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Women, Urban Life and Safe Cities:
Conversations with Elizabeth Cox and
Yvonne Underhill-Sem

Associate EditorYvonne Underhill-Sem talks to Elizabeth Cox, until recently the Regional
Programme Director of UNWomen in the Pacific and Papua New Guinea national, on women
and urbanization in PNG.

Yvonne: The challenges faced by women in the urban Pacific are often overlooked in
development debates for three key reasons: because the scale of urbanization in the Pacific
is dwarfed by the numbers in other developing regions, because women in the Pacific
rarelyhave avoice inpublic debates and because issues of urbanizationare seldomdebated
from a critical feminist perspective.Yet scale has no monopoly on tragedy, marginalized
voices are gaining strength globally and critical feminist perspectives are making a differ-
ence in global policy arenas. This is a conversation between myself and Elizabeth Cox, a
long-standing feminist social activist. Both of us have lived for long periods of time in the
largest city in the Pacific, Port Moresby, and in this conversation we talk about the chal-
lenges faced by women in urban Papua NewGuinea (PNG) and a new initiative to address
some of them.

Historical trajectories

Elizabeth: Port Moresby is a challenged city, with high inwardmigration, low levels of for-
mal education among the majority of the population, a melting pot of many hundreds of
distinct linguistic groups and cultures, with no road connections to the main provincial
centres andmore than 50 percent of the population living in crowded settlements with in-
adequate housing, basic services, safety or security.Where once it was largelymenmigrat-
ing to Port Moresby, the gender gap has closed and both women and men are migrating
in, in almost equal numbers.Where the unemployment rates were once higher for men
than women ^ because women tend to populate the informal and micro-business sector,
and the unregulated domestic service industry ^ now a new resource boom promises
thousands of formal jobs, which are in fields dominated by men more thanwomen.
Yvonne:That’s right, but even as earlyas1973 therewas a government white paper that
recognized urban^rural migration and the need to pay attention to self-help housing
and the improvement of squatter settlements in Port Moresby. But in the 1980s,
when PNGwas undergoing structural adjustment, therewas a shift away from subsidiz-
ing low-income housing and towards commercialization. That was when the National
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Committee of Urban Shelter, a national body of
NGOs, formed to address a variety of problems in
the shelter sector, including the rights of squat-
ters, was quite active ^ thanks to our colleagues
at UNITECH (The University of Technology) and
funded mostly by and UNICEF.
Elizabeth: In fact the largest post independence
migrations occurred in the1970s and1980s when
rural people sought greater access to basic educa-
tion, health and protection services (police,
welfare and justice) which were often non-func-
tioning adequately or were non-existent in many
rural areas throughout the country. The manage-
ment and governance of health and education
systems and the outreach and consistency of dis-
trict-level court hearings and police services and
resources shrank significantly in the 1980s and
1990s. Early migrants provided a large pool of
cheap casual labour for building the city. Many of
them never returned to home provinces to live,
even if they initially said they wanted to. That’s
when the city’s massive and sprawling formal and
informal urban squatter settlements became in-
creasingly permanent and visible.With this popu-
lation growth, came tensions especially over land
for housing and access to resources for livelihood
opportunities.
Yvonne: There were urban plans of Port
Moresby ^ at least I saw the maps ^ but they were
all developed from a colonial planning model and
you could see this in the styles of housing, the size
of sections and the ‘boi haus’at the back.
Elizabeth:Yes, the city of Port Moresby has a long
historyof virtual apartheid between rich and poor
originating from the colonial period. In the formal
housing sector, rental properties were developed
for the expatriate and local elite market, and have
always been beyond the reach of ordinarycitizens.
Government and private enterprise housing sales
and subsidy schemes for purchase were intended
to enable employees to own both the so-called
‘high covenant’ and low-covenant housing of the
colonial era. But these schemes have been ma-
nipulated to consolidate residential property in
the hands of a few. Ironically, some of those na-
tionalists who pushed for equitable development
during the independence era have become large
scale and wealth property owners. In the current

resource boom, its a landlords’ market and many
men who led the independence movement and
post colonial governments are millionaires rent-
ing to expatriate international development work-
ers and private sector employees.

Contemporary challenges

Yvonne: Let’s come back to Port Moresby in the
last few years. It’s a different city, rents have
rocketed, gated communities abound and security
forces have multiplied ^ thanks to the newest
resource extraction deal. More than any previous
deal, this one is having huge impacts in Port
Moresby at a time when growing numbers of
people struggle everyday to feed, clothe, and keep
their families healthy and safe.
Elizabeth: Yes, in 2009 Exxon Mobil struck an
agreement to exploit the liquefied natural gas
fields in the remote and under developed High-
lands region. Gas will be piped through the tradi-
tional lands of hundreds of villages, to a coastal
area and to the capital city, from where it will be
piped to Australia. Massive, new high security
residential and commercial developments are
currently being constructed to accommodate
newcomers in high security fortresses and to
meet the consumer demand for imported goods
by an influx of 5,000^10,000 foreign workers
expected to arrive in the city. Companies that
made their fortune in the era of poorly regulated
logging in the 1980s are among the city’s
wealthy. Now they are mega landlords and mega
supermarket owners, renting apartments for
US10^20,000 per month, while their young
women employees are paid hardly US50 for a 72
hour week.
Yvonne: In addition, the growth of this well-paid
expatriate population creates new markets for
imported foodstuffs and beverages.Yet we all know
that fresh food gardening provides sustenance,
cash and cultural exchanges for many Papua New
Guineans. And in many places, women are central
to subsistence gardening as well as to the many in-
formal markets throughout the country.Yet in Port
Moresby and the surrounding area, the safety of
women involved in gardening andmarketing activ-
ities are increasingly feeling unsafe.
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Elizabeth: I agree, the steady migration of people
from PNG into cities and towns has increased
tensions and conflicts between traditional land-
owners and the new arrivals. Land disputes, com-
petition for employment and other economic
opportunities and entrenched poverty have led to
open conflicts, violence and high levels of crime.
Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to
crimes of sexual violence. The stark rich^poor gap
and the associated lack of confidence in the police
and justice systems have led to a preoccupation
with, and commoditization of, personal security
services, heightened the separation, and break-
down in trust, communication and mutual under-
standing and respect. According to a survey of
world cities by the Intelligence Unit of The Econo-
mist, Port Moresby is one of the world’s least livable
cities (ranks 137 of 140 cities rated). The colonial
political historyand the extreme and dramatic nat-
ure of manyaspects of the current economic boom
have led to the inequitable development of the
economy and society, totally at odds with the
founding principles of the PNG Constitution.
Yvonne: Throughout the Pacific, there is also
widespread sense that Port Moresby is not a great
place to live. It’s the major gateway to PNG, so its
image is important.
Elizabeth:This view is perpetuated by the post-
colonial elite and is now taking new forms with
the burgeoning security industry (high cost,
high maintenance gated and wired compounds,
static and mobile security guards, high-tech
electronic security surveillance and monitoring
systems) serving the now very sizeable presence
of overseas aid organizations and personnel
and an even greater influx of foreign workers
employed by large-scale natural resource dev-
elopers. The newly rich and local elite class
includes local leaders and entrepreneurs who
have invested in real estate from which they
now can claim monthly rents that exceed the
annual incomes of mid- to high-level indigenous
professionals. Another smaller class of newly
rich is the ‘migrant landowners’ who are paid
royalties (and sometimes bribes) from mining,
and logging developers who have migrated to
the cities with enough purchasing power to buy
a house/compound.

Many men from resource rich Highlands
Provinces come to Port Moresby with royalties
and buyhouses and compounds that they fill with
their wives ^ if they don’t move them to Cairns in
Australia. Men from Hela Province (in the High-
lands) have been known to use royalties to book
a room in the most expensive hotel in town ^ the
Crown Plaza ^ for a year. Often they don’t even
use it ^ but it will cost them about US$150,000.
Compare this to the poor urban migrants who
take over the streets, camp in the markets and
turn to sex work.
Yvonne: It’s the urban fault line ^ and with
more increasing pressure, something is going to
give!

Bright lights on the horizon

Yvonne: But every time I am in Port Moresby, I
am reminded that there are still bright lights
on the horizon and I don’t think it is just wishful
thinking. Earlier this year, I took three of my
colleagues and three postgraduate students from
the University of Auckland to Port Moresby for
their first visit. Some of them had security
concerns; many of their families did as well.
Yet they all returned safely and secure in the
knowledge that there are many people com-
mitted to making Port Moresby a safe and
inclusive city.We presented a seminar on Gender
Policy and Research in Cities and introduced
the concept of intersectionality as away of under-
standing the complexities of developing and
implementing research-informed policy. Concep-
tually, it was a learning curve, but I think con-
cepts, experience and commitment converged in
a very exciting way.
Elizabeth: But we still need to deal with levels of
violence, including crimes of sexual violence com-
mitted against women, among the highest in the
world. UN Women is establishing a partnership
with City Hall, of the National Capital District
Commission to advance Gender Equality and the
Empowerment of Women and especially to align
UN Women’s vision of a safer city for women. This
aligns well with the vision of the elected Governor
of NCD, Powes Parkop, to create the best and safest
city in the Pacific region.
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There is a new generation of city hall workers
who believe that change is possible. UN Women is
establishing an office in the City Hall, from where
it will counterpart with divisions and personnel
of City Hall to implement programmes and pro-
jects to advance gender equality in City govern-
ance, end Violence against Women and reduce
the spread of HIV, and strengthen the Economic
Security and Rights of Women. UN Women will
work with City Hall to increase resources and
improve structures, procedures, incentives and
capacities to implement laws and policies that
promote and protect the human rights of women
in line with global, regional and national agree-
ments.We will work with City Hall to support and
monitor changes in the allocation of financial re-
sources and to mainstream gender in the struc-
tures and operations of City Hall, develop
capacities, for rights-based and gender responsive
programming and gender indicators and collect
and use quality sex disaggregated data.
Yvonne: I agree Elizabeth, it’s an innovative
programme and has its challenge. However,
informed by a critical feminist commitment to
economic and gender justice, it provides pretty
solid traction in dealing with the multiple and

converging problems we have been talking
about. It’s very exciting.
Elizabeth: I remember very well that ‘aha’moment
when I realized how to connect NCDC with the UN
Women project on market governance andmanage-
ment ina communitydevelopment rather than‘poli-
cing’ or heavy handed approach. I was able to
visualize having how we could (re) connect NCDC/
CityHallwith thewomenmarket vendors foramore
participatory, inclusive governance, planning and
budgeting. The resulting strategy is about making
NCDC visible, accountable and engaging with
people as a friendly, accessible local government
authority.

At the end of the day, it is who is on the ground to
lead ^ permanent, passionate, consistent, connected
and experiencedand reallyable to implement in Port
Moresby’s very challenging context ^ that will make
or break this project.The energy, leadership, passion
and drive needs to emerge fromthe partners and sta-
keholders in the city. Safe, well managed, welcoming
markets can be the new public space to bring the
currently divided people of this young city together,
ensuring the nation’s new found wealth flows to the
poorest and that economic opportunities, safety,
security and human rights are accessible to all.
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