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Hon. Bire Kimisopa, MP and Minister for Justice; Mrs Hitelai Polume Kiele, Acting Secretary and Attorney General; Mr Manasupe Zurenor, Provincial Administrator- Morobe Provincial Administration; Mr Peni Keris, Director Village Court Secretariat; distinguished guests, ladies and gentleman, I have been asked to talk about international development assistance in the sector as we try to find ways to improve the functioning of the village court and land mediation systems. 
One of the most pressing and critical tasks for the law and justice system today is to enhance the effectiveness of the village court system. It is important that we work together to find ways to overcome the procedural, structural and administrative problems inhibiting their effective operation. Not least because these systems belong to the community. 

As the other speakers have mentioned, village courts and land mediation systems perform a valuable role in providing accessible justice and resolving disputes at the local level throughout Papua New Guinea. They are shaped by the communities in which they belong and through their interpretation of custom they reflect local notions of justice and punishment. For the Government of Papua New Guinea, they perform a valuable function in extending the official reach of the courts across the country, even to its remotest areas. 

But for the village court systems to work effectively, they must work closely with national agencies such as the police, prisons, district courts, prosecutors, officials of the provincial administration, community members, community based organizations delivering social services, and social workers – this is a big task and a big challenge.  

Australian Government Support

What is Australia’s role in all of this?. This is a useful question to ask as involvement by external parties is obviously a sensitive issue, particularly in the justice sector.

Australia has an interest in a safe, secure and prosperous Papua New Guinea. We and others recognise that effective functioning of the rule of law is the fundamental underpinning for other development to take place. So that is why support to law and justice is a high priority under the aid program. 

But, we are a supporting partner. I want to stress PNG is in the driver’s seat. We can help – by putting petrol in the car, by helping navigate - but PNG is driving the car and has the roadmap. 

So how is Australian assistance provided?

Australian assistance is provided through a broad sector approach which respects, fosters, supports and works with existing PNG agencies, policies and mechanisms to encourage ownership and accountability. Importantly, the aid program is working in partnership with the Government of PNG to implement its national policy and plan of reform.

This reform agenda has been set out in the National Law and Justice Policy and the recently released White Paper on Law and Justice in Papua New Guinea. Both Policies have a strong focus on fostering a coordinated sector approach, recognising that the effectiveness of each law and just agency - whether it be police, corrections, the courts, or the prosecutors - is dependent on other agencies. Likewise, they recognise that you can’t strengthen the formal court systems without strengthening the informal systems. 

The concept of restorative justice has been adopted by the Policy as a core component of the law and justice sector. It thereby acknowledges that community-based resolution processes are central delivery mechanisms of justice. In this context, village courts in particular, are the sector’s key vehicle to achieving its reorientation toward community initiatives in matters of law and justice. 

The Australian aid program has been working with the Government of PNG to implement the National Law and Justice Policy. I am pleased to say that decisions about the allocations of aid program support to the law and justice sector are made by the sector itself, as part of your government’s own annual planning and budgeting processes. 

This collaborative approach by PNG and Australia recognises the importance of PNG leadership and ownership of law and justice reforms. After all, it is not the involvement of the aid program that will enable PNG to meet its law and justice goals, but the ongoing hard work and cooperation of law and justice agencies, provincial and local level governments and most importantly, communities.

In the area of Village Courts and land mediation, the Australian aid program has provided funding and technical assistance to;

· Roll out of the Village Courts Training Program to over 9 provinces to including training in gender and HIV issues

· Increase community awareness relating to the roles and responsibilities of Village Courts 
· Calculate the outstanding allowances owed to village court officials

· Develop information systems to enable monitoring of courts and personnel 

· Review the Village Court enabling legislation to help clarify areas of responsibility shared between both the national and provincial governments. The Village Court Summit forms a part of this work. 
Support for the village court system is a vital part of the assistance Australia is providing to PNG’s provincial governments through our support of the PPII. At the provincial level, the broader aid program is assisting provincial administrations to better meet their responsibilities through:

· Engaging directly with provincial administrations to help improve provincial corporate and administrative systems and to support better service delivery. This support is initially for three provinces with six more provinces coming on stream this year.

· In the law and justice sector, we are supporting 3 pilot programs aimed at assisting the province to improve their planning and budgeting for law and justice services

Challenges
What is my perspective on the challenges you face?. I would like to highlight just two to ensure that justice is afforded to all members of the community. Women and children face particular constraints in accessing fair justice outcomes through community mechanisms and the formal court system. Often cases of domestic and sexual violence are not referred to the national courts and instead are dealt with at the community-level. In these cases, victims are not afforded their full legal rights to have their cases properly heard, not to mention this is in breach of PNG’s own criminal laws. 

The spread of HIV is also emerging as a complex factor in disputes at the community level, particularly over land. Those with HIV and AIDs often feel that they have been treated unfairly or unequally by the justice system. Often those serving in justice roles do not understand or are unaware of their responsibilities in protecting the rights of these groups from injustice and discrimination in the community. 

While the Australian aid program provides assistance in these areas, significant change can only occur through local leadership and commitment to improving justice outcomes for marginalised groups. In your role as village court magistrates and land mediators, or overseers of these justice systems, you are respected members of the community – this puts you in a powerful position to make a difference. I encourage you to see yourselves as having a role to play in breaking down barriers to compassionately and humanely dealing with HIV in the justice sector and in the wider community.

In closing, I encourage you as law makers and implementers to take up this important opportunity to share your experience and knowledge so that we can find ways to improve the functioning of the village court system. The Australian Government is strongly committed to supporting village courts and we will work in partnership with the Government of Papua New Guinea to turn the outcomes of this Summit into action so that all Papua New Guineans may have greater access to justice. 
Thank you.
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