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BACKGROUND
Despite the positive steps in promoting women’s
leadership and political participation, women in
Papua New Guinea and Bougainville still
experience considerable challenges in being able
to meaningfully participate in political life. This
was evident in the 2020 elections held in the
Autonomous Region of Bougainville (ABG).
Since 2005, 129 women have contested in the
ABG general elections. Out of these 129 women,
32 women have contested open seats with only
2 being elected – Hon. Jospehine Getsi in 2015
and Hon. Theonila Roka Matbob in 2020. In total,
95 women have contested the regional reserved
seats for women and 2 have contested the
Presidential seat.
While the 2020 ABG election saw a total of 447
candidates contest only 45 were women.
Though it is worth noting that this was an
increase from the 2015 ABG election, in which
only 35 women contested. Out of the 45 women
who contested the 2020 ABG election, 2
contested the presidential seat, 16 contested the
open/constituency seats and 27 contested the
reserved seats for women. This was the first
election in which women contested the
presidential seat. However, only one woman
candidate was successful in winning an open
seat, the same result as the previous ABG
election in 2015. While the win is a notable
individual achievement, this indicates that most
women standing for public office still face
significant barriers to winning open seats in
Bougainville.
In the post-election period of the 2020 ABG
elections from 10-12 November 2020, UN
Women, under the Women Make the Change
programme, in partnership with the Department
for Community Development (DCD) brought

together 38 (Central – 14, North – 17, South – 7)
women who contested in the 2020 ABG elections
to reflect on their experiences. Over the course
of the workshop, the participants had an
opportunity to listen to several panel discussions
with the Office of the Bougainville Electoral
Commissioner, the current and former women
Members of the Bougainville House of
Representatives, the ABG Department of
Community Development and the national
Department of Community Development and
Religion.

KEYNOTE PRESENTATIONS
Keynote presentations were delivered by the
Bougainville Women’s Federation and the Office
of the Bougainville Electoral Commissioner on
their observations of the 2020 ABG election.
BOUGAINVILLE WOMEN’S FEDERATION
The Bougainville Women’s Federation (BWF)
monitored the elections and conducted a
considerable number of interviews, primarily
with young people, during the elections. BWF
continues to aim to fill in the knowledge gap on
the issue of violence against women in elections.
The ABG 2020 election was considered critical
since those elected will be involved in the
consultation, negotiation and ratification
process to determine the political status of
Bougainville.
According to BWF, some of the issues
experienced during the election included:
•
•

Incomplete electoral roll – names were
reported to be missing from the roll;
Polling venues – Changes to the polling
venues and the chosen location of
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•

polling venues meant not all voters were
aware of where polling was going to take
place. As a result, some people living
with disabilities and women did not
vote. Voters also felt there was an
insufficient number of polling stations.
COVID-19 Safety Measures – BWF
observed that there was a lack of
enforcement of COVID-19 safety
measures at polling stations.

Despite these challenges, BWF’s findings
indicated that overall, the election process was
inclusive, accessible, and safe leading to a free,
fair and transparent election.
OFFICE OF THE BOUGAINVIILLE ELECOTRAL
COMMISSIONER
During his presentation, Commissioner George
Manu Commissioner described the roles and
responsibilities of the Office of the Bougainville
Electoral Commissioner (OBEC) and stressed that
this election was the most challenging because it
had to be conducted within the State of
Emergency due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The Commissioner shared that his office faced
significant challenges during the planning stages
of the election and the actual implementation of
the 2020 ABG Election. Pre-election planning
preparations were difficult due to COVID-19 and
government funding was considerably delayed,
which resulted in limited staffing.
The Commissioner shared that despite these
challenges some positive advancements had
been made during this period including that
OBEC, in partnership with IFES, was able to
develop a Gender Equality and Social Inclusion
Policy to guide the Commissioner’s work.
Commencing in 2021, the policy will be rolled out
to the district and the ward level by OBEC staff
highlighting the importance of gender equality
and social inclusion during elections. OBEC will

station its officers with community government
representatives to implement the policy.
OBEC supported election awareness in all wards
throughout Bougainville and the Commissioner
shared that OBEC registered 222,000 eligible
voters on the common roll. OBEC was assisted by
151 polling teams and set up 618 polling
locations in Bougainville and 6 locations in PNG.
FORMER WOMEN MEMBERS OF THE
BOUGAINVILLE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
Panel discussions with the current and former
women Members of the Bougainville House of
Representatives (BHOR) were also held, during
which the women shared information about
their leadership journeys, their experience
contesting in elections and why women’s
political participation matters.

Above: (On the left) Former Member, Hon. Josephine
Getsi. The first woman to win an open seat in the
Bougainville House of Representatives in 2015.

The former women Members of the BHOR
encouraged the women in the room to continue
to run for elections despite the results. They also
encouraged the current women Members of
Parliament to be inclusive and work collectively
with all women leaders, women’s groups and
women’s institutions in Bougainville, PNG and
the Pacific. They emphasized the importance of
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networks in generating support for women in
politics and decision making.

and identify ways to increase women’s
representation in all levels of government.

One of the important challenges shared by the
former women candidates during the workshop
was dealing with people’s expectations during
the campaign and after the elections when they
were in office. Most often, the expectations did
not align with government priority areas and the
only way forward was to network with
development partners to fulfil the expectations
and desires of their constituents.

The Members voiced their desire to work closely
with the ABG Department for Community
Development, the Bougainville Women’s
Federation and development partners to
address gender issues and increase women’s
participation in politics. They reiterated their
goal of working in partnership with women’s
organisations in Bougainville and donor partners
to continue to build and support women’s
leadership. For example, the Member for South
Bougainville shared her aspirations to help
women in her region establish SMEs. The
Members expressed that in the next election,
they would like to see more women contesting
the open seats to increase the chances of
women winning.

Another challenge described by the former
women Members was corruption. During their
panel, Members highlighted that they felt
corruption has become an increasing concern in
Bougainville. They gave examples from their
campaigns where they were sometimes asked by
voters to give money in exchange for their vote.
The Members also highlighted the need for
women to work with the Autonomous
Bougainville Government and development
partners to address the challenges associated
with corruption, which remains a large barrier to
women’s political participation. Lastly, the
Members encouraged women to become active
in setting up community development projects
using their entrepreneurial spirit, rather than
waiting for others to do this work.
CURRENT WOMEN MEMBERS OF THE
BOUGAINVILLE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
During the panel with the current women
Members of the Bougainville House of
Representatives, the Members shared that they
experienced many of the same challenges
described by the former women Members
during their campaigns. They expressed their
gratitude to UN Women and the ABG
Department of Community Development for
organizing the workshop and providing women
with an opportunity to reflect on their
experiences contesting in the 2020 ABG election

During the panel, the Members shared some of
the challenges facing the ABG, in particular the
limited financial resources available to them to
implement work that would support women in
their constituencies. All Members emphasized
the importance of voter education, which they
felt needed to extend further to the ward and
village level. Gaining the support of voters at the
local level was described as critical to women’s
success in elections.

KEY FINDINGS FROM THE 2020 ABG
ELECTION
During the working sessions, participants
discussed 4 key areas relating to their experience
in the 2020 election including: campaigns,
training/capacity-building, finance and the
electoral process. The following is a summary of
their discussions.
ELECTORAL PROCESS
Women who contested in the 2020 ABG election
identified a number of issues related to the
electoral process that impacted their experience
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contesting in the election. Voter enrolment was
described as problematic with the common roll
viewed as inaccurate, incomplete and
inconsistent. Participants detailed issues with
names missing from the roll and the names of
deceased individuals still on the roll. Some also
suggested that ward recorders did not go doorto-door, as they were instructed, to update the
common roll, and that adequate time was not
given for public scrutiny of the roll. Many
participants felt that the referendum roll should
have been used for the election, given that it was
updated in 2019 with considerably more
resources.

Above: A participant reviews the discussion points on
the electoral process.

Polling was viewed as imperfect, with an
inadequate number of polling stations making it
harder for those in rural/remote communities to
vote, limited staffing at polling stations and late
changes in polling venues. Some participants
described the need for longer polling periods in
more populated urban areas to ensure all eligible
citizens from that area were able to cast their
vote. They also identified a need for greater
voter awareness on the Limited Preferential
Voting (LPV) system and on women’s right to
contest open seats. On the latter point, some
women candidates, and supporters campaigning
on their behalf, described experiencing
harassment and intimidation during their
campaigns from male voters and candidates; this

was felt acutely in rural areas. Some even
experienced male candidates banding together
to campaign against women being elected into
open seats.
Some candidates alleged that voter fraud (i.e.
tampering of ballots and ballot boxes, and
bribery) took place in the election. Nine petitions
were filed by candidates who contested the
election. As of February 2021, six petitions had
been dismissed.
Candidates felt that the Electoral Commission
should have, and should in future, provide
workshops on basic legislation for candidates to
enable them to be more conversant in the
relevant electoral laws. There was also
consensus on the need for gender balance within
OBEC staffing, of permanent staff and temporary
election workers as well as in senior
management positions. Participants also
described the importance of having a clear,
transparent process for the recruitment of OBEC
staff.
Recommendations for improving the electoral
process:
The ABG Education Department, Bougainville
Women’s Federation, OBEC officials, ABG
Government and development partners should
work to:
1. Embed civic education into school
curricula that teaches the value and
importance of voting, explains the
electoral process and different voting
systems, and explores important
leadership qualities.
2. Raise awareness on the LPV system
using CSO and church networks and
conduct mock elections in the
community.
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3. Improve the common roll by introducing
an electronic roll and managing this data
effectively.
4. Improve the integrity of the counting
process and ensure it is adequately
scrutinized.
5. Promote zero tolerance of harassment
and/or
intimidation
of
women
candidates, particularly those that
contest in open seats.
6. Increase community awareness on
women’s right to contest in open and
reserved seats.
7. Ensure the fair and transparent
recruitment of OBEC personnel,
including temporary election workers,
which encourages more women and
youth to apply. Provide clear criteria for
the recruitment of these staff and
promote gender parity in all staffing
structures and senior management
positions.

success by building their confidence,
strengthening their relationships with other
women contesting, expanded their networks
and made them more focused on their campaign
priorities. Many women also shared that their
participation in these trainings led to people
from the community having more confidence in
their leadership.
Candidates expressed a need for further training
and capacity-building on key areas such as
campaign strategy and messaging, election
planning and budgeting, communications and
public speaking. They also highlighted the need
for ongoing mentoring and coaching from other
experienced leaders, and emphasized the value
of exchange visits with women from different
countries and other parts of Papua New Guinea.
Recommendations
for
improving
training/capacity building opportunities for
women candidates:
The ABG Department of Community
Development, the Bougainville Women’s
Federation, the ABG Department of Community
Government, the ABG Department of Education
and development partners should work to:

Above: Hon. Theonila Roka Matbob, the only woman
to win an open seat in the 2020 election.

TRAINING/CAPACITY-BUILDING
Participants regarded training and capacitybuilding as an area requiring further support.
While some women did attend previous
trainings they felt that these came too late in the
electoral cycle for them to make full use of the
knowledge they had gained. They did, however,
share that prior trainings contributed to their

1. Ensure training support is contextspecific, provides practical advice on
how to overcome common campaign
challenges and is delivered to candidates
at least a year in advance of the election.
2. Identify and build the skills of emerging
young women leaders to develop the
next cadre of capable women leaders in
Bougainville.
3. Mentor and support the capacitybuilding of women leaders at all levels,
including
wards,
community
governments,
schools,
women’s
organisations and women in public
service.
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4. Continue to strengthen and support the
women’s movement and women-led
civil
society
organisations
in
Bougainville.
CAMPAIGNS
Participants described campaigning on a range
of issues in the run up to the 2020 ABG election,
including: good governance, transparency and
accountability;
social
and
economic
development; law and order; political
independence;
women’s
economic
empowerment; equitable service delivery;
improved education for all; environmental
protection; equal participation of men and
women in decision-making; better access to
health services; improved infrastructure; and a
need for change in leadership.
In order to communicate their messages, women
candidates used a variety of methods including
posters, short videos, social media, mobile
phones and in-person campaigning. Some
women were able to garner media attention in
their campaigns, but for most this was cost
prohibitive. Videos and images were described
as working well when engaging illiterate voters.
Some participants also created committees that
helped spread their campaign messages on their
behalf and piggybacked off other candidate’s
campaigns. The networks described above were
critical to the dissemination of women
candidate’s campaign messages. Lastly, while
some women were members of and did receive
support from political parties, most ran as
independents.
Recommendations for strengthening campaigns:
Women who wish to run in future ABG elections
should work in partnership with the Bougainville
Women’s Federation, the ABG Department of
Community Development and the ABG
Department of Community Government to:

1. Establish strong relationships and
networks with key stakeholders within
relevant constituencies, districts and
regions, including church networks,
women’s organisations, ward members
and youth leaders.

Above: (On the left) Hon. Therese Kaetevara, Member
for South Bougainville. (On the right) Hon. Amanda
Masono, Member for North Bougainville.

FINANCE
Finances were a particular challenge for women
candidates, with most sharing that they did not
have adequate funds for their campaigns. This
was due to a variety of reasons including limited
personal funds to draw from, finite knowledge of
how to mobilise resources, a lack of forward
planning and the high cost of campaigning across
a region rather than a single constituency (for
those contesting the women’s reserved seats).
Additionally, most women ran as independents
and did not have access to financial support from
political parties.
Participants described raising funds through
family, friends and supporters, personal
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contributions, political parties, informal sector
(i.e., selling fish, fruit, etc.), crowdfunding and
fundraising drives, businesses, national
Members of Parliament and sitting Members of
the Bougainville House of Representatives.
Funds raised to support their campaigns went
towards logistics, allowances for scrutineers and
campaign staff, posters, media, voter requests
for cultural obligations (i.e., chu chu), access fees
to campaign in communities, venue hire and
stage fees, fuel, and transport.
In order to manage these funding challenges,
women candidates worked and organised
through their existing networks to spread
campaign messages, used social media and SMS
messaging, and partnered with or piggybacked
off of other candidate’s campaigns. They also
had to make difficult decisions to cut down on
the number of appointed scrutineers and
campaign committees, as well as say no to some
requests from communities.

Above: Ruby Merinka (third from the right) was the
first woman to contest the Presidential seat.

Recommendations
challenges:

to

address

funding

The ABG Department of Community
Development, the Bougainville Women’s
Federation, OBEC, the ABG Government and
development partners should work to:

1. Create a fund dedicated to providing
financial support to women candidates
who choose to contest in ABG elections
at all levels.
2. Establish a fundraising committee
whose aim is to fundraise on behalf of all
women interested in contesting in
elections in Bougainville.
3. Identify women interested in contesting
in elections and support their learning
on campaign budgeting and planning
and resource mobilisation well in
advance of elections.
4. Support women-led small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) and improve
women’s access to funds for SMEs.

CONCLUSION
The purpose of the gender diagnostic workshop
was to provide women who contested in the
election with an opportunity to openly discuss
their experiences and collectively identify
solutions to support their future success. In
recognition of the fact that the women
themselves are not solely responsible for
promoting women’s political participation, their
recommendations will be presented in a follow
up submission to the Bougainville Executive
Council (BEC) in 2021 by the Minister for
Community Development, Hon. Thompson
Gitovia.
The BEC submission serves as an important step
in holding ABG Ministers and their respective
departmental heads to account by ensuring the
recommendations within this report are acted
upon. The BEC have a critical role to play in
promoting inclusive elections and advancing
women’s political participation in the
Autonomous Region of Bougainville.
From the recommendations contained within
this report, it is clear that more work needs to be
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done to create an enabling environment for
women to have the confidence and community
support to contest open seats. While
Bougainville made positive advancements by
introducing reserved seats for women, for
women to reach a critical mass in the
Bougainville House of Representatives they must
be able to win open seats.
Women in Bougainville have proven their ability
to run successful campaigns, often with limited
resources and over vast geographic areas
(particularly for regional seats). However, the
collaboration and ongoing support of the
Autonomous Bougainville Government, womenled civil society, youth groups, male champions,
the church and development partners is
essential to address the broader systemic
barriers that prevent women from getting
elected into open seats.
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ANNEX 1 WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS WHO CONTESTED IN THE 2020 ABG ELECTION
No.

Women Candidate

Seat Contested

Region

1.

Amanda Masono

Regional Seat

North

2.

Elizabert Tako Palin

Regional Seat

North

3.

Ruth Kovoho

Regional Seat

North

4.

Helen Siumana

Regional Seat

North

5.

Dorothy Baki

Regional Seat

North

6.

Helen Hakena

Regional Seat

North

7.

Maria Menyweather

Regional Seat

North

8.

Celestine Omi

Regional Seat

North

9.

Collette B Murray

Regional Seat

North

10.

Maggie A Thompson

Regional Seat

North

11.

Francisca Semoso

Open

North

12.

Hona Hola

Open

North

13.

Josephine Surei Getsi

Open

North

14.

Dolores Kaiae

Open

North

15.

Rachel Vau Tsien

Open

North

16.

Josephine Nopei

Open

North

17.

Ruth Springs Kovoho

Regional Seat

North

18.

Geraldine Yolanda Paul

Regional Seat

Central

19.

Lucy Itanu Travetz

Regional Seat

Central

20.

Lynette Ona

Regional Seat

Central

21.

Genevive Korokoro

Regional Seat

Central

22.

Angela Kavarui

Regional Seat

Central

23.

Zipporah Siropra

Regional Seat

Central

24.

Theresa Jaintong

Regional Seat

Central

25.

Dorothy Walter

Regional Seat

Central

26.

Marcellin Kokia

Regional Seat

Central

27.

Evelyne Banas

Regional Seat

Central

28.

Shella Sioberere

Regional Seat

Central

29.

Magdalene Toroansi

President

Central

30.

Ruby Miringka

President

Central

31.

Theonila Roka Matbob

Open

Central

32.

Theresa Kaetavara

Regional Seat

South

33.

Rose Pihei

Regional Seat

South

34.

Hetty Mekai

Regional Seat

South

35.

Jenny Piriri

Regional Seat

South

36.

Maryanne Kugunia

Regional Seat

South

37.

Florence Suagotsu

Regional Seat

South

38.

Bernadette Neras

Regional Seat

South
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