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Summary. — This paper presents a case study of the introduction of a more gender equitable pay-
ment scheme for oil palm smallholders in Papua New Guinea. Women are now paid separately
from their husbands for their work on family oil palm plots thereby increasing the economic incen-
tives for women to commit labor to oil palm production. The study incorporates broader local cul-
tural and economic processes in the analysis of intra-household gender and labor relations to
explain how the new payment systems successfully resolved intra-household disputes over labor
and income. The paper highlights the critical role export firms can play in enhancing women’s ac-
cess to commodity crop income. Further, the paper demonstrates that by widening the framework
of household analysis, insights can be gained into two key questions that have received only limited
attention in the literature: the question of why men do not share a greater proportion of cash crop
income with other family members; and, the apparent inability of families to resolve intra-house-
hold conflicts over income.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Commodity production is an integral compo-
nent of livelihood strategies in many rural areas
of the developing world. The establishment of
export commodity crops, and more recently
contract farming of horticultural crops, has
fueled household tensions and struggles over
access to and control of household labor, re-
sources, and income. Often such conflicts are
gendered, relating particularly to women’s
labor and the distribution of income from com-
modity production. Several studies document
men’s dominance over the control and dis-
bursement of agricultural earnings regardless
of women’s labor inputs (Carney & Watts,
1991; Dolan, 2001; Kerr, 2005; Raynolds,
2002; Watts, 1994; Wooten, 2003). Whilst wo-
men’s disadvantaged position in commodity
production has received much academic atten-
tion, few empirical studies have documented in-
stances where changes in smallholder payment
policies by commodity firms, or renegotiations
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of labor relations within the household itself,
have addressed men’s appropriation of wo-
men’s labor and income in commodity produc-
tion. Yet, such investigations can provide
useful information for policy interventions that
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may both increase smallholder productivity
and incomes while advancing gender equity in
commodity production.

This paper investigates how intra-household
conflicts over women’s labor and the unequal
distribution of income in oil palm production
on the Hoskins oil palm land settlement scheme
(LSS) in West New Britain Province (WNB),
Papua New Guinea (PNG) were addressed by
a local oil palm milling company through the
modification of their smallholder payment sys-
tem. Until recently, most women’s participa-
tion in household oil palm production was
minimal because of low and uncertain remuner-
ation of their labor by their husbands, and their
husbands’ inadequate financial contributions to
the upkeep of the family. In 1997, the oil palm
milling company, New Britain Palm Oil Lim-
ited (NBPOL), introduced a new smallholder
payment system which involved the company
paying female smallholders directly for collect-
ing loose fruit (the fruitlets dislodged from the
main bunch during harvesting) on their family
plots. The new payment system proved success-
ful because it guaranteed payment of women’s
labor thus removing a disincentive to women’s
participation in oil palm production.

This investigation of the new payment system
is in two parts. The first part presents a back-
ground to smallholder oil palm production in
PNG and explores how intra-household labor
relations of production contributed to women’s
reluctance to participate in oil palm produc-
tion. It is argued that men’s unwillingness, or
inability, to remunerate women’s labor negated
an implicit labor contract between husband and
wife, thereby allowing women to exercise their
moral right to withhold their labor from oil
palm production. Whilst smallholder house-
holds generally work co-operatively to achieve
shared household goals, this section documents
the tensions and struggles occurring within
households over the organization and remuner-
ation of household labor. Through an examina-
tion of these conflicts, the paper highlights the
link in commodity production between house-
hold productivity and intra-household gender
and labor relations. This type of information
can provide the basis for policy initiatives that
can both improve smallholder commodity pro-
duction and achieve more equitable policies for
women.

The second part of the paper examines the
new payment initiative introduced in 1997,
known locally as the ‘‘Mama Lus Frut
Scheme.’’ The milling company was prompted
to introduce this new payment scheme because
a large proportion of loose fruit was not har-
vested. 1 The new payment scheme has im-
proved women’s access to oil palm income
and provided a basis upon which household
domestic and productive relations were restruc-
tured to benefit women. This second section
explores two related questions: (1) Why has
the Mama Lus Frut Scheme proved successful
when previous attempts to recover loose fruit
failed? and (2) Why has the shift from cash to
oil palm fruit to remunerate women’s labor re-
solved successfully some of the intra-household
conflicts over women’s labor and the distribu-
tion of oil palm income? The analysis of the
Mama Lus Frut Scheme reveals that the com-
pany, by paying women directly for loose fruit
collection on behalf of their husbands, enabled
the implicit labor contract between husband
and wife to be restored and also opened up
new opportunities for men to remunerate wo-
men’s labor for other tasks in oil palm produc-
tion. However, company payment of women
directly for their work on family oil palm plots
only partly explains the success of the scheme.
Another important factor is the system of pay-
ment, which enabled oil palm fruit to become a
form of payment for women’s labor. This sec-
tion argues that the reason why oil palm fruit
rather than cash as a form of payment for labor
has successfully resolved intra-household dis-
putes over labor and income, relates to the very
different ways cash and oil palm fruit have been
incorporated into household and indigenous
economies, social and kinship relationships
and concepts of male prestige and power. By
linking these broader cultural ideologies and
economic processes with intra-household gen-
der and labor relations to explain the success
of the Mama Lus Frut scheme, insights can
be gained into how agricultural export firms
can implement policies which enhance women’s
access to commodity crop income.

The data used in this paper are based largely
on four months fieldwork undertaken at Hos-
kins in 2000–01. An assessment of the Mama
Lus Frut Scheme formed part of a larger study
of the socio-economic constraints on small-
holder production (Koczberski, Curry, & Gib-
son, 2001). A qualitative assessment involving
ethnographic techniques of indepth interview-
ing formed the basis of the fieldwork. Twelve
families were interviewed weekly for six weeks
to develop family case studies that uncovered
household dynamics, gender, and labor rela-
tions and income distribution. These weekly
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visits also provided opportunities to collect
data on loose fruit collection and women’s per-
spectives of the changes to household produc-
tion that occurred following the introduction
of the Mama Lus Frut Scheme. These qualita-
tive data informed the design of two focus
group discussions with women to seek their
views on the new payment system, and a larger
quantitative socio-economic and demographic
survey of 100 smallholder blocks at Hoskins.
The survey recorded household holdings of oil
palm, tenure arrangements, demographic char-
acteristics, subsistence production, income
sources, and labor supply issues and agronomic
practices associated with oil palm production.
Further information on the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme was obtained from interviews with
agricultural extension officers and company
smallholder managers. Production and income
data were provided by Oil Palm Industry Cor-
poration (OPIC) (for a description of methods
see Koczberski et al., 2001).
2. INTRA-HOUSEHOLD CONFLICTS
OVER LABOR AND INCOME

In PNG, like many developing countries,
men typically control the income earned from
women’s labor in commodity production. Wo-
men’s labor input alone may not give them se-
cure rights to the income generated from their
labor, often resulting in gendered conflicts over
women’s labor and remuneration in household
commodity production (e.g., Johnson, 1988;
Overfield, 1998; Sexton, 1986; Strathern,
1982). However, some women may have the
power to challenge men’s appropriation of their
labor and the income generated from that
labor.

Several studies, drawing on household bar-
gaining models, document the varying patterns
of conflict, bargaining, and co-operation that
occur between men and women as decisions
are made over household commodity produc-
tion, labor allocation, and income distribution.
Many of these studies report that where
women’s access to income from commodity
production was limited and/or where women
disapproved of men’s expenditure of household
income (especially money spent on beer), the
response of women was to withdraw all or part
of their labor from commodity production
(Carney & Watts, 1991; Davidson, 1988;
Dolan, 2001; Mackenzie, 1993; Overfield, 1998;
Sorensen & von Bulow, 1990; von Bulow &
Sorensen, 1993; Watts, 1994). In each of these
studies women’s access to commodity crop in-
come was often further restricted because pay-
ments by the marketing board or contractor
were made to the male household head or male
landowner. For women, the unfavorable or
uncertain economic returns from commodity
production usually led them to direct their
labor to food production or other income-earn-
ing activities where the returns were more cer-
tain or favorable.

Some of the aforementioned studies also
noted that the disincentive to invest labor in
commodity production by women had a nega-
tive impact on the quantity and quality of
smallholder production (Carney & Watts,
1991; Dolan, 2001; Mackenzie, 1993; Overfield,
1998; Sorensen & von Bulow, 1990; von Bulow
& Sorensen, 1993). Overfield (1998) in a study
of coffee production in the Benabena District
of Eastern Highlands Province, PNG argued
that the poor returns to women’s labor con-
strained the supply of female labor in coffee
production to the extent that smallholder pro-
duction and incomes were significantly reduced.
Thus, how income from commodity production
is distributed and used within households can
be a key factor explaining smallholder produc-
tivity and household incomes.

In contrast, where an economic incentive for
women to participate in commodity production
is present, her labor contribution will be greater
and there is more likelihood that the household
will work co-operatively to achieve higher
household production and income (Davidson,
1988; Dolan, 2001; Mackenzie, 1993; Raynolds,
2002; Sorensen & von Bulow, 1990). As Dolan
(2001) noted in her study of French bean con-
tract farmers in the Meru District of Kenya,
when women were able to retain a reasonable
proportion of the income, they were more likely
to divert their labor from food crop production
to commodity production. Similarly, where
agricultural export firms and institutions have
modified payment arrangements to increase
women’s access to commodity income, the re-
sults have been greater participation of women
in household commodity production and higher
productivity and household incomes (Davidson,
1988; Mackenzie, 1993; Raynolds, 2002).

The above studies reveal that women’s access
to income from commodity production is a
major area of intra-household conflict and a
decisive factor in household productivity.
While women may have some control over their
labor—they can withhold labor from cash
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cropping—they have very limited power to
influence the distribution of income earned
from commodity production. Thus, finding
economic incentives to encourage women and
other individual family members to participate
in commodity production and mechanisms to
redistribute income within the household are
potential ways forward to improve rural house-
hold incomes and the gender distribution of
income within households.

However, a critical question remains unan-
swered: why do not men share more of the com-
modity crop income with women to enrol their
labor in commodity production, thereby
increasing total household income and reducing
family conflict? Answering this question is made
complex by the evidence cited above which
shows that when commodity firms or boards
have intervened to improve women’s access to
income, men have generally accepted the modi-
fications to the payment systems. Whilst the
above studies provide insights into the domestic
power imbalances that explain intra-household
allocation of resources, and in particular wo-
men’s bargaining power to negotiate the alloca-
tion of household labor or income, they do not
account satisfactorily for men’s reluctance to
share more of the income with women. It is
likely that the reluctance of men to share com-
modity crop income reveals much about broader
societal and economic change as it does about
intra-household dynamics. Several authors rec-
ognize that household models, including those
employing household bargaining approaches,
whilst very useful are limited in their capacity
to integrate the complexity of changing societal
and economic processes with internal household
relations (Francis, 1998; Heald, 1991; Kerr,
2005; Raynolds, 2002). In part this is due to
the tendency to treat households as static and
discrete units and to place too much emphasis
on internal household dynamics to the neglect
of wider processes. As Heald (1991, p. 131)
stresses, such an analysis of the household risks
being ‘‘unable to grasp the extent to which a
given household form is as much a product of
its past, and the accommodations already made,
as it is to the complex dynamics of present
relationships within the household.’’

The paper contributes to widening the analy-
sis of intra-household conflicts over labor and
income by linking broader cultural and eco-
nomic processes with intra-household gender
relations and women’s bargaining position to
explain men’s income distribution choices and
why a shift to oil palm fruit as a medium of
exchange for ‘‘payment’’ of women’s labor
proved successful in overcoming intra-house-
hold disputes over labor remuneration. Before
beginning the discussion, however, a back-
ground to the study site and the oil palm indus-
try in PNG is provided.
3. THE RESEARCH SETTING

The oil palm industry in PNG began at Hos-
kins in WNB in the late 1960s with the establish-
ment of estate plantations, an oil palm
processing mill and a smallholder LSS. When
the LSS was established, smallholder families
were voluntarily recruited from densely popu-
lated regions of the country and allocated 6–
6.5 ha of land: 4 ha designated for the cultiva-
tion of oil palm, and 2 ha at the rear of the block
reserved for food production (Curry & Kocz-
berski, 1999; Hulme, 1984). Male household
heads were granted individual 99 year state
leases over their blocks and have developed a
strong sense of ownership and control over both
the settlement block and the income earned
from oil palm. Men’s claim of ownership of oil
palm and the income generated follows that of
food crops, trees, palms, and other commodity
crops in that planting bestows ownership and
harvesting rights of the crop and its income
(see Strathern, 1982). Since the LSS was estab-
lished, and until recently, extension training
and advice were also directed to men. Hence,
the institutional context of smallholder oil palm
production together with indigenous cultural
norms regarding women, household labor, land
and crop rights, effectively excluded women
from oil palm production, and relegated them
to household helpers.

The milling company services smallholders by
supplying planting material, transporting their
harvest to the company mill for processing,
and providing credit to leaseholders (mostly
men). Agricultural extension is provided by
the statutory authority, OPIC, which works clo-
sely with the milling company to implement
smallholder policies and extension services. In
2003, Hoskins smallholders produced 0.25 mil-
lion tonnes of oil palm, which contributed
approximately 34% to total company produc-
tion. Oil palm dominates the rural economy
of Hoskins, and in 2003 smallholder earnings
from oil palm were around K33 million
(K1 = US$0.31, November 2004) (OPIC data).
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Since the establishment of the LSS at Hos-
kins, the population on the LSS has increased
significantly. During 1980–2000, WNB’s an-
nual population growth of 3.7% was amongst
the highest in the country (National Statistical
Office, 2001), and population density on the
LSS has risen since the early 1970s to 13.3 per-
sons per block (222 per km2) in 2000. The single
nuclear family that first settled on the LSS
block has gradually been replaced with co-
residing multiple family units, as second gener-
ation settlers marry and continue living with
their parents. Commonly, three generations
now share the resources of one, 6 ha block
and the two oil palm payments received
monthly from the milling company are spread
across several households of varying age and
needs (Koczberski & Curry, 2005).

Despite the dominance of oil palm produc-
tion and income in smallholder livelihood strat-
egies, many households are diversifying into
non-oil palm income sources, largely in re-
sponse to growing population pressure on the
LSS (Koczberski & Curry, 2005). The most
common sources of non-oil palm income are
the marketing of garden produce, cultivation
of high value cash crops (e.g., vanilla and betel
nut), small-scale business enterprises (trade-
stores, public motor vehicles, kerosene sales
and poultry), and, to a lesser extent, off-farm
employment. Despite the income diversification
present within smallholder households, wo-
men’s participation in non-oil palm income
activities largely remains limited to vegetable
production. Until 1997 women derived most
of their income from selling vegetables at local
markets.
4. HOUSEHOLD OIL PALM
PRODUCTION

Oil palm harvesting has a clear division of
labor by gender and age. The heavy task of
harvesting fresh fruit bunches (FFB) (often
weighing over 30 kg each) is the work of men,
with elderly males relying on their sons or other
male relatives to harvest tall palms. The collec-
tion of loose fruit during harvesting is cultur-
ally and institutionally defined as women’s
work. Women and young children carry this
loose fruit to the roadside collection point.
Carting FFB (in wheelbarrows) to the roadside
edge of the block and stacking FFB in nets for
collection are activities shared by both genders.
Much of the labor and time demands associ-
ated with the production of oil palm surround
the harvesting of oil palm fruit. Harvesting a
typical 4 ha oil palm plot requires skills in orga-
nizing and managing household labor because
harvesting must be completed within three days
of a scheduled fruit pick-up by the mill truck.
For harvesting, the male household head, typi-
cally the father and leaseholder, mobilizes fam-
ily labor and allocates specific harvesting tasks
to family members.

Access to family labor is a critical factor
explaining smallholder productivity. The most
productive smallholder households tend to be
those with a high level of inter- and intra-
household co-operation during harvesting
(Koczberski et al., 2001). The co-operation of
family members in oil palm production and
other communal activities operates on a set of
‘‘implicit contracts’’ amongst family members.
The concept of implicit contract is taken from
Netting (1993) and relates to the household
division of labor and the reciprocal obligations
of family members. Generally, the implicit con-
tracts in oil palm production are embedded in
indigenous moral norms and ideologies that
influence economic and social relations. Such
implicit contracts set the ‘‘rules’’ governing oil
palm labor which allow the male household
head to draw on the unpaid or ‘‘under-paid’’
labor of his sons, daughters, and wife. By pro-
viding labor, implicit contracts are created with
the male household head so that household
members gain rights to a portion of the oil
palm income or can expect other short- or
long-term benefits such as the male household
head contributing to the upkeep of the house-
hold, paying school fees, raising brideprices
for sons’ marriages, and other indigenous obli-
gations. The husband/father’s fulfillment of
these short- and long-term obligations are
essential for the functioning of implicit con-
tracts. Thus a man’s claim to the labor of his
children or wife creates an expectation that he
will fulfill his side of the contract. It is the ser-
vicing of these implicit contracts within and be-
tween families that makes co-operation in oil
palm production possible and which maintains
social harmony within and between co-resident
households.

However, as Netting (1993, p. 67) notes,
‘‘[t]he generality of implicit contracts neither
ensures harmony nor avoids conflict.’’ When
these implicit contracts break down tensions
emerge and co-operation begins to decline.
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Women’s withdrawal of labor from loose fruit
collection is one example.
5. THE MORAL AND IDEOLOGICAL
CONFLICTS OVER OIL PALM LOOSE

FRUIT COLLECTION

Because most women received few economic
benefits from the collection of loose fruit prior
to the introduction of the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme in 1997, they either resented giving
their labor or, more commonly, withdrew from
oil palm production to concentrate on vegeta-
ble production where they had more control
over production and the income earned from
selling vegetables at local markets. Women
viewed their withdrawal of labor from oil palm
production as a morally legitimate response to
a breakdown in the implicit contract with their
husbands. As wives, women could expect that
in recognition of their labor contribution to
loose fruit collection, they, or the family, would
receive a share of the oil palm income their hus-
bands received from the milling company. The
amount received by women was not necessarily
expected to be commensurate with the market
value of their labor input (usually less than
the value of male labor), but rather determined
by what was deemed reasonable by women
based on their bargaining position and role in
the household and perceived household needs
at a particular point in time. When men failed
to provide women with what they deemed a
reasonable return for their labor and neglected
to meet their financial obligations to the house-
hold, women exercised their moral right to
withhold their labor from oil palm production.
As one woman explained:

. . .before the Mama Card was introduced, the wo-
men on our [family oil palm] block, including myself,
did little [oil palm] work because the men did not
think of their children or their wife when they col-
lected the oil palm cheque (smallholder, Kavui sub-
division).

In one discussion with a group of women about
loose fruit collection, a woman recalled that re-
quests from her husband for help at harvesting
would be repudiated with the disparaging com-
ment: ‘‘[harvesting] is not our concern—it’s
your problem.’’ Her comment illustrates how
women distanced themselves from oil palm har-
vesting and the ideals of the co-operative
household work model when their husbands
failed to uphold their part of the implicit labor
contract. Many women with whom I spoke ex-
plained these conflicts over income in terms of
men ‘‘squandering’’ oil palm income on waste-
ful and irresponsible consumption (signifi-
cantly, beer drinking parties and gambling)
and not meeting their financial obligations to
the household. As one woman remarked to an
extension officer’s enquiry as to why women
were not helping with the oil palm harvest:
‘‘why should we help the men buy beer’’ (exten-
sion officer, Hoskins LSS), in reference to men’s
appropriation and ‘‘misuse’’ of oil palm in-
come.

With women refusing to collect loose fruit,
men became even less inclined to distribute a
portion of the oil palm income to their wives,
although women continued to remind their
husbands of their obligations to the family.
As many women recalled, disputes over the dis-
bursement of the monthly oil palm income were
common and the few days following the
monthly oil palm payment were often fraught
with tension, sometimes culminating in domes-
tic violence (Lewis, 2000, interview data with
extension officers). Thus, like women elsewhere,
whilst they can exercise control over their labor
power, they are less able to influence the distri-
bution of income from their labor.

In highlighting men’s failure to meet their
obligations, many women complained that the
cash received from their husbands was suffi-
cient only to buy some store food for the family
for a day or two immediately following the
monthly pay day. Additional cash from their
husbands to buy personal items, children’s
clothes or durable household goods was rare.
As one local store owner remarked, in noting
the changes in women’s access to cash follow-
ing the introduction of the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme:

. . .before women relied on market income and sel-
dom made store purchases. Now, they have their
own money and many of them come to our store.
While men buy cigarettes, women buy food like rice,
tinned fish, and biscuits (store owner, Buvussi sub-
division).

Typically, PNG women carry a disproportion-
ate share of the responsibility for childcare,
family welfare, household food production,
supporting the extended family, and contribut-
ing to local church and community groups.
These are becoming increasingly burdensome
tasks given the recent price inflation of store
foods and goods, and household expenses such
as transport, education, health services and
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customary, and church obligations. In indige-
nous exchange, cash, and consumer goods have
begun to supplant more traditional items such
as garden produce, pigs, shell valuables, and
other indigenous exchange valuables (Curry,
2003). Further, cash donations and fundraising
for church, school, and community groups are
common and there is a strong desire among
both women and men for new consumer goods.
Hence, access to cash is essential for the effec-
tive fulfillment of women’s roles as mother,
wife, daughter, sister, and church and commu-
nity member. 2

As women diverted their labor to food pro-
duction for sale at local markets, loose fruit
was left to rot on the ground. Men considered
loose fruit to be the residual part of the crop
and to lack the status value of FFB. More
importantly, since its collection was perceived
as ‘‘wok bilong ol meri’’ (women’s work), it
was ignored by men, despite representing a loss
of household income (approximately 14% of
total oil palm income).
6. THE MAMA LUS FRUT SCHEME

Prior to 1997, large amounts of uncollected
loose fruit had been regularly noted in industry
reports (Benjamin & Crabb, 1986; Greasley &
Taylor, 1986; Landell Mills, 1991; Lewis,
2000; Turner & Benjamin, 1982; Turner &
Leach, 1980). In 1982, Turner and Benjamin
conducted a survey of the level of loose fruit
collection on several LSS subdivisions and
found approximately 83% of blocks displayed
‘‘poor’’ loose fruit collection. A 1991 study
(Landell Mills) noted that rates of collection
varied among households, with those women
collecting loose fruit more likely to come from
the more ‘‘progressive’’ and higher producing
households. Estimates by OPIC in 1996 indi-
cated that 60–70% of loose fruit was not col-
lected (Lewis, 2000).

Industry efforts during the 1980s to raise the
recovery of loose fruit collection had minimal
success. Turner and Benjamin’s (1982) survey
of loose fruit collection was conducted follow-
ing the introduction of two separate trials to
raise rates of loose fruit collection. The first
trial involved the introduction of a second
truck for the transport of loose fruit to the mill
one day after FFB had been carted to the mill
during peak cropping periods (Turner & Benja-
min, 1982). The delayed pick-up of loose fruit
was designed to give women more time to col-
lect loose fruit. The second trial involved the
distribution of 12 nets for loose fruit collection
by women and children to make it easy to carry
loose fruit to the roadside edge of the block.
Both trials incorrectly assumed that time and
technical constraints surrounding the harvest-
ing process were limiting loose fruit collection.
Intra-household relations of production and
the lack of economic incentives for women’s
involvement in oil palm production were not
considered.

The Mama Lus Frut Scheme was significant
because it correctly recognized that female la-
bor constraints were operating within house-
holds and identified the poor remuneration of
women’s labor as a major disincentive to loose
fruit collection. On advice from OPIC, the mill-
ing company, NBPOL, issued women with
individual harvest nets and harvest payment
cards to enable them to sell loose fruit to the
company separately from their husband’s
FFB harvest. Women received their own
monthly income based on the weight of loose
fruit collected and payment was made into their
own bank account. This separate payment sys-
tem for women guaranteed they would be paid
for their work in loose fruit collection.

Since 1997, almost 4,000 women have been
issued with a harvest payment card, represent-
ing approximately 88% of all smallholder
blocks (Lewis pers. comm., 2004; OPIC data,
2003). The rapid uptake of the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme (Figure 1) is indicative of the extent of
dissatisfaction among women of the inadequate
remuneration of their labor by their husbands.
The payment card has become known locally as
the ‘‘Mama Card,’’ and the original payment
card is now called the ‘‘Papa Card:’’ the new ti-
tles clearly defining the ownership of the in-
come. Approximately 26% of smallholder oil
palm income is paid directly to women (Figure
1), and in 2003 women collected over 55,000
tonnes of oil palm with an average weekly in-
come of K49 (OPIC 2003 data), almost double
the national minimum weekly wage of K24.68
(Bank of Papua New Guinea, 2005). Whilst
women’s access to oil palm income has im-
proved, the Mama Lus Frut Scheme had a
modest impact on net household income,
increasing household incomes overall by 5%
(Warner & Bauer, 2002). 3

Men’s reaction to the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme has been positive. Men speak favor-
ably of women earning their own income,
and in interviews both men and women note
that conflicts over the oil palm income have
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decreased significantly since the scheme’s
implementation (see also Lewis, 2000). To
date, there is no evidence to indicate that
men are contesting the female work domain
of loose fruit collection. In part, this is because
loose fruit collection has always been consid-
ered a female task and this gendered division
of oil palm production has been reinforced
by the Mama Card, the employment by OPIC
of two female ‘‘Lus Frut Mama’’ extension
officers and the inclusion of a female small-
holder to the oil palm growers Local Planning
Committee to represent the interest of female
smallholders. These institutional changes were
important in publicly reaffirming women’s role
in the collection of loose fruit, and for assist-
ing women in their claims of ‘‘ownership’’ of
the fruitlets. Women’s public position in oil
palm production moved from being ‘‘house-
hold helpers’’ to ‘‘Lus Frut Mamas’’—produc-
ers in their own right.
7. TRANSFORMING HOUSEHOLD
PRODUCTION AND ECONOMIC

RELATIONS

(a) Improving women’s income and financial
autonomy

By paying women directly for their harvest-
ing labor, the Mama Lus Frut Scheme encour-
aged women to regularly collect loose fruit.
Within households the Mama Card has re-
sulted in a renegotiation of the production
and income rights in oil palm production. With
direct payment of women by the milling com-
pany for loose fruit collection, the scheme al-
tered men’s control over oil palm labor and
income. Women essentially entered into a work
contract with the company, but one in which
unlike previously when their husbands were
responsible for paying them for their labor,
they were guaranteed payment.

Women expressed their newly derived finan-
cial autonomy, not so much in terms of how
it challenged existing gender and social roles,
but rather how it helped support or reinforce
their domestic and gender roles and responsi-
bilities (Koczberski, 2002). Whilst the scheme
has enabled a few women to establish small
businesses and to participate in activities that
were previously the domain of men (e.g., oil
palm block management and travel), it is in
the domestic and social realms where the most
meaningful changes for women have occurred.
One female smallholder remarked:

Now we women don’t need to be concerned about
the men because the Mama Card has reduced all
our family burdens. Women are happy because they
have their own money to use. When the Mama Card
was introduced, major changes occurred for us as
mothers and daughters. Now, women are content be-
cause they are earning money from the Mama Card.
With the Papa Card, loans must be repaid to the
bank or to the company for tools and seedlings,
and the [papa] cheque is shared with sons. Women



1180 WORLD DEVELOPMENT
concentrate on the Mama Card and [with this eco-
nomic independence] there is no need to bother
men about what we [women] need or want to do
(female smallholder, Kapore subdivision).

Interestingly, by taking control from men
for payment of loose fruit collection, the mill-
ing company has provided an unanticipated
mechanism for the implicit contract between
husband and wife to be fulfilled. The Mama
Card enables men to remunerate their wives’
for other tasks by providing a mechanism by
which men can contribute to household ex-
penses by weighing FFB on the wives’ Mama
Card. This has led to more co-operative mod-
els of household production in two key ways.
First, the Mama Card has enabled women to
be paid for other oil palm tasks and this has
resulted in women expanding their roles in
oil palm production beyond loose fruit collec-
tion. For example, whilst men continue to
claim primary harvesting and income rights
of the FFB, some men have accepted women’s
rights to harvest small FFB from young palms
when needed, and to sell this fruit to the com-
pany on their Mama Cards. These small FFB
generally make up only a small proportion of
the total harvest from the block, but they
add significantly to women’s income. Simi-
larly, many women now weed around the base
of palms and maintain harvesting paths
(makes for easier loose fruit and FFB harvest-
ing), and their labor is remunerated by their
husbands placing some FFB bunches in their
wife’s ‘‘mama’’ nets. That is, payment for
women’s labor has shifted from cash to fruit
bunches.

Second, the Mama Card also has opened up
opportunities for men to meet their household
financial responsibilities through harvesting
and weighing FFB on the Mama Card. Whilst
loose fruit makes up around 14% of the total
crop, women earn approximately 26% of the
oil palm income (OPIC data). The additional
income is made up of FFB either harvested
by women or given to them by their husbands.
When asked about the latter, men responded
that this was their financial contribution to
the household. As the opening words of the
female smallholder quoted above indicates,
because husbands were making their financial
contribution to the household at the time of
harvesting, women no longer needed to ask
their husbands for a share of the income on
the monthly paydays. Thus, relations between
husband and wife were much less strained on
paydays (see Lewis, 2000).
(b) Remunerating women’s labor in oil palm
fruit bunches

This leads into the second question posed in
the introduction: why were men reluctant or
unable to share the oil palm income and remu-
nerate women for the collection of loose fruit,
yet are willing to use oil palm fruit as a form
of ‘‘payment’’ for women’s labor? Several pos-
sible explanations for this somewhat paradoxi-
cal behavior of men involve the changing
social, cultural, and demographic context in
which families now live, concepts of male pres-
tige and power, and the very different ways in
which cash and oil palm loose fruit have been
incorporated into local and indigenous econo-
mies. Loose fruit and cash have very different
qualities and values: unlike cash, there are few
demands on the oil palm fruit, and it does not
hold the same symbolic meanings and power
as cash. The key differences between cash and
loose fruit are summarized in Table 1.

The symbolic and gendered differences be-
tween cash and loose fruit are important in
explaining why payment of women’s labor in
oil palm fruit rather than in cash is not dis-
puted. A significant factor explaining men’s
reluctance to share more of the oil palm cash
with their wives is the very high demands on
money. There are many competing demands
on the monthly oil palm income: bank and mill-
ing company loan repayments; credit repay-
ments to local stores; school expenses; new
consumption desires; customary and church
obligations; social pressures on men to gamble
and join beer drinking parties immediately fol-
lowing the monthly oil palm payment; and the
financial demands of immediate and extended
family. Regarding the latter, women typically
placed demands on the monthly oil palm pay-
ment alongside their co-resident married sons,
brother-in-laws or father-in-law who also de-
manded or expected some share of the oil palm
income. These various demands in the context
of women’s weak bargaining position relative
to men, meant that wives often missed out or
received an amount lower than which they were
satisfied.

The pressures on the one monthly oil palm
payment were particularly acute on the more
populated leasehold blocks where the income
was expected to be spread across several co-
resident families (usually the households of
married sons), each with their own financial
needs. As previously mentioned, population
pressures on the LSSs have increased consider-



Table 1. Cash and loose fruit compared

Casha Oil palm loose fruit

Competing demands on cash Few demands on loose fruit
Dominates economic transactions Limited use in economic transactions
A status valuable. Men can maintain and

gain power through money
Not a status valuable

Highly valued and a desirable item of
exchange in the gift economy

Not a legitimate item of exchange in the gift economy

Symbolically associated/identified with
men, masculinity and power

Symbolically associated with women and institutionally
identified with women

Powerful in shaping social relationships Limited power to shape social relationships
Durable Transient
Holding or seeing cash creates much

desire and many temptations
Cashless transaction creates less desire and temptations

a Information on cash is drawn from fieldwork and several ethnographic works examining the introduction and
integration of money in PNG societies, including Strathern (1979), Gregory (1982), LiPuma (1999), Robbins and
Akin (1999), Nihill (1991), and Curry (2005).
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ably over the last two decades, and although
households on the densely populated leasehold
blocks had developed a diverse suite of liveli-
hood strategies to mitigate economic and social
pressures on the family block prior to the new
payment scheme (Koczberski & Curry, 2005),
great demands remained on the oil palm in-
come. In this environment of intense, compet-
ing demands and conflicting interests, women
found their already limited rights on oil palm
income further curtailed. However, opening
up another channel of payment by shifting the
payment of labor from cash to FFB/loose fruit
made it much easier for men to ‘‘pay’’ their wi-
ves because competing claims on fruit are virtu-
ally absent. There are no other male family
members or relatives lining up to claim rights
to the loose fruit. 4 Moreover, the additional
payment system has taken pressure off the in-
come paid to husbands. Thus, the shift from
cash to fruit for labor and household payments
has provided a mechanism for men to meet
their obligations and fulfil their side of the im-
plicit contract with their wives: payment in fruit
has circumvented the excessive demands on the
monthly oil palm payment.

At a symbolic level, loose fruit does not hold
the same status as cash nor is it able to influ-
ence social relations to the same extent as cash.
There has been widespread reporting of how
money in PNG has been enthusiastically em-
braced as an item of exchange in indigenous
exchange networks, as a prestige valuable,
and as a means to gain control over people
and resources (Carrier & Carrier, 1989; Gregory,
1982; Nihill, 1991; Smith, 2002; Strathern,
1979). In most contemporary PNG societies,
pigs, shell money, and other traditional ex-
change items sit alongside money (and store
goods) in indigenous exchange, as money has
taken on ‘‘local meanings that are qualitatively
different from those typical of market curren-
cies’’ (Robbins & Akin, 1999, p. 21). In a coun-
try such as PNG, where indigenous exchange
remains strong and is central to one’s identity,
status and social relationships, access to money
is an indispensable means of maintaining or
pursuing male prestige and power (Curry,
2003). Indeed, there is evidence in oil palm
and other smallholder commodity crop indus-
tries such as coffee, to suggest that people’s
interest in commodity production is driven in
part by their desire to obtain money for com-
munity, ceremonial, and customary purposes
(Brison, 1999; Curry, 2003; Gregory, 1982;
Koczberski, 2002; Strathern, 1979).

Alongside the desire to acquire money, men,
especially village/clan leaders, have also at-
tempted to exert control over its flow in social
networks. Control over the flow of cash is
important for maintaining and pursuing male
prestige and power. Men have commonly
sought to control or limit the flow of cash in
the same way they sought to monopolize and
manipulate the flow of exchange valuables in
pre-colonial times to maintain existing hierar-
chies, inequalities, and status positions (see
Carrier & Carrier, 1989; Foster, 1995; Strath-
ern, 1979, 1982). As Robbins and Akin (1999,
p. 7) wrote, ‘‘. . . Melanesian anxieties about
money are grounded in the important role that
controlling the flows of objects has traditionally
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had in the societies of the region.’’ Similarly,
men’s reluctance to share the oil palm income
with women (and co-resident sons) can in part
be explained by men’s attempt to maintain their
authority and power within the household
through controlling the flow of money. The
Mama Lus Frut Scheme, by excluding cash
from labor payments and replacing it with the
relatively low status loose fruit circumvents
the notion that men are ‘‘paying’’ for their
wife’s labor and of cash undermining existing
household gender and production relations:
being cashless avoids the perception among
men that they have lost cash income. 5

Finally, because loose fruit is closely identi-
fied with femaleness (a reason why men did
not harvest loose fruit), it holds no status or
place within the realm of indigenous exchange.
With such low status, loose fruit therefore does
not exercise the power of cash in being able to
shape social relations or dilute given implicit
gender relations of production. Moreover, be-
cause loose fruit comprises a small proportion
of the total crop (14%), men do not fear that
women will control large amounts of money.
In this way, women’s access to the loose fruit
is not directly challenging established relations
of authority and reciprocity between husband
and wife. These arguments are also supported
by the intergenerational tensions between father
and sons over the distribution of household oil
palm income where fathers resist ‘‘paying’’ cash
for the labor of their co-resident sons as this
would undermine their position of authority
within the household (Curry & Koczberski,
2004). In an environment where men’s tradi-
tional authority is being challenged and in the
context of rapid social change, there is a per-
ceived need by men to preserve given household
relations of production (see Curry & Koczber-
ski, 2007). Thus, the reluctance to equitably
share oil palm income with household members
reveals just as much about intra-household
dynamics as it reveals about social change.
8. CONCLUSION

This paper has documented how intra-house-
hold conflicts over women’s labor and an un-
equal distribution of oil palm income were
addressed by a local milling company through
the modification of their smallholder payment
system. The company, by paying women di-
rectly for loose fruit collection on behalf of
their husbands, guaranteed that women were
remunerated for their labor thereby removing
a disincentive to collect loose fruit and resolv-
ing intra-household disputes over labor.

Three key lessons emerge from the Mama
Lus Frut Scheme that have implications for
policies aimed at raising smallholder productiv-
ity and promoting more equitable policies for
women. First, the scheme illustrates how an
understanding of intra-household labor rela-
tions makes it possible to identify mechanisms
to improve smallholder productivity and
women’s access to commodity crop income.
Whilst low rates of loose fruit collection were
acknowledged as a major constraint on small-
holder productivity prior to the introduction
of the Mama Lus Frut Scheme, earlier interven-
tions failed to address unequal gender relations
of production within households. By recogniz-
ing and devising ways to overcome these gen-
dered labor constraints, the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme provided a range of incentives for
women to engage in oil palm production and
enabled more co-operative household labor
strategies to emerge.

Second, institutional arrangements can im-
prove household relations and the participation
rates of women in commodity production
through initiatives that modify payment sys-
tems to guarantee remuneration of women’s
labor. The Mama Lus Frut Scheme, as well
as other studies of commodity production in
PNG and elsewhere, shows poor remuneration
of female labor or women’s dissatisfaction with
men’s disposal of the income from commodity
production to be a significant factor limiting
smallholder productivity and incomes. Women
generally hold a weak bargaining position con-
cerning the distribution of household income.
However, as shown by the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme, the intervention of an outside institu-
tion can assist in overcoming intra-household
disputes over labor remuneration and income
distribution by paying for women’s labor di-
rectly. Whilst men were unwilling to pay cash
for women’s labor, they did not dispute an out-
side institution (a third party) doing so because
the indigenous norms and ideologies underpin-
ning the reciprocal relationships of labor and
power relationships between husband and wife
remained fundamentally unchallenged. As the
analysis of the Mama Lus Frut Scheme re-
vealed, the existence of a third party paying
for women’s labor can circumvent the notion
that men are ‘‘paying’’ for their wife’s labor
and provide a mechanism for the restoration
of the implicit contract between husband and
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wife. Thus, institutions can be conduits for the
distribution of income from commodity pro-
duction to specific family members to overcome
gender inequalities within households.

Third, the case study demonstrates the role
commodity firms can play in reducing some
of the economic pressures within families that
are the source of intra-household conflict. Con-
flicts, struggles, and negotiations over labor
and income which characterize many small-
holder households illustrate the competing
responsibilities, obligations, and interests of
individuals within households. Such conflicts
over oil palm labor and income partly reflect
the economic pressures on families resulting
from population growth, social change, and re-
source constraints (see Curry & Koczberski,
2007). They also reveal the growing need for
cash in contemporary PNG. Sometimes, such
pressures and competing demands on cash
can lead to individuals, especially men, failing
to uphold the indigenous moral and social val-
ues underpinning the implicit contract between
husband and wife, necessary for the mainte-
nance of co-operative household production
strategies. Paying for labor in oil palm fruit re-
moved the competing demands on oil palm
cash income in the immediate days following
the monthly payday and made it more likely
that the implicit contract between husband
and wife was fulfilled. Thus, institutions can
ease the economic pressures on household bud-
gets by providing suitable mechanisms for iso-
lating a component of household income for
redistribution among household members.

Finally, the paper widens the analysis of in-
tra-household conflicts over labor and income
by linking broader cultural ideologies and eco-
nomic processes with intra-household gender
relations and women’s bargaining power. The
reluctance of men to share oil palm income
with women reveals as much about intra-house-
hold relations as it does about cultural, social,
and economic change. Household models,
including bargaining models, whilst useful, are
limited in their capacity to incorporate broader
social, and economic processes into the analysis
of the household. However, as demonstrated in
this paper by widening the framework of ana-
lysis, insights were gained into two key issues
that have received only limited attention in
the literature: the issue of why men do not
share a greater proportion of the income with
other family members; and, the apparent
inability of households to resolve intra-house-
hold conflicts over income.
NOTES
1. Loose fruit is the ripest fruit and is dislodged from
the oil palm bunch during harvesting and can account
for up to 14% of the total harvest.
2. For comparative studies on gender-specific house-
hold consumption patterns and financial management
see Fapohunda (1988) and Guyer’s (1988) work in
Africa.
3. It is likely that the overall income gains were
underestimated by Warner and Bauer because they did
not take into account the higher productivity and yields
resulting from improved block maintenance (George
Curry, pers. comm.)
4. Female heads of households (whose name is on the
Mama Card) tend to share or rotate the loose fruit
income with co-resident daughters or daughters-in-law.

5. Such logic is also evident in the support shown by oil
palm smallholders for automatic deductions from indi-
vidual monthly oil palm payments by milling companies
to repay company or bank loans for various farm inputs,
yet most are unwilling or unable to pay cash for the
same goods and services (OPIC project managers Frank
Lewis and Steven Kamis, pers. comm.). More recently a
trial to increase the supply of hired labor on smallholder
plots has found success in a payment system that deducts
hired labor payments from the monthly payment of the
farm owner (see Curry & Koczberski, 2004).
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