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The Lowy Institute is an independent policy think tank. Its mandate ranges 
across all the dimensions of international policy debate in Australia — 
economic, political and strategic — and it is not limited to a particular 
geographic region. Its two core tasks are to: 

• produce distinctive research and fresh policy options for Australia’s
international policy and to contribute to the wider international debate

• promote discussion of Australia’s role in the world by providing an
accessible and high-quality forum for discussion of Australian
international relations through debates, seminars, lectures, dialogues
and conferences.

Lowy Institute Policy Briefs are designed to address a particular, current 
policy issue and to suggest solutions. They are deliberately prescriptive, 
specifically addressing two questions: What is the problem? What should 
be done?  

The views expressed in this paper are entirely the authors’ own and not 
those of the Lowy Institute. 



BRIDGING PAPUA NEW GUINEA’S INFORMATION DIVIDE 

POLICY BRIEF 1 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In the lead-up to the 2022 national election, Papua New Guinea 
must bridge its information gap through investment in the public 
broadcaster. 

KEY FINDINGS 

• Access to reliable public information is critical for Papua New
Guinea as it heads towards national elections in mid-2022. The
country’s public broadcaster needs urgent support to keep radio
transmitters on air and to reach ‘disconnected’ audiences who have 
no other means of receiving public information.

• Australia should support Papua New Guinea to upgrade the
National Broadcasting Corporation’s radio transmission capacity
ahead of the vote by funding transmitter upgrades in under-served
towns and regions, and by trialling a national shortwave service
broadcast from offshore to provide coverage to the entire country.

• While the National Broadcasting Corporation implements medium-
term strategies to achieve nationwide coverage, it will need to
restructure its operations based on a more efficient regional
production model, and focus on making its broadcast transmission
operations financially and technically sustainable.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

What is the problem? 

Papua New Guinea’s public broadcaster, the National Broadcasting 
Corporation (NBC), plays a critical role in connecting and informing the 
nation, especially those citizens without access to other forms of 
communication. However, the public broadcaster’s transmission 
infrastructure is degraded and fails to reach a national audience. This 
is a critical problem ahead of nationwide elections scheduled for mid-
2022. 

What should be done? 

Targeted investment by Australia and other international donors can re-
establish an effective nationwide radio service in time for the 2022 
elections by contracting offshore shortwave broadcasters to retransmit 
NBC’s national service to the entire country. Further investment can re-
establish critical onshore transmitters in time for the vote. Beyond the 
elections, NBC needs ongoing support to restructure its operations, 
and infrastructure to remain relevant, reliable, and able to fulfil its 
critical role informing and connecting all of the country’s citizens. These 
investment decisions should take into account the importance of 
maintaining a service for the ‘disconnected’ citizens of Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) while also supporting the ongoing viability of PNG’s 
broadcast media.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The concept of the ‘digital divide’ is well known: the idea that the 
advent of technology divides society into those who have access, and 
those who do not. For those who have access, new technologies open 
up seemingly infinite options as internet bandwidth mushrooms, mobile 
devices proliferate, on-demand video and entertainment services 
abound, and government and business move to online platforms. Those 
on the other side of the divide are left with platforms, systems, and 
technologies that seem — at least to the ‘haves’ — to be obsolete. 

For the ‘have nots’ in PNG, radio remains a compelling proposition: it is 
free to access, cheap to produce, and efficient to operate. Globally, 
radio is an obvious information solution for the estimated 3.6 billion 
people who make up the ‘global disconnected’, those who have no 
technical access to internet or digital communications, or who lack the 
financial resources to utilise it.1  

Papua New Guinea's largest mobile phone provider, Digicel, claims 85 per cent 
of the population has access to at least a 2G mobile phone signal (Image: 
Kahunapule Michael Johnson/Flickr). 

In PNG, defining the number of citizens who fall into this ‘disconnected’ 
category is an imprecise exercise. In terms of ‘technical’ disconnection, 
the country’s largest mobile provider claims 85 per cent of the 
population has access to at least a 2G mobile phone signal. It says its 
networks cover as much as 53 per cent of PNG’s geographic 
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landmass.2 Yet subscriber data suggests that mobile penetration rates 
are as low as one in three people.3  

In contrast, radio’s availability is theoretically universal. When NBC’s 
transmission network is operating at full strength, people should be 
able to receive a shortwave, medium-wave, or FM radio signal almost 
anywhere in the country. Yet in reality, NBC struggles to be heard. As 
few as one in three of the public broadcaster’s transmitters is 
operational. Most of those that remain in service are reaching urban 
audiences that in many cases already have other media options. But 
four in five people in PNG live in rural and regional areas and many of 
them remain out of reach of NBC’s urban-based signals. 

As elections loom in July 2022, NBC’s role is even more critical in a 
country where communities are disconnected from the processes and 
decisions of national government agencies. This paper argues that 
international donors such as Australia, in collaboration with PNG’s 
government, should prioritise investment in NBC to get its voice back 
on the air, and to make these ‘disconnected’ citizens in rural and remote 
PNG their primary focus. The public broadcaster is a crucial source of 
reliable information for the entire nation, in terms of daily news and 
weather, education, public health, entertainment, and natural disasters. 

Australian investment in NBC’s governance and production capacity 
over a decade and a half has been largely successful, boosting the 
broadcaster’s ability to create and produce content that fulfils 
development goals under the Media Development Initiative funded by 
Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.4 But, as one 
review of the Australian assistance has noted, this capability means 
little if audiences cannot hear it.5  

NBC has also strengthened its management capacity, evidenced in 
successful political engagement resulting in capital funding for studio 
and transmitter rehabilitation. But more funding is needed, and quickly, 
to ensure that NBC’s voice is ready to be heard in time for the 2022 
vote. 

This means targeted spending in the months ahead of the elections to 
get transmitters and broadcast infrastructure back in operation. It also 
means supporting NBC’s efforts to ensure it is sustainable beyond the 
election. Future support for NBC will need to focus on the 
organisation’s structure, and its infrastructure plans, to ensure its 
services remain functional, relevant, and cost effective. 

More funding is 
needed, and 
quickly, to ensure 
that NBC’s voice is 
ready to be heard 
in time for the 
2022 vote. 
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The recommendations in this paper fall under three broad themes: 

First, there should be an immediate focus on broadcast radio as the 
most effective means to inform and connect all of PNG’s citizens. 
This means getting critical radio transmitters back on air in time for the 
lead-up to the 2022 elections. With only limited time before the vote, a 
dedicated nationwide NBC service can only be feasibly re-established 
from an offshore shortwave transmitter site in Australia or another 
nation. A trial service should be funded and established as an 
immediate priority with the benefit that it can also establish the 
audience for such a service. 

Second, NBC should be supported to develop and implement its 
own domestic transmission investment program and to restructure 
its operations to align with this core strategy. Every effort should be 
made to support NBC’s investment in transmission and upgrades to its 
studios. Its future financial stability is contingent on restructuring its 
operations in the most efficient way based on a regional transmission 
model. 

Third, the long-term future for broadcasting in PNG requires its 
costs and operations to be reconfigured to become financially and 
technically sustainable. The availability of digital platforms to users — 
primarily in urban areas — will challenge the economics of traditional 
broadcasting, and incumbent players will need to ensure their 
operations are efficient and sustainable. NBC is the largest player in 
PNG’s broadcast industry and has a central role to play in discussions 
about potential consolidation and restructuring within the transmission 
infrastructure sector. Government policy decisions with respect to 
media ownership laws and digital broadcasting offer an opportunity to 
investigate different operating models and structures for the future. 

There are critical investments to be made now in preparation for the 
election, and a need to look ahead to ensure that NBC is best prepared 
to remain an enduring part of PNG culture and public life for years to 
come. 

Every effort should 
be made to support 
NBC’s investment in 
transmission and 
upgrades to its 
studios. 



BRIDGING PAPUA NEW GUINEA’S INFORMATION DIVIDE 
 

6 POLICY BRIEF 
 

RESTORING RADIO ACROSS 
PAPUA NEW GUINEA 

For a country as diverse and dispersed as Papua New Guinea, radio 
remains the obvious platform for reliable and effective communication 
with a majority of the country’s citizens. 

Radio is cheap to produce, free to access, and flexible enough to deliver 
everything from news and weather to agricultural extension and 
entertainment. Such a mass communication platform is essential in a 
developing country of more than 8.9 million people6 where around a 
third of adults cannot read;7 mains electricity is available to only 13 per 
cent of the population;8 and rural subsistence agriculture remains the 
dominant way of life.  

Apart from playing a critical role in disseminating information, radio is a 
lifeline. PNG is one of the world’s most disaster-prone countries, where 
tropical rainfall, rugged geography, and active geological activity can 
result in environmental hazards from cyclones, floods, landslides, 
earthquakes, and volcanoes. The recent experience of COVID-19 has 
further highlighted these challenges as PNG’s health system has come 
under considerable strain.  

Media and broadcasting in Papua New Guinea 
Radio is a dominant part of PNG’s diverse media sector and has been 
since well before independence in 1973. In today’s media environment, 
radio-listening remains a big part of citizens’ media diets, with half of 
adults in one recent survey reporting regular radio use, and more than 
two-thirds of households having a radio.9  

The radio industry operates under a mixed model with commercial, 
public (government), and community ownership of stations. There are 
two main commercial radio networks: PNGFM and FM100/Kalang 
Advertising. Each network operates stations from centralised studios 
in Port Moresby with programming distributed via satellite and landline 
to FM transmitters across the country, mostly in major urban centres. 
FM100 is government-owned through the state telecommunications 
company Telikom PNG but operates on a commercial basis.  

Public broadcaster NBC operates provincial (‘Kundu’) and national 
(‘Karai’) radio services as well as a youth-focused service, Tribe FM, and 
a national television service. It has radio studios and local transmitters 

Radio is cheap to 
produce, free to 
access, and flexible 
enough to deliver 
everything from news 
and weather to 
agricultural 
extension and 
entertainment. 
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in most provincial centres, and its national headquarters in Port 
Moresby. NBC’s funding comes from a mix of direct government grants, 
advertising and sponsorships, and some additional funding from 
provincial governments and MPs’ district support funds. Total 
budgeted funding for NBC from PNG’s government in 2020 was K26 
million (approximately AU$10 million).10 In addition to the commercial 
and public broadcasters are community and church-based services. 

Beyond radio, PNG has one of the Pacific region’s largest media 
industries. There are three television networks: NBC’s domestic 
service; EMTV, which is also owned by Telikom PNG but operates 
commercially; and the mobile provider Digicel, which offers free-to-view 
channel TVWan on its subscription access platform. Two daily 
newspapers are published and distributed to major centres across the 
country, and there are three weekly newspapers.  

Each of the major media outlets also publishes online and on social 
media as an adjunct to their primary platforms. Social media is an 
increasingly influential part of the media landscape, with an estimated 
11 per cent of the population reported to be active users of Facebook.11 

A 2019 survey of media access in PNG found that radio remained 
popular, but that audiences are declining, driven by poor access to 
services.12 Radio listeners in larger centres have access to a number of 
stations mostly on FM, including the domestic commercial, public, and 
community stations, with international broadcasters such as Radio 
Australia and BBC World Service also carried on local frequencies in 
some centres. Outside major centres and in rural areas, services tend 
to be limited to NBC services, where they exist.  

NBC’s transmission network: a complex undertaking 
As the national broadcaster, NBC has a mandate to provide universal 
coverage within PNG. However, its current transmission network 
struggles to fulfil the charter. This network is a complex undertaking: 
around 50 transmitter sites, with 19 studios and sites in nearly every 
province. Many of its transmitters are simply out of operation. As few 
as one in three of NBC’s transmitters are on air, and those that are 
operational tend to be the low-powered FM transmitters, which reach 
listeners in urban areas but few people beyond.13  

Over a number of years, FM transmission has become the default 
means of broadcasting NBC services. Transmitters are cheap to install 
and relatively easy to operate and maintain. It is also easy for audiences 

As the national 
broadcaster, NBC 
has a mandate to 
provide universal 
coverage within PNG. 
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to receive FM signals through portable radios and many mobile phone 
handsets. Sound quality is excellent, but transmission is ‘line-of-sight’, 
meaning signals are not able to reach over geographic features such as 
mountains — a major challenge in PNG. FM works well for urban 
centres, but given PNG’s topography, transmitters struggle to reach 
rural and remote audiences.  

Mobile phone data suggests that penetration rates in Papua New Guinea are as 
low as one in three people (Kahunapule Michael Johnson/Flickr). 

NBC’s medium-wave or AM transmitters are in theory the backbone of 
its transmission network. Sites should give wide coverage, but are more 
demanding in terms of land size, maintenance, and operational costs. 
Most of NBC’s medium-wave sites are out of commission. As an 
example, NBC’s Port Moresby site has been the subject of a decade-
long legal dispute,14 and in 2018 a road project funded by China’s 
government was built over the site, dramatically limiting its technical 
capability.15 AM is relatively easy to listen to on portable and car-
installed radios, but not through mobile telephone receivers.  

Beyond the AM and FM transmitters, shortwave services should give 
NBC the ability to reach into remote and regional areas. While audio 
quality and accessibility are more difficult, shortwave signals bounce 
off the upper atmosphere to reach long distances. However, almost all 
of these critical transmitters are now off air, with only sites in Madang 
and Bougainville thought to remain operational. Shortwave also 
requires a more advanced radio to receive, and requires regular re-
tuning of frequencies. 
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NBC’s transmission shortcomings also create their own reality for rural 
and regional audiences: when there is nothing to listen to, what point is 
there in buying or maintaining a radio? This is especially so for people 
who might have used shortwave in the past, who have been further 
discouraged by decisions such as the ABC ending its Radio Australia 
shortwave service that targeted PNG and the Pacific.16  

It is therefore unsurprising that repeated audience surveys show that 
radio is becoming less relied upon by media consumers, particularly in 
rural PNG.17 However, when people are asked, they express a clear 
preference for radio services to be restored and maintained.18 

Shortwave in developing markets 
The experience of other international broadcasters suggests that 
shortwave remains vital, particularly in the developing world. The BBC 
World Service has in recent years renewed its focus on shortwave to 
reach vast areas of Africa and Asia.19 Radio New Zealand remains 
committed to shortwave in the Pacific and has made efforts to enhance 
its capacity to reach audiences in PNG,20 as well as retransmitting 
Radio Australia’s Melanesian-language programming in the region.21 
Vanuatu broadcaster VBTC has renewed its investment in shortwave 
and medium-wave with transmitters to cover the country’s sprawling 
island territories.22 

While the limitations of traditional analogue shortwave are well known, 
new digital formats make it a more attractive option. The Digital Radio 
Mondiale (DRM) standard allows for high-quality audio transmissions 
over shortwave frequencies. DRM has been adopted in a number of 
large markets including India, South Africa, and Brazil. The main 
obstacle to adoption of DRM has been the cost of receivers. The 
growing uptake in India especially means receivers are expected to fall 
in cost to as little as AU$14 per unit within the next year.23 

The BBC World Service characterises the future market for radio as 
being able to reach the ‘global disconnected’.24 It estimates there are 
as many as 3.6 billion people around the world who have no access to 
communications other than radio. Shortwave, coupled with next-
generation medium-wave, remains one of the best ways to keep these 
people connected and prepare for future services. Rural and remote 
audiences in PNG fall within this group. NBC’s challenge is to deliver a 
service that meets the needs of these citizens. 

The experience of 
other international 
broadcasters 
suggests that 
shortwave remains 
vital, particularly in 
the developing world. 
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ELECTION 2022: TIME TO 
RESTORE PNG’S VOICE 

The 2022 election looms as a deadline by which the current situation 
needs to be improved to ensure audiences across PNG have a reliable 
source of information during the democratic process. NBC’s coverage 
of the campaign, and its role in providing live scrutiny of election 
counts, makes its presence critical.  

An immediate focus should be on restoring as many services as 
possible so they can be online in time for next year. Decisions about 
which sites to prioritise should take into account the audiences that 
most need access to the service: those in remote and rural PNG, and 
those in urban centres without other options. Further, assessments 
should be made to ensure investments are cost effective and 
achievable in a reasonable timeframe. 

The assessments should consider: 

Audience impact — Prioritise investment in sites that can reach remote 
and rural audiences, and those with limited access to alternative media 
and communications platforms. 

Scope and cost — Concentrate funds on sites where the lowest cost 
repairs will bring equipment back into operation. 

Resilience — Place priority on sites where technical and operational 
support is more available and other inputs, such as electricity supply, 
are more reliable. 

Existing provincial shortwave sites at Madang and Bougainville are 
examples of transmitters that have recently been in operation, and 
could benefit from immediate attention to reach remote audiences. FM 
transmitters in smaller provincial centres and districts that require 
parts or repairs would also be priority targets for investment. 

Medium-wave and shortwave transmitters that are essential to NBC’s 
longer-term audience goals will require more time and money to 
identify, prepare, and re-establish. For these sites, there is unlikely to 
be enough time to achieve these outcomes prior to the 2022 election 
period. Yet these platforms remain the only viable means to connect 
with those remote and regional audiences. Therefore, the only way to 
quickly restore a national service in time for the voting period will be to 
fund a service that is transmitted from offshore.  

An immediate focus 
should be on 
restoring as many 
services as possible 
so they can be online 
in time for next year. 
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OFFSHORE TRANSMISSION OF 
NBC NATIONAL SERVICE 

With funding from Australia or another international partner, such a 
service could be launched from an established shortwave transmission 
site in PNG’s neighbouring region and broadcast an effective, 
nationwide service for a number of hours each day. 

Regional offshore transmission: with funding from Australia or another international partner, offshore shortwave 
transmission sites could be used to broadcast a nationwide service into Papua New Guinea. 

One potential site is in North Queensland. Until 2015, the Brandon 
facility outside Townsville was the site for ABC Radio Australia services 
focused on PNG and the Pacific. While these services were 
subsequently transferred to another site in Victoria (before the services 
ended in 2017), the Brandon site remains available to host new 
services. The site’s owner and operator, BAI Communications, is the 



BRIDGING PAPUA NEW GUINEA’S INFORMATION DIVIDE 
 

12 POLICY BRIEF 
 

primary transmission provider to Australian broadcasters ABC and 
SBS. In a submission to a 2017 government inquiry, the company 
flagged the site as the best for any future services to the region.25  

The site has already proved its effectiveness. In 2015, a special service 
was broadcast to PNG from Brandon while the country hosted the 
Pacific Games. Those associated with the broadcast reported 
significant positive response from listeners across PNG and the wider 
region.26  

Broadcasting from Brandon has a number of immediate positives: the 
site is available, with reliable power supplies and relevant operational 
expertise. NBC’s services are already available for downlink via satellite 
for retransmission. However, sourcing equipment and installation could 
take time, and commercial terms would need to be negotiated. Quick 
action will be needed to determine whether a service can be 
established by the end of 2021. 

Alternatives in the short term could be found in another site in the 
Pacific region, for example by leasing transmitter space from another 
broadcast operator, potentially in Guam or Singapore.  

Establishing such a service on a trial basis for a limited period would 
allow for audience and technical surveys, and determine the viability of 
providing the service on an ongoing basis. It would also provide a test-
bed for new digital technologies such as DRM to establish whether 
potential future technology could be deployed in PNG. Such a service 
could cost as little as AU$3 million for a three year period. The trial 
outcomes could then inform decisions about investments in broadcast 
infrastructure and potential consolidation within the sector. 

In 2015, a special 
service was 
broadcast to PNG 
from Brandon while 
the country hosted 
the Pacific Games. 
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A FUTURE TRANSMISSION 
STRATEGY FOR NBC RADIO 

Looking beyond the immediate challenge of the 2022 election, NBC 
will need to continue expanding its transmission capability if it is to 
meet its medium-term goal of national coverage by 2030. NBC has 
been pursuing this target by rehabilitating dormant medium-wave sites 
as the first step towards achieving wider national coverage.27 This will 
be a costly process in terms of the capital investment required and also 
the ongoing operational expense it will demand. To ensure the 
investment is sustainable, NBC will need to review its existing 
operational structure and make changes that align its transmission 
strategy with its operational, production, and staffing profile. 

First steps towards a new transmission strategy 
NBC has successfully sought and obtained additional capital 
investment from PNG’s government to pursue studio and transmitter 
upgrades.28 Medium-wave transmitter sites have been integral to 
NBC’s transmission system in the past, and the new strategy 
recognises their importance in serving the widest possible audiences. 
But as noted earlier, medium-wave sites are also capital intensive, 
maintenance-heavy, and operationally expensive to run.  

The first site that NBC has been redeveloping is at Fimito, outside 
Goroka in PNG’s Eastern Highlands province. The site was initially 
developed in the late 1960s by the Australian territorial administration 
for the then-ABC’s services in PNG.29 It has been out of operation for 
many years, but can theoretically provide AM coverage to a large area, 
potentially even to the coast at Madang, and much of the surrounding 
highlands region.30 The transmitter upgrade works were recently 
completed and officially launched.31 

NBC’s focus on medium-wave to drive better coverage will benefit 
audiences especially in remote and rural areas. NBC management has 
also indicated that Fimito is a first step in rehabilitating other similar 
sites with a goal of lifting coverage.32 

Yet re-establishing such sites will be a financial challenge for the 
corporation. Medium-wave transmitters are heavy users of electricity. 
The successful rehabilitation of a transmitter will immediately increase 
operational costs for NBC through additional electricity expense — and 
therefore place an immediate burden on its cashflow. While PNG’s 

NBC’s focus on 
medium-wave to 
drive better 
coverage will 
benefit audiences 
especially in remote 
and rural areas. 
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government has been positively inclined to support capital projects, 
there is no sign that it is prepared to extend further operational funding 
support to NBC. Therefore, each transmitter that is restored will use 
funds that are currently supporting other activities. 

 

Such new capital investments will require that NBC look for operational 
savings and alternative income to keep re-established and critical 
transmitter sites on air. While NBC accepts advertising, the rural and 
remote audiences that will benefit from its expanded reach are unlikely 
to be especially attractive to advertisers in terms of revenue. Therefore, 
in the absence of an increase in government grants, it will need to save 
costs from its existing operations to devote to these operational 
expenses.  

A regional broadcasting model 
As discussed earlier, existing NBC radio services are structured in a 
complex and operationally expensive model with provincial radio 
stations in each of PNG’s 22 provinces. Only Jiwaka and Hela provinces 
— created in 2012 — are yet to host a local station.33 In practice, many 
provincial stations struggle to remain operational with limited funding 
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and disputes between national and provincial governments over 
responsibility. 

Planning ahead, NBC should aim to reconfigure its provincial 
operations into more efficient broadcast zones based around PNG’s 
administrative regions of Highlands, Islands, Momase, and Southern. A 
cross-province transmission network focused on these regions could 
be serviced by full-function radio studios in four major centres — for 
example Mount Hagen, Kokopo, Port Moresby, and Lae— and then 
supported by the continued presence of field reporters and news 
journalists in each province, with content and material fed from 
provincial offices back to the regional hubs. 

Making such a change would free up significant resources and time: no 
longer would technical staff need to maintain transmitters and studios 
at each site in each province. Staff would be freed to become content 
gatherers and makers rather than attending to transmitter 
maintenance, studio operations, and administration. There need not be 
any loss of NBC presence in each centre, as local staffing would be 
maintained.  

Cross-province identities in each region could be strengthened and 
communities of interest would be maintained. This regional focus would 
also bolster NBC’s national capabilities as better resourced regions 
feed better quality content into national programming. 

However, such a change would present its own challenges. There would 
be the primary challenge of pursuing organisational change within 
NBC, with obstacles in terms of management capacity and 
organisational resistance. Significant support would be needed to help 
NBC adapt and change to a new model of operation. 

From outside, too, there would be issues: provincial governments 
expect they should have a local NBC station of their own and many 
would resist losing their local station in favour of a regional 
configuration. Nevertheless, there are clear benefits to them in this 
model: it would provide a more reliable — if regional — service, one that 
gives an opportunity for provincial voices to be heard in a regional and 
national context.  

Significant support 
would be needed to 
help NBC adapt and 
change to a new 
model of operation. 



BRIDGING PAPUA NEW GUINEA’S INFORMATION DIVIDE 
 

16 POLICY BRIEF 
 

THE FUTURE OF PNG 
BROADCASTING 

Beyond stabilising and consolidating NBC’s existing broadcasting 
resources, the public broadcaster will need support to manage its 
transition away from traditional broadcasting towards digital and other 
online and on-demand services. NBC will also need support to remain 
the key bridge between the haves and have-nots in the country’s 
‘digital divide’. 

The 2019 survey of PNG audience behaviours shows that digital 
services are already becoming dominant in audiences’ media diets.34 
Growth at present is concentrated in urban centres where connectivity 
is better, but as more bandwidth becomes available in future years, 
more users with financial and technical access will migrate to 
alternative platforms. Those without this choice will be left behind. 
They will become increasingly reliant on legacy broadcast services at 
the same time as advertising revenue for these platforms decreases 
due to shrinking audiences. 

NBC, along with other PNG broadcasters, will need support to weather 
this transition. Broadcasters will need to wring efficiencies from their 
operations to maintain their legacy broadcast services at their lowest 
possible financial cost while increasing spending to maintain and grow 
audiences on emerging platforms. 

The opportunity for NBC and other PNG broadcasters is to look at 
infrastructure sharing, multiplexing, and collaboration to minimise 
costs and at the same time improve coverage, especially for these 
‘disconnected’ users. The fact that three of the major entities in the 
broadcast industry (EMTV, FM100/Kalang and NBC) are directly owned 
by the PNG government provides a significant opportunity for 
consolidation and rationalisation. 

Internationally, many broadcasters have divested themselves of the 
infrastructure side of their businesses. Public broadcasters such as the 
BBC35 and TVNZ have privatised their distribution networks, while in 
Australia the separately-managed government transmission network 
for ABC and SBS services was corporatised and then privatised in the 
1990s.36  

NBC, along with 
other PNG 
broadcasters, will 
need support to 
weather this 
transition. 
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Such models may not be directly applicable to PNG, but there are clear 
opportunities to minimise further spending on transmitter sites 
between broadcasters.  

Recent experience with the rapid and successful deployment of mobile 
telephone technology in PNG suggests that older notions of the 
financial viability of such investments need revisiting. An appropriate 
mix of entrepreneurship and expertise could deliver better results for 
broadcasters and for audiences. Potential corporate entities that may 
manage these infrastructure services could prove to be attractive 
investments for long-term investors such as superannuation funds. 

As PNG’s largest broadcaster, with the control and ownership of the 
largest number of existing transmission sites, NBC should be central to 
a detailed consideration of these issues by the PNG government and 
the industry more broadly. Current policies to encourage digital 
television transition37 and to investigate media ownership laws38 also 
provide a framework to facilitate such a discussion. 

NBC should be supported to explore these opportunities and identify 
potential structures that can ensure its ongoing financial and technical 
success at the lowest possible cost, while encouraging potential 
investors in the provision of broadcast infrastructure to be part of that 
conversation. 

 

CONCLUSION 
PNG’s public broadcaster plays a critical role in the country’s 
democratic system and must be strengthened in time for the coming 
national elections in 2022. Following those elections, opportunities for 
NBC to reconfigure and rationalise its operations offer the most 
efficient way to realise the resources needed to make its services 
sustainable. NBC should also work with other PNG media outlets to 
assist in its nationwide coverage and improve the nation’s essential 
information architecture. Equally, PNG’s international partners and 
donors must do more to bolster this national institution, and must do 
so urgently. Additional support will be essential for NBC to fulfil its vital 
role as the bridge between ‘disconnected’ PNG citizens and the rest of 
the nation.  
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