the road”. Each time our people had to give money “for work on the road”. A whole new meaning to the phrase “highway robbery”.

Then just a few months ago we were dropping off staff following a late night work shift. Raskols stopped the van, put our people out into the night and stole the truck. Fortunately they were near a home they knew, so they were safe.

The river had the presence of mind to watch where the truck was going and to advise the police. The police found the vehicle the next day and took it to their station. The two way radio and the spare tire went missing. I’m not saying it was the police but there was no one else around.

Now – having said all that – let me assure you that the television operations are doing very well there. We have 78 people doing an excellent, professional television job. The example I showed you is just one. The Ice Discovered talent quest programme is excellent and extremely popular among our viewers.

News coverage and current affairs are of a very high standard, not just for the Pacific but beyond, in spite of the relatively limited resources we have at our disposal. We are not a large organization.

I am proud to be a leader of the television service in PNG and I look forward to continuing to make a positive difference there – in spite of the challenges.

Thank you.
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