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the United States and China are now 
sending their industrial fishing fleets 
to the Pacific to exploit the region’s 
stocks. Overfishing is seriously 
depleting tuna stocks and destructive 
fishing practices are killing other 
valuable marine life. Pacific Island 
countries are being exploited for their 
resources. For them the ocean is no 
longer the provider of  food. This is a 
terrifying situation and such a threat to 
the sustainability of  the entire social-
eco-system of  the islands that it forces 
the islanders to act desperately.

Deforestation
The importance of  the forest and the 
necessity to reducing emissions from 
deforestation was recognized by Pa-
pua New Guineas then Prime Minister 
Michael Somare. He said at UNFCCC 
COP 13/CMP3 meeting in Bali in De-
cember 2007: 

“If  we lose the world’s forest we lose 
the fight against climate change. Rain-
forests are our earth’s greatest utility – 
our planets lungs, thermostat, and air-
conditioning system.”

Despite this comprehension the So-
mare government continued to faci-
litate the expansion of  large-scale in-
dustrial and destructive logging.

In this painting, Julia Mota shows 
again a folded person surrounded by 
trees and plants. The person is sad and 
concerned about forest loss.

Although much of  this area is still 
untouched, policies and practices point 
to PNG is loosing the struggle against 
forest degradation. Poor governance 
and a high level of  corruption have 
led to illegal logging. Forest manage-
ment is poor. The people have seen no 
benefit from logging, just destruction. 
At some stage they thought they give 
away forest for development: Accor-
ding to a former missionary and lan-
downer Brother Jim Coucher from Va-
nimo: 

“At first they welcome the loggers be-
cause they think it might mean money, 
but in fact they get very little out of  it. 
The loggers don't do any replanting or 
clearing up at all … and they give no 
benefits to the people. They use bull-
dozers to drag the logs which create all 
sorts of  problems with erosion.”  

Forest protection on the one hand 
and small-scale eco-forestry on the 

other could be a way to stop the speed 
of  destruction and to solve the prob-
lem of  forest loss.

Alexander Mebri depicts a couple 
who is involved in inflaming a bush 
fire. In the background there are other 
people standing closer to the origin of  
the fire. In the flames appear the eyes 
of  the ancestors watching and crying 
black tears. The eyes are also symbo-
lising the soul of  the forest. The artist 
comments his works as followed: 

“Bush fires, one cause of  climate 
change in the world today, are caused 
by uncontrolled burning of  forests to 
make more gardens as population in-
creases.”

A significant threat to Papua New 
Guinea's forests is agricultural expan-
sion. The country's high population 

growth rate means increasing amounts 
of  land are converted for subsistence 
agriculture. Typically fire is used for 
land-clearing and at times - especially 
during dry el Niño years - agricultu-
ral fires can burn out of  control. Du-
ring the 1997-1998 el Niño events, fi-
res burned thousands of  hectares of  
dried-out forest while hundreds of  
people died from food shortages and 
famine in the central highlands.

One aspect of  Alexander Mebris 
statement is based on the assumption, 
that less forest means less carbon di-
oxide (CO2) is absorbed by trees, which 
accumulates in the atmosphere as a re-
sult of  pollution. Deforestation is one 
of  the main causes of  climate change, 
accounting for almost a fifth of  all 
greenhouse gas emissions. At the same 
time, there will be an increased pre-
sence of  CO2 if  trees are being burnt 

29

Image 4: J. Mota: Forest Concern, 2009, Pen illustration,  charcoal and watercolor on paper
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or being logged (Greenpeace, 2008).
The greatest hazard for the eco-

logy of  the rainforest in Papua New 
Guinea derives from industrial log-
ging. Officially ’selected logging’ takes 
place. However, at present, and for 
the past two decades, forest harves-
ting has occurred in a destructive and 
in an ecologically unsustainable fa-
shion. Phil Shearman’s report shows 
nearly one quarter of  the rainforests 
was damaged or destroyed between 
1972 and 2002 .The numbers indicate 
that Papua New Guinea can not and 
does not regulate forest operations 
(Shearman et al., 2009).

The impacts of  climate change are 
being felt hardest by some of  the 
world’s poorest and remote commu-

nities with little opportunity or sup-
port for adaptation to these impact. 
In 2008, Kiribati’s President Anote 
Tong told at an environment confe-
rence in New Zealand: 

“The climate change is an issue of  
human survival for sinking islands 
not economic development”. 

But nothing has changed. The emis-
sions in the atmosphere will carry on 
contributing to climate change, so in 
time the small low lying islands will 
be submerged according to the worst 
case scenarios within this century.

Ursula Rakova is riled at this per-
spective: 

‘‘We are angry. Some of  our people 
do not understand the science, but 
they know they are losing their homes 
and they are angry they are having to 
pay for what other people in industri-
alised nations have done’’.

John Danger illustrates this comment 
by means of  image 6. In his painting 
he depicts the human influence on cli-
mate changes. Industrial activities in 
the developed countries produce car-
bon dioxide and increase the green-
house gases concentration while the 
island village is drowned due to sea 
level rise. Despite the fact that Pa-
cific Island countries are low emit-
ters of  climate changing gases, they 
are in fact among the most vulnera-
ble to the adverse impacts of  climate 
change. They are the first victims of  
climate change, which hampers their 
development. Living in a contem-
porary society that is culturally di-
verse, rapidly changing and threate-
ned by environmental disasters and 
damages means it is important that 
the arts of  this society embrace and 
reflect these changes. Art is a sensor 
of  society; and it challenges percep-
tions of  climate change by visualising 
the feelings of  threat and danger that 
comes along with climate change.

Endnotes
[1] Rising flood waters at the coastlines 

and in the river areas are also attri-
buted to consequences of  climate 
change. For instance, in December 
2008 a severe flooding at the Nor-
thwest Coast affected 38,000 people 
or in 2010 between March and May 
this year many communities along 
the Sepik River experienced the worst 
flood in 40 years. An estimated 20,000 
people of  the East Sepik Province had 
been affected. But residents have been 
able to sustain themselves. There are 
inter-community supply chains thanks 
to traditional coping mechanism. So 
that people had enough food and shel-
ter (see also Kempf, 2010).

[2] Pacific Small Islands Developing States, 
United Nations Members, 2009, Views 
on Possible Security Implications of  
Climate Change to be included in the 
report of  the Secretary-General to 64th 
Session of  the United Nations General 
Assembly, p. 11; http://www.un.org/
esa/dsd/resources/res_pdfs/ga-64/cc-
inputs/PSIDS_CCIS.pdf

[3] All statements from Alexander Mebri 
were written in an email to me.
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Image 5: Alexander Mebri: Bush Fire, 2008, Acryl on Canvas
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[4] Morton, Adam (28th July, 2009): 
First climate refugees start move to 
new island home; http://www.theage.
com.au/national/first-climate-refu-
gees-start-move-to-new-island-home-
20090728-e06x.html

[5] Personal communication in Tin-
putz, Bougainville, Papua New Gui-
nea, (March, 2011)

[6] Mashall, Steve (2007): PNG-Carte-
ret Islands, Broadcast; http://www.
abc.net.au/foreign/content/2007/
s1903373.html

[7] Spiegel Online Wissenschaft (2nd 
May 2011): Prognose: Meeresspie-
gel steigt stärker als erwartet; http://
www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/
natur/0,1518,760148,00.html

[8] Planetark (13th December, 2007): 
http://www.planetark.com/daily-
newsstory.cfm/newsnewsid/45991/
newsDate/13-Dec-2007/story.html

[9] Zwartz, Barney (27th Feruary, 2010): 

Rampant logging‚ destroying PNG; 
http://www.smh.com.au/environ-
ment/rampant-logging-destroying-
png-20100226-p94l.html

[10] United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (6th June 2008): The Envi-
ronment in the News. World Environ-
ment Day Coverage, p. 12

[11] Personal communication, Hamburg, 
Germany, (14th April 2011)
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Image 6: John Danger: Climate Change, 2009, Acryl on Material


