Dispatches from PNG: The adventures of an intrepid librarian in the Western Highlands
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Late in 2006 I decided I wanted to do something different, something that would help other people and take me out of my comfort zone. I had a fair amount of long service leave and I have traveled quite a bit so I didn’t really want to use it for that. My oldest daughter had completed a couple of volunteer postings and I asked her how I would go about volunteering. She suggested I try Australian Business Volunteers (ABV). 

ABV specialises in short term projects in the Asia-pacific region and most of the people who volunteer are retired but there are also some like me who use their long service leave or annual leave to complete projects. AusAid funds ABV. ABV also pay all expenses so to do this I was not out of pocket (and have managed to save some money as I wasn’t at home going shopping and out for dinner etc. etc). They will also try to find projects where a husband and wife can go together. 

I registered with ABV in November 2006 and I had an interview with them in February 2007 to make sure I would be suitable as a volunteer. In April 2007. I was sent an email with a PD for an 8-week project in PNG at a Bible College Library. I was hesitant at first as I had never considered going to PNG and I wasn’t really keen on missionaries. But then I decided that I was being a bit picky, and as the college also provided teacher training, so I applied. My application was accepted and so the planning began……....who would look after my house and my cats, how would I pay utility bills while I was away and other stuff like that, not to mention that slight anxiety as to what the conditions would be like.

I read about PNG and the Western Highlands and discovered that it was quite dangerous so I wouldn’t be able to go out at night at all and during the day I shouldn’t go out on my own. A week before I left the travel advice for the area was upgraded to ‘reconsider travel to this region’ because of the upcoming elections, but after discussion with ABV we decided it would be fine. 

So how was it in reality?
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Just bear in mind that my definition of intrepid is relative; I think 3 star is roughing it and I certainly don’t camp.

PNG is a 3rd world country; half the population is illiterate and lives in grass huts with no running water and no electricity. Crime is prevalent, violence against women is a big problem and rape is a common occurrence.

The college is located in the Western Highlands about a ½ hour drive from Mt Hagen, PNG’s third largest city. I had my own house on the college grounds and the staff set-up a TV and video player for me. There is only one TV station and it shows a lot of Rugby League…..but also Today, A Current Affair and 60 Minutes, so I was up with all the leading edge current affairs (I also inadvertently became addicted to McLeod’s daughters)! I cooked for myself and we had weekly trips into to town to go to the supermarket and the market. The market was fantastic; it cost about $4 a week for all my fruit and veggies. 
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The elections were a hoot….the number of people registered to vote was higher than the number eligible…….ballot boxes were stolen and then recovered at police road blocks, candidates and supporters intimidating voters and interrupting counting…weapons such as AK47s were confiscated on a regular basis. It was all fun and games!! 
The nationals of PNG are very friendly people, everyone knows everyone else and the collectivist tribal culture is still very much in evidence. One of the reasons for the travel warnings was the problem of tribal fighting and it was expected that there would be a lot of fighting during the elections. The army was brought into town along with extra police to guard the polling booths, conduct road blocks and generally keep the peace. During the elections several fights broke out, high powered rifles were confiscated; ballot boxes were stolen and recovered….it was all fun and games!! Seriously though, it’s very dangerous for the nationals and one tribal leader was killed while I was there.

Down to work
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The education system in PNG is dependant upon the missionaries and Churches; this is readily recognised by the Officer of Higher Education. While I was at the college I sat in a meeting between the College Board and the OHE regarding accreditation for the teacher training course which had just commenced. The library is seen as a very important component to attaining the accreditation so it was fortuitous that I was doing my volunteer stint when I was. Business planning, policy development and local community engagement were all important criteria in gaining accreditation so the work that Samuel, the college librarian, and I had been doing was important in supporting the goal of accreditation. 

The library contained 25,000 items (most of them classified at 220.7) and needed a lot of work. One on my tasks was to train Samuel in cataloguing and classification, so I while I was training Samuel I also upgraded my library skills and at the same time remembered why I wasn’t a cataloguer. The Docmatrix series of training manuals I took with me were incredibly helpful, in hindsight I don’t know how I would have conducted the training without them.  The only catalogue that existed was on an access database on a very old PC that consistently looked in imminent danger of crashing. By the time I left we had transferred the data to a new PC and also worked out a back-up schedule so that the information wouldn’t get lost.

A lot of the stock on the shelves was extremely old and there was a tendency to keep everything that was donated, whether it was worthwhile or not. A 1959 Colliers encyclopedia, copies of Webster’s dictionary which were falling apart, computer books on WordStar, WordPerfect and lotus 123, and lots more. After we had discarded stock we would print out a couple of hundred items a day and check them off the list, thereby stocktaking and fixing entries at the same time. 

We redesigned the library to a more rational layout and added signage in order to help the students more easily find what they were looking for. Samuel and I also developed a Collection Management Policy, a business plan, training plans for volunteers, a library brochure, plans for working with the local schools and the college childcare centre to run storytime sessions and homework help sessions using the student teachers as volunteers. 
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What have I learnt? 

· I have a very privileged life in Australia and am very lucky to have been born into the life I have. 

· There are still many, many people in this world who live in poverty and have to fight for even the basics of human existence.

· Education is one of the most important things we can provide and libraries are very important in helping with this.

· Too often we seem to concentrate on what our differences are and it seems to me these differences are a very small component of what makes us human beings and we are more alike than we are different.

· If you are donating books for a worthy cause please take the time to consider whether they are in good condition and the information is still useful!!

I enjoyed my small project in PNG and will absolutely consider doing this again, maybe somewhere else, next year.

For more information on the projects that are available and how to register have a look at the website abv.org.au or you can read about more about my adventure on my blog, www.karyns-blog.blogspot.com. And check out the training manuals available at www.docmatrix.com.au/
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