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Executive summary
This report explains the factors
contributing to the long-term success of a
gender-specific agricultural initiative to
improve women’s access to income and
their participation in oil palm production
in West New Britain Province (WNBP),
Papua New Guinea. The initiative known
as the Mama Lus Frut Scheme was
introduced by the Oil Palm Industry
Corporation, the organisation providing
extension to smallholders, and the
milling company New Britain Palm Oil
Limited in 1997. Presently over 70% of
women in oil palm growing households at
Hoskins and Bialla, WNBP, regularly earn
their own income from oil palm, separate
from their husbands’.
Data were collected in 2017 and 2018 to
evaluate the long-term impacts and
outcomes of the scheme.
There were immediate economic and
social benefits to women following the
introduction of the MLFS.
These
included:
•

•
•
•

Large increase in income and
greater financial independence for
women.
Redistribution of oil palm income
within families towards women.
Increase in the number of female
extension officers employed.
Increase in the number of women
with personal bank accounts.

Access to their own income and control
over its disbursement has resulted in
women having greater capacity to
purchase food for the family and assist
family members. Improved living
standards have resulted as women

directed part of their income to the
purchase of durable household items and
other assets.
Greater capacity to financially contribute
to
customary
activities
in
their
village/community has been a major
benefit for women. Having a secure and
regular income source and their own
bank accounts have also given women
greater sense of control over their lives.
By opening an avenue for a fairer and
more effective payment mechanism,
disputes between men and women over
the distribution of the income have fallen
significantly. This has helped foster
greater intra and inter-household
harmony.
Some women have used their improved
monetary wealth to develop new skills
and knowledge. Also, greater confidence
in managing money has spurred
women’s interest in establishing small
enterprises
and/or
other
supplementary/alternative
income
earning activities.
Despite the gains for women, there are
challenges to the future effectiveness of
the Mama Card. These are demographic
changes, intense land and income
pressures and the growing assertiveness
of sons, daughters and daughters-in-law
to control the Mama Card.
Recommendations aimed to address
these challenges include:
•

Introduction of another harvesting
card on heavily populated oil
palm blocks.

ix

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

Introduce measures to protect
widows’ control of the Mama
Card.
Encourage younger men to place
FFB on the Mama Card as their
contribution to household finances.
Increase the number of female
extension officers.
Identify ways for the MLF executive
at Hoskins to obtain ongoing and
secure income to support their
activities.
Arrange for a percentage of the
smallholder levy funds to the
growers’ associations at Hoskins
(HOPGA) and Bialla (BOPGA) to be
allocated to the MLF executive.
Strengthen the skills capacity of
the MLF executive and provide the
group with more technical and
transport support.
Increase the emphasis on income
diversification for both men and
women to reduce the pressures on
the Mama Card.
Seek external funding to establish
a resource centre for smallholders
at Hoskins.
Increase the number of women
who
have
access
to
superannuation.
Introduce initiatives to address the
low educational status of women.
Strengthen existing measures that
address family planning and food
security.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction
Despite
women’s
significant
contributions
to
agriculture
and
household income through the sale of
fresh food and their labour in export crop
production in PNG, many agricultural
extension programs remain gender
blind. Few offer women opportunities to
improve their access and control over
household income and agricultural
decision-making (Cahn & Liu 2008;
Hamago 2019; 2021).
The disadvantaged position of women in
commodity crop production in PNG has
been acknowledged in several studies
(Collett 1992; Strathern 1982; Sexton
1986; Overfield, 1998; Hamago, 2019;
Curry et al. 2019). However, rarely have
attempts been made to address the
inequitable access to, and control of, the
income
from
commodity
crop
production.
This report presents an
evaluation of an extension intervention
OPIC is a statutory authority formed in 1992
to take over oil palm extension from the
Department of Agriculture and Livestock.
OPIC is financed mostly by a smallholder
crop levy of K4.00/tonne. Until recently, in
WNBP, this levy was matched by the two
milling companies operating in WNBP: Hargy
Oil Palms Limited (HOPL) and New Britain
Palm Oil Limited (NBPOL). Now, HOPL
withholds the levy and their own smallholder
departments use it for extension and support
services for smallholders. For all sites
operated by NBPOL (Hoskins, Poliamba,
1

among oil palm smallholders in West
New Britain Province (WNBP) in PNG
known as the Mama Lus Frut Scheme
(MLFS). The initiative, introduced by
PNG’s Oil Palm Industry Corporation
(OPIC) 1 in 1997, at Hoskins, WNBP, aimed
to increase women’ share of household
oil palm income. The MLFS continues to
operate today and in 2020 almost 10,000
women at Hoskins and Bialla, WNBP,
were regularly earning their own income
from the scheme. Women’s access to and
control over household income from oil
palm has vastly improved since 1997.
This has created both benefits and
challenges for women.
Where agricultural projects or extension
interventions have attempted to improve
the economic participation of women,
only a few have evaluated the benefits for
women and the factors explaining
success or failure (see, for example,
Popondetta and Milne Bay), the K4.00
matching levy is paid in full to OPIC. OPIC is
managed at a local level through a Local
Planning Committee (LPC) which is
comprised of representatives from the local
smallholder grower association, milling
company, provincial government and PNG’s
Oil Palm Research Association (OPRA).
Following the introduction of the MLFS, a
female smallholder representative was
added to the committee. LPC meetings are
held monthly.

1

Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; Doss et al. 2012;
Johnson et al. 2016; Amber et al. 2018;
Theis et al. 2018). Less common are
studies of the impacts on women’s
economic empowerment, changes in
household relations of production and
adoption levels over the long-term. This
evaluation of the MLFS fills this gap.
In 2000, an evaluation of the effectiveness
of the MLFS was completed by the Oil
Palm Research Association (OPRA)
(Koczberski et al. 2001). The evaluation
reported substantial economic and social
benefits for women and smallholder
households (Koczberski et al. 2001).
Since 2000, there has been no formal
evaluation of the scheme. To mark the
twentieth year of the MLFS in 2017, an
evaluation of the effectiveness and
impact of the scheme and the long-term
social and economic outcomes for women
and smallholder families was conducted.
The other purpose of the evaluation was
to assess the future of the scheme and to
provide information for policy design on
the key factors that influenced the
outcome of the MLFS.

1.2. Background and Context
Family oil palm harvesting in PNG has a
clear gender division of labour whereby
women are responsible for collecting the
scattered loose fruit following harvesting
of the fresh fruit bunches (FFBs) by men.
Loose fruit collection is considered wok
bilong ol meri (women’s work) (Plate 1.1).
Prior to 1997, there was a very high rate
of uncollected loose fruit left to rot on the
ground following harvesting of the fresh
fruit bunches. Loose fruit are the fruitlets

dislodged from the FFBs during
harvesting.
Conservative
estimates
suggested that 60-70% of loose fruit was
not collected prior to 1997 (Lewis 2000).
The very low rate of collection of loose
fruit was because of the low and uncertain
remuneration of women’s labour by their
husbands and women’s lack of influence
over the distribution and expenditure of
oil palm income. Prior to the MLFS, oil
palm sales to the milling company were
done by the husband or male head of the
family oil palm plot. They received
payment through a harvesting payment
card (known initially as the Primary Card
and later the Papa Card). Women relied
on men to redistribute this income to
family members involved in harvesting.
Typically, little of this income filtered
through to women. Many women
therefore withdrew their labour from oil
palm, including collecting loose fruit.
Several industry reports during the 1980s
expressed concern over the large
amount of uncollected loose fruit on
smallholder plots (Turner & Benjamin
1982; Benjamin & Crabb 1986; Greasley
& Taylor 1986) and acknowledged that
the task was considered locally as
women’s work. It is likely that the
inequitable distribution of household oil
palm income had been operating since
smallholders first adopted oil palm
production (Hulme 1984).
The low levels of loose fruit collection by
women not only represented a loss of
household income (scattered fruitlets
account for approximately 14% of the
total harvest) but also a substantial loss of

2

Plate 1.1: Lus frut in foreground and FFB in the background
revenue for the milling companies. 2
Industry efforts to improve loose fruit
collection among smallholders in the two
decades prior to the MLFS were
unsuccessful (Turner & Benjamin 1982).
This was in part because it was assumed,
incorrectly, that time and technical
constraints on harvesting were the basis
of the problem.
In 1996 OPIC identified, through
interviews with women, that poor loose

fruit collection was largely the result of
women’s unwillingness to collect the
fruitlets due to the lack of financial reward
for their work (Lewis 2000). A
recommendation was made to the milling
company for women to be paid directly
for the sale of loose fruit. The following
year, the oil palm milling company, New
Britain Palm Oil Limited (NBPOL),
introduced a more gender equitable
payment system and issued women with

The loose fruit contains the highest oil content
(Turner & Benjamin 1982).

2

3

their own harvest net and payment card.
It became known as the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme.
The MLFS enabled women to sell loose
fruit directly from their family oil palm
plots to the oil palm milling company.
Women were then paid directly by the
company for their loose fruit. Initially,
women were paid by cheque and later by
direct transfer into their own bank
account. The payment card was
introduced as the ‘Mama Card’. In 1998,
following its rapid adoption at Hoskins
(see below), the scheme was introduced to
smallholders in Bialla, WNBP. Later the
scheme was introduced to oil palm
growing areas in Oro Province and Milne
Bay Province.
By taking over men’s responsibility for the
remuneration of women’s labour in loose
fruit collection, the company provided
opportunities for women to sell loose fruit
separately from their husbands’ payment
card and receive their own payment
independently of their husband. The
guaranteed payment removed the key
disincentive to women’s participation in
oil palm production. Furthermore, by
guaranteeing payment of women’s labour,
the MLFS addressed the deep-rooted and
common problem of intra-household
conflicts over women’s labour and the
inequitable remuneration of women’s
labour in oil palm production.

1.3. Evaluation Framework
The evaluation was a collaboration
between researchers at OPRA and Curtin
University, 3 with support from OPIC and

their Mama Lus Frut extension officers. It
focused on the scheme’s effectiveness and
its long-term social and economic impacts
and outcomes for women and families. The
sustained adoption of the MLFS allowed an
assessment of what works, why it works,
and in what contexts is it successful over
the long-term. The evaluation framework
adopted three main criteria:
1. Effectiveness: A measure of the extent
to which the intended results and
goals of the MLFS have been
achieved.
2. Impacts and outcomes: An assessment
of both the short-term and long-term
positive and negative impacts and
outcomes of the MLFS.
3. Sustainability:
Identification
of
emerging challenges to the long-term
sustainability of the MLFS, and an
assessment of whether the initial goals
and purposes of the MLFS are still
relevant and valid.
Further details of each evaluation criterion
are outlined in Appendix A.
Three questions formed the basis of the
evaluation:

1. What difference has the MLFS made to
women’s lives and household wellbeing and welfare?
2. How can we ensure the future viability
of the MLFS?
3. What lessons can be learnt from the
MLFS by the oil palm industry and
other export commodity crop sectors?
To assess the impacts and outcomes of the
MLFS, the evaluation adopted six

Matilda Hamago also interviewed Mama Card
holders and OPIC Extension Officers as part of
her Master’s Thesis (Hamago 2019).
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indicators of change and impact, namely:
1. Access and control over household oil
palm income
2. Family welfare and well-being
3. Household livelihoods and assets
4. Household and social relations
5. Individual agency, and
6. Institutional environment.
Emphasis was given to assessing changes
from the perspective of the women
themselves and their own values. The
study
focused
on
how
women
experienced
economic
and
social
changes in terms of their financial
independence, household and social
relations, access to livelihood assets, and
their integration into extension delivery.
To examine the benefits and impacts of the
MLFS, the evaluation drew on the
sustainable livelihoods framework for its
conceptual and methodological base
(DFID 1999). This was for three reasons.
First, the framework enables an
individual/ household level analysis and
recognises the multidimensional nature of
smallholder lives and the diverse range of
livelihood strategies they pursue, beyond
oil palm.
Second, as Meinzen-Dick et al. (2003)
highlight, the livelihood framework
provides a useful and holistic framework
to examine the differential impacts of
agricultural interventions because new
technologies can:

The oil palm smallholder sector has three
different groups of growers based on the type
of land tenure. The LSS smallholders cultivate
oil palm on State Agricultural Leasehold land
(99-year leases). VOP growers’ plant oil palm
4

•
•
•

Increase or decrease a household’s
vulnerability.
Change the livelihood asset base of
individuals and households, and
Interact with policies, institutions and
processes
to
change
poverty
outcomes.

Third, and related to the above, is the
livelihood framework enabled the
evaluation to map the impact of the MLFS
across the five livelihood capital assets
(natural, financial, physical, social and
human).

1.4. Data Collection
Data were collected in the oil palm
growing areas of Hoskins and Bialla in
2017 and 2018 (Figure 1.1). The team used
a mixed methods approach that included
informal face-to-face interviews, focus
groups
and
household
survey
questionnaires (Plate 1.2) . Most data were
collected at Hoskins, among women
whose families were producing oil palm
prior to and after the uptake of a Mama
Card. Participants were
randomly
selected from the three main categories of
smallholders, namely: smallholders on the
Land Settlement Schemes (LSS); Village
Oil Palm (VOP) growers; and those
residing on Customary Rights Purchase
(CRP) blocks. 4
Data collection entailed:
•

Questionnaire surveys with 100

on their own village customary land, and oil
palm planted on CRP land is cultivated by
smallholders who have ‘purchased’ customary
land and are non-clan members.

5

Figure 1.1: West New Britain Province and Kimbe Bay (Source: Richard Tiamu, OPRA)

Plate 1.2: Interviewing farmers at Morokea, Hoskins, WNBP. Photo credit: Matilda
Hamago
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Registered and active Mama Card
holders in the Hoskins area. The survey
covered ownership of the Mama Card,
access to the income, use of the income,
and the benefits or problems with the
Mama Card.
•

•

•

•

•

One-on-one
detailed
informal
interviews with 25 Mama Card
holders in the Hoskins area.
Interviews focused on the impacts of
the MLFS at the individual and
household level, decision-making
and intra-household relations. Some
of the initial group of women in 1997
to be issued a Mama Card were also
interviewed.
Four focus groups with women at
Hoskins and Bialla. Discussions
explored changes resulting from the
MLFS and the impact of emerging
land and population pressures on the
use and control of the Mama Card.
Numerous interviews/meetings with
male and female extension officers at
Hoskins and Bialla. Interviews aimed
to assess officers’ perceptions of the
impact of, and future sustainability of,
the MLFS.
Secondary
data.
Company
smallholder production records and
relevant reports were analysed.
Interview data collected in 2000,
which informed the report by
Koczberski et al. (2001) were also
consulted.

1.5. Study Sites
The oil palm industry dominates the rural
economy around Hoskins and Bialla. Oil
palm is the principal form of income for
most smallholders in the area. Oil palm
production is based on the nucleus
estate-smallholder
model
with
smallholders
surrounding
privately
owned estate plantations and centrally
located company mills. There are two
milling companies in the area. One
servicing the Hoskins area (NBPOL) and
one in Bialla (HOPL). The milling
company services smallholders by
supplying planting material, collecting
their harvested crop for processing, and
extending credit to smallholders for farm
inputs. Smallholder crop is collected by
company trucks on a 10-14-day cycle and
payment is made into the individual bank
accounts of card holders.
Agricultural extension is provided by
OPIC, OPRA and more recently the milling
companies. Despite the dominance of oil
palm
production
in
livelihoods,
smallholders are increasingly diversifying
into non-oil palm and non-farm income
sources. This is largely in response to
increasing population and land pressures
experienced by many oil palm growing
smallholder households and the resultant
declining per capita income from oil palm
(Koczberski et al. 2012). As discussed in
Chapter 4, these pressures are altering the
way that the Mama Card is used and
potentially pose a threat to the long-term
sustainability of the MLFS.
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CHAPTER 2
THE INTRODUCTION OF THE MAMA LUS FRUT SCHEME

2.1. Introduction
This chapter examines the introduction of
the Mama Lus Frut Scheme, the initial rate
of uptake of the scheme, and the extent to
which the intended goals were achieved
in the initial phases of the scheme. We
begin with how the scheme was
introduced.
Prior to the introduction of the MLFS,
women’s principal income source was
derived from selling garden produce at
local fresh food markets. Women had
largely withdrawn their labour from
household oil palm production because
their husbands did not allocate a
reasonable share of the oil palm income
to them nor meet their financial
obligations to maintain the well-being of
the family.
As one woman remarked, referring to
herself and others in a similar situation:
…before most [money] was going to
their husbands. The men weren’t
giving money to women before the
Mama Card was introduced and
because of this the women would
strike; that is, they refused to help on
the block. I also would strike when
John [husband] kept control of the
Papa Card (DL 17/11/2000).
During the evaluation women pointed out
men’s wasteful and ‘selfish’ behaviour of
spending the oil palm income on alcohol

and activities that did not benefit the
family. By neglecting to provide their
wives with a reasonable share of the oil
palm income, many women struggled to
meet their responsibilities of family
welfare and supporting the extended
family. While women were earning
income from selling food at local markets,
this income was often insufficient to meet
ongoing family needs such as the food
purchases, clothes for children and
household items.

2.2. Mama Lus Frut Scheme
There were three initial phases to the
introduction of the scheme:
Phase 1: Pre-program enquiry and
support
Following interviews conducted by OPIC
officers
with
female
and
male
smallholders regarding the high rates of
loose fruit wastage, the concept of a
separate harvesting card for women was
developed. To turn the concept into an
intervention (the MLFS) to benefit
women, it was first necessary to gain
community and industry support. As
identified by the OPIC Senior Project
Manager at the time, it was critical that
women supported the concept and for
male household heads to agree that
women could collect and sell the loose

8

fruit independently of them and have
control of the income (Lewis 2000).
A survey among smallholders conducted
by OPIC at the time, found 84% agreed to
a separate payment card for women, and
additional interviews and awareness with
men confirmed they would support their
wives (Lewis, 2000). At these meetings,
extension officers made it clear to men
that the purpose of the separate payment
card was to guarantee women would be
paid for their work in oil palm production
and to assist them in providing for their
families (OPIC female extension officer,
pers comms 16/11/2000). This concept
was then taken to the milling company to
gain their support for the initiative. An
additional card required alterations to
the company’s existing smallholder
payment system and production records.
Phase 2: Pre-program trial and
awareness
In January 1997, with the strong support
of the community and the milling
company, a six-month trial of the new
harvesting card began. To assist with the
trial, OPIC employed a female extension
officer (known as the Mama Lus Frut
officer). She was the first female
extension officer recruited by OPIC. 5
The trial involved issuing ten women
farmers with a harvesting net for the loose
fruit and a harvest card. Women then
received payment for the loose fruit they
sold to the company. The trial was to test
the appropriateness of the initiative’s
design, and to identify positive and any
unintended
negative
consequences

arising from women holding their own
harvest card. The trial attracted much
interest and the women started to make
enquiries with the OPIC extension
officers to join the trial. As reported by
Koczberski et al. (2001: 172):
As other women became aware of
the trial and the opportunity to earn
their own income from loose fruit,
they were eager to join the scheme
and approached OPIC for their own
nets and harvesting cards. What
was initially planned as a six-month
trial of the MLFS was abandoned
after two months due to the
overwhelming
interest
and
pressure from women to join.
The trial was cut short, and the initiative
was rolled out when the viability of the
scheme became evident (Plate 2.1). It
was immediately obvious that there was
widespread support from women for the
introduction of a new payment card.
Women farmers very quickly saw the
potential benefits of the MLFS.
Phase 3: Introduction and expansion of
the scheme
The female Mama Lus Frut extension
officer assisted with expanding the
scheme among smallholder households.
Her initial tasks were to hold meetings
with the women and explain how the
scheme operated and assist them to
obtain their own harvesting card. The
role of the female extension officer,
together with the male extension officers,
was critical to reinforcing the message

5

At the time of writing this report, the officer
remains employed by OPIC and continues to
work with the women farmers.
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Plate 2.1: Original Lus Frut Mamas and Extension Officer (back row, second from
right). Photo credit: Matilda Hamago
that women had primary ownership of the
loose fruit and the income earned was for
the benefit of women and their families.
During this phase, local radio was used to
promote the scheme.
The radio
programs enabled wide coverage of the
new extension initiative across the
smallholder population and reinforced
the message that the MLFS was
specifically targeting women. During the
initial years of the scheme, two more
Mama Lus Frut officers were employed,
and a ‘Women’s Extension Unit’ was
established within OPIC (Koczberski et
al., 2001).
The work of the female extension officers
was made easier by the support from
male colleagues and field managers.

Like their male extension officers, female
extension officers were allocated their
own motor bikes (Plate 2.2). This enabled
them to hold regular meetings with the
women, and in 1998 they began
conducting
women-only
farmer
extension field days to train women in
farm management, crop quality and to
provide a space for women to discuss
problems emerging within their family
regarding the use and control of the
Mama Card. For common problems (such
as sons trying to control the card),
potential resolutions were discussed.
Another important part of the field days
was to assist women to open bank
accounts to enable direct payment into
their own bank accounts. This helped
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Plate 2.2: Female extension officer. Photo credit: G. Curry
ensure women had more control over the
income they earned.
The recruitment of female extension
officers was enormously beneficial
during the introduction of the scheme.
The officers spent much time with the
women, and this allowed female farmers
to develop trust and confidence in the
female farmers to develop trust and
confidence in the female extension
officers. This motivated women to join the
MLFS. Evidence from elsewhere in PNG
shows that where female extension
officers have reached female farmers,
women become more involved in export
crop production (Hamago, 2021).
One of the last initiatives in Phase 3 was
the appointment in 2001 of a Mama Lus

Frut representative to the local Planning
Committee (LPC). The LPC assists with
guiding, planning and monitoring OPIC’s
work among smallholders. It was the first
time a female smallholder was appointed
to the committee. The representative was
to bring the concerns and voices of
women to the committee. The position
remains today.
During Phase 3, with a financial incentive
for women to collect the fruit, there was a
rapid uptake of the scheme (Figure 2.1).
Within months, over 500 women had their
own harvesting card (Mama Card) and by
the end of 1997, numbers had increased
to 1,612. Over the next year more than
1,000 women joined. By the end of August
2001, 67% of all smallholder blocks in the
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Hoskins area had a Mama Card. The
uptake of Mama Cards resulted in both an
increase in household oil palm
production and women’s income (Figure
2.2). During this phase, only a minority of
males (husbands and sons) tried to claim
the income paid to women.

3. Ensuring men accepted the MLFS
and gaining their assurance that
women would have access to
harvesting nets and wheelbarrows.

2.3. The Building Blocks to
Rapid Uptake

5. Introducing regular field days,
specifically for women.

The strategies adopted by OPIC and the
milling company in the initial three
phases formed a solid foundation for the
introduction and uptake of the scheme.
These building blocks helped ensure
community acceptance and that women
and families benefited from the initiative.
Among the most important initial building
blocks, as shown in Box 2.1 were:

6. Facilitating the opening of bank
accounts for women.

1. Reaching
women
through
awareness meetings and radio.

officers.

4. Providing women with their own
harvesting card.

7. Creating a Mama Lus Frut desk with
female extension officers within
OPIC. This fostered a community of
oil
palm mamas and allowed
women easy access to advice and a
space for them to voice problems.
8. Appointing a female farmer to the
LPC.

2. Employing female extension
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Figure 2.1: Number of Mama Card holders at Hoskins, 1997-2000
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Figure 2.2: Production of loose fruit at Hoskins, 1997-2000. (Source: OPIC data)

2.4. Principles for Successful
Adoption

capacity to adopt new technologies and
innovations.

The successful uptake of the MLFS is in
stark contrast to other smallholder
technical interventions and extension
advice and training in oil palm, cocoa and
coffee in PNG. The adoption rates of
externally introduced technologies by
smallholders has a long history of being
very low (Koczberski et al. 2001; Duigu
2002; Omuru 2003; Curry et al. 2007;
Collett 2009; Sengere 2016). Although
most of these studies did not consider the
gender dimensions of technology
adoption, it is most likely that training,
information and awareness was directed
largely to men.

These include: local gender norms and
ideologies; restrictions on mobility; poor
access
to
formal
information
dissemination channels; limited access to
financial services; low savings; heavy
workloads; limited role in decisionmaking regarding household assets;
insecure and limited property rights;
and, a lack of collective action (MeinzenDick et al. 2011; Johnson et al. 2016;
Hamago 2021). Many of these barriers to
technology adoption were relevant to
female oil palm farmers and were
addressed by the milling companies and
extension services in the early
introductory phases of the MLFS.

Studies that have examined the low
adoption rate of new technologies by
women, have found women face
additional challenges to men in their

Five key principles underpin the initial
success and rapid uptake of the Mama
Card.
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1. Direct and guaranteed payment of
women’s labour
The separate payment card for women
correctly identified that the low rate of
loose fruit collection by women prior to
the introduction of the Mama Card was
due to an ineffective payment mechanism
for their labour. Previously, women’s
labour contribution alone did not
guarantee payment of their labour. Nor
did they have sufficient power to
influence the distribution of oil palm
income from their labour. With direct and
guaranteed payment of women by the
milling company, the disincentive to
collect loose fruit was replaced with an
economic incentive. Women essentially
entered a ‘labour contract’ with the
milling company. As one woman stated,
and reported by Koczberski et al. 2001:
175:
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 because 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 concentrate
on the Mama Card [and with this
economic independence there is no
need to] bother men about what
[women] need or want to do.
Several studies from the developing
world have shown that men typically
control the income earned from export

crops, despite women’s labour input in
production. Many of these studies show
that where the economic returns for
women are restricted (e.g., Mackenzie
1993; Overfield 1998; Raynolds 2002;
Amber et al. 2018), the response has
been for women to withdraw their labour
from commodity production. Similarly,
studies show that where agricultural
export firms or contractors have
intervened to address women’s financial
constraints and enabled them greater
access to the income, their labour
contribution increased, and household
production and income rose (Davison
1988; Mackenzie 1993; Raynolds 2002).
This occurred in oil palm (Figure 2.2).
One Mama Card holder stressed:
...One of the changes that happened to
us women since the Mama Card was
introduced is that before the
introduction of the card, women were
not really involved with [oil palm]
production. Now, because of the Mama
Card, she can work on the block even if
her husband is not around. If problems
arise on the block such as bank officers
visiting to see the male head about late
loan repayments, women can now deal
with them. Now men and women share
responsibility for [management of] the
block (quote from Koczberski et al.
2001: 178).
2. Cashless transactions for household
labour payment
The reluctance or inability of many men
to share the oil palm income with their
wives prior to the MLFS, reflected
household gender relations, women’s
weak bargaining position within the
household and the many competing
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demands on the income. Following the
introduction of the MLFS, and with
encouragement from extension officers,
most men began placing a few FFB on
their wives’ ‘mama net’ as their financial
contribution to the household budget and
as ‘payment’ for their labour in block
maintenance, such as weeding (Plate
2.3).
The practice of men placing some FFB on
their wives’ mama net became common
and provided a mechanism for men to
contribute regularly to the household.
However,
some
problems
were
encountered, such as husbands using
their wives’ Mama Card to avoid
company
loan
repayments
(loan
repayments were not initially deducted
from the Mama Card payments).
Contributions to household expenditure
and payment of labour in FFB rather than
cash proved much easier for men. The
cashless transaction circumvented the
competing claims on cash on oil palm
‘pay days’ and hence, men no longer
needed to worry about retaining a
portion of the cash to share with their
wives.
Moreover, paying women in FFB before it
was converted into cash avoided the
perception among men that they had lost
cash income (Koczberski 2007). It is much
easier for men to pay their wives upfront
with FFB rather than cash as the monetary
value of the fruit is hidden until it is
converted into cash. Thus, the shift from
cash to fruit, which the Mama Card
facilitated, opened a new and easy
payment mechanism for men to meet
their financial obligations to their wives
and families. Men’s increased financial
contribution to women’s oil palm income

was evident in the rise in the production
of fruit categorised as loose fruit.
While loose fruit accounts for up to 14%
of the total weight of an oil palm bunch, in
1999 women were earning up to 24% of
the total household oil palm income
(Lewis 2000). The additional income
comprised principally of FFB harvested
and given to women by their husbands.
Wives were also harvesting some small
FFB bunches from young palms and
weighing it on their Mama Card. Today,
women earn approximately 33% of the
total household oil palm income.
3. Fitted into existing gender division of
labour in oil palm production
The rapid uptake of the MLFS in part is
due to its compatibility with the existing
gendered division of labour in oil palm
(Koczberski et al. 2001). Because loose
fruit collection was culturally constructed
as ‘wok bilong ol meri’ (women’s work), it
was not seen appropriate for men to take
on this ‘female task’. Thus, the milling
company, through issuing women with a
Mama Card to collect loose fruit,
reinforced the gendered division of
labour, rather than unsettled given
gender work roles.
As a consequence, central components of
social order such as gender and
generational
relations
were
not
fundamentally disrupted, although, over
time gender relations did shift (as
outlined in Chapters 4 and 5). Research
elsewhere has shown the importance of
the
cultural
context
determining
technology adoption (see Meinzen-Dick
et al. 2003; Curry et al. 2009; 2021;
Nielsen & Reenberg 2010; Nykvist & von
Heland 2010).
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Plate 2.3: FFB bunches and loose fruit. Photo credit: G. Koczberski
In addition, because loose fruit
comprises a small proportion of the total
crop (14%), the income earned by
women did not substantially disrupt
men’s authority or established household
relations of production.

4. Ease of joining the scheme
Apart from the need to have access to
basic farm tools and harvesting nets,
there were no major obstacles to the
uptake of the MLFS by women. There
were no specific assets, skills or capital
they needed to participate in the scheme.
Where additional tools or nets were
required, women could purchase these
on credit from the milling company. Until
2002, debt repayments were only
deducted from the husband’s harvesting

card (see below for further information).
Finally, MLFS participation was also
facilitated by the many meetings held by
the Mama Lus Frut Officers with women.
Furthermore, when women joined the
scheme, they were joining an informal
collective: a ‘Mama Lus Frut Group’.
Women who had their own harvesting
card were known as ‘Lus Frut Mamas’.
This reinforced women’s unwritten claim
on household loose fruit collection, the
income from loose fruit, and access to
field days and female extension officers
for advice.

5. Addressed problems as they emerged
In the initial stages of rolling out the
MLFS, extension officers and the milling
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company responded quickly to problems
as they emerged. The ease with which
women could access female extension
officers and field days meant that
problems could be identified early and
action taken. As a group, women could
voice their concerns at field days, at
extension meetings through their
representatives,
or
they
could
individually visit the female extension
officers if problems arose around the use
of the card – such as sons or sisters-in-law
contesting the income from the Mama
Card.
One problem that emerged in the early
years was the use of the MLFS by the
husband to avoid loan repayments to the
company or commercial banks. In the
first four years of the scheme, all loan
repayments were from the husband’s
harvesting card (the Papa Card). This had
implications for female smallholders, the
companies and commercial banks.
Because the Mama Card, at the time, was
free of loan deductions, some men were
regularly placing all or most of the FFB on
the Mama Card to avoid loan repayments
(Koczberski et al. 2001). This was
addressed with warnings issued to the
farmer that the Mama Card would be
cancelled with continuing avoidance of
loan repayments. In 2002, farm input
credits from the company were also
deducted from Mama Card payments at
the same rate.

the reasons for women’s disinterest in
collecting loose fruit was important in
explaining the rapid uptake of the
scheme. The collaborative effort and
support of key industry stakeholders in
establishing the MLFS formed a solid
basis on which the scheme could expand
over time.
The next two chapters examine the
impacts and changes that occurred both
at an individual and household level for
female farmers. The multidimensional
changes resulting from the Mama Card
and its long-term impact on women’s
financial autonomy and family well-being
are major factors explaining why most
women continue to make use of the Mama
Card.

In summary, the initial consultations with
the community, support from the milling
companies, the participation of men and
women in the implementation stage and
the employment of female extension
officers facilitated the introduction of the
MLFS. Furthermore, correctly identifying
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CHAPTER 3
ECONOMIC IMPACTS AND OUTCOMES

3.1. Introduction
Chapters 3 and 4 examine the long-term
outcomes and impacts of the MLFS. Nearly
all women in this study identified a
significant change following the uptake of
the card. Interview data show clear
‘before and after’ narratives. The two
chapters draw largely on interview and
survey data collected among smallholder
households in 2017/2018 as well as earlier
project evaluation data reported in
Koczberski et al. 2001.
This chapter examines the extent to which
the MLFS benefitted women by improving
their access to oil palm income and
enabling them to have more control over
their lives and livelihood choices. The
discussion
highlights,
from
the
perspective of women, the changes that
happened within the household and
individually for women following the
introduction of the Mama Card.
As outlined in the previous chapter, the
MLFS had some very early economic and
social impacts following its introduction.
These included:
•
•
•

Rapid uptake of the Mama Card.
Significant increase in income for
women.
Increased participation of women in
household oil palm production.

Only one Mama Card per family oil palm
holding is issued. The majority are held by the
wife of the landowner/leaseholder (60%),

6

•
•
•
•
•

Redistribution of oil palm income
within families towards women.
Increase in the number of female
extension officers employed.
Introduction
of
women-specific
agricultural field days.
Increase in the number of women with
personal bank accounts, and
Female representation on the local
extension committee.

Twenty years on in 2017, most female
smallholders at Hoskins continue to have
access to a Mama Card 6: 69% have had
their own card for more than fifteen years.
Women smallholders continue to attend
field days (Plate 3.1) and contribute to
household oil palm production (Figure
3.1). In 2020, 6,469 and 2,794 women at
Hoskins and Bialla, respectively, held a
Mama Card. Although men remain the
main decision-makers on the blocks,
women say they are now more involved in
farm management decisions and block
management. Almost all claim they control
the income earned from loose fruit.
A minority of women (18%) do not have
access to a Mama Card. Many of these
women reside on densely populated LSS
or CRP oil palm holdings where the Mama
Card is used as a second Primary Card to
followed by the daughter
daughters-in-law (16%).

(22%)

and
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provide
an
additional
payment
mechanism to distribute income among
co-resident households (see Chapter 6 for
further discussion). Since 2015, women
who do not hold a Mama Card now can sell
loose fruit to independent contractors. 7

3.2. Access to and Control
Over Oil Palm Income
Women have experienced considerable
income gains from the MLFS (Figure 3.1;
Box 3.1). Returns to labour are excellent
relative to other income sources. Based on
post-harvest surveys on the Hoskins LSS,
Koczberski et al. (2001) reported an
average of 1.5 to 2 days per loose fruit
harvest per person, with an average
number of labourers per harvest round of
2.5.
The same study also found that women
spent less time on oil palm production than
other livelihood activities such as food
gardening and domestic tasks. The study
was unable to quantify the extent to which
loose fruit collection has added to
women’s work burden. It is reasonable to
suggest that greater access to income has
lessened the time spent on marketing and
subsistence garden activities. Such an
assumption is based on the fact that most
women no longer rely on marketing as
their main source of income and the
majority of women (88%) identified the
purchase of food as the most common use
of Mama Card income.
Furthermore, in interviews with women
none mentioned additional work burdens
as a negative aspect of the MLFS. Given
7 Contractors pay cash for loose fruit not sold
by the Mama Card holder. Contractors pay
significantly less per tonne than the company
and then sell to the company. Occasionally,

that women continue to collect loose fruit
suggests that they perceive any additional
labour burden as being outweighed by
the income gains derived from loose fruit
collection. It also suggests that the
increased time spent on loose fruit
collection has not greatly undermined
women’s other livelihood activities.
As reported in Chapter 1 and
demonstrated in the paraphrased quotes
in Box 3.2, prior to the Mama Card, many
women struggled to meet the needs of
their families and fulfil their domestic and
social obligations. At the time, the sale of
fresh produce at local markets was
women’s primary source of cash income.
Whilst this income was regular, women
claimed that most of the money earned
was spent immediately purchasing small
items such as soap, kerosene and rice. A
few were able to save money but rarely
were women able to purchase expensive
household goods such as mattresses, pots
or other durable household goods
(Koczberski et al. 2001; Koczberski 2002).
That over 70% of women now rank income
from loose fruit as their primary income
source, indicates that women have
recognised the financial advantages of
shifting part of their labour from the
production and sale of fresh food produce
and other economic activities to loose fruit
collection. Only 15% of women identify
the sale of fresh food as their main source
of income.

Mama Card holders will leave some loose fruit
for their young children or other women on the
block to sell to contractors to help them earn
some cash.
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Box 3.1: Impacts of the Mama Lus Frut Scheme
Twenty years on, in the oil palm growing areas of Hoskins where the MLFS
was introduced:
 73% of women claim their primary income is from oil palm
 6,469 women have their own Mama Card. This represents 78% of all
smallholder oil palm holdings
 Most women have had their own Mama Card for more than fifteen years
 97% of women claim they control the income and how the Mama Card
is used
 Women share their card with other female members of their immediate
family and extended family, allowing 82% of women access to the Mama
Card
 Average income earned per mama in 2016 was K238/fortnight. This is a
very reasonable income in rural PNG for an average of 2-3 harvest days
of work . In 2016 the minimum hourly rural wage rate was K3.50
 Women earn 33% of total oil palm income
 Around 70% of women have their own personal bank accounts

Women’s economic circumstances prior
to the MLFS were not dissimilar to women
elsewhere in PNG, regarding export cash
crops. In other regions where a
significant proportion of households
engage in export crop production, such
as cocoa and coffee, women’s primary
income source is typically the marketing
of fresh produce (Table 3.1) (Curry et al.
2007; Curry et al. 2019). This is largely
because men control the disbursement of
income earned from women’s labour in

these export crops. Women’s preference
to earn income from the sale of fresh food
produce is because generally they have
greater control over this income and how
it is spent.
When
smallholder
export
crop
production was established in PNG,
women experienced new forms of
inequality as the new sources of wealth
and men’s claim of ownership and
authority over the new cash crops altered
power relations in the domestic and
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social spheres. In coffee production, for
example, women’s labour contribution is
significant, and several studies have
noted intra-household gender conflicts
over women’s labour and the negligible
remuneration of women’s labour by their
husbands (e.g., Strathern 1982; Sexton
1986; Collett 1992; Overfield 1998). Most
of these studies describe how men
transferred traditional concepts about
work, land and subsistence crop rights to
export cash crops, which placed women
in a disadvantaged position with limited
access to the income earned. These new
forms of inequality fuelled ongoing
household tensions and struggles over
access to and control of women’s labour
and household income.
Yet the potential returns to labour are
higher from export crop production than
food marketing. Despite this, women in
cocoa and coffee growing households
continue to allocate more time to food
gardening and market activities where
they have more control over their own
labour and production decisions and can
claim primary rights to the income
earned (Curry et al. 2019). Only in the oil
palm growing households do women
identify income from export cash
cropping as their main source of income
(Table 3.1). This is because women
receive direct remuneration from the
exporter,
effectively
guaranteeing
payment of the full value of the loose fruit
they collect.

3.3. Financial Independence
When women were asked to list the three
main benefits gained from the MLFS, most
emphasised their improved financial
autonomy (Table 3.2). Women’s

Box 3.2: Women’s experiences before
and after the introduction of the Mama
Card.
Before the Mama Card, life was not
good.
My
husband
owned
everything. But with the Mama Card,
life improved as I was able to control
my income and comment on how the
block was managed (H-Kap1-0263,
2017).
Before the Mama Card it was difficult
for me to get a share of the [oil palm]
income from the Papa Card. But the
Mama Card has helped me gain
control, save and meet the needs of
my family (H-Buv3-1230, 2017).
In the past [before] Mama Lus Frut …
I always had to get permission from
my husband before I could spend the
money from the Papa Card on the
children and family members, but
now with the Mama Card I use it how
I wish to use it (H-Sik4-2197, 2017).
Before women did not have a say or
share in the Papa Card income, but
now women are able to plan and
budget for household needs as well
as for their children (H-Buv2-1432,
2017).

increased access to oil palm income
explains why the MLFS was rapidly
adopted. Women moved from a state of
near powerlessness in oil palm
production
to
one
of
financial
independence. Their reduced reliance
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on their husbands for income was a great
relief for women.
Women’s ownership and control over the
loose fruit income was established early.
In the initial phases of the MLFS, the
payment card for women became known
locally as the ‘Mama Card’, and the
original payment card was renamed the
‘Papa Card’: the new titles defining the
ownership of the income. As time passed,
women developed a very strong sense of
ownership of the Mama Card income and
their control over the disbursement of
income. Indeed, when HOPL at Bialla
began selling RSPO certified oil palm in
2009, the price bonus received by
smallholders was paid only to the
leaseholder or ‘owner’ of the oil palm
holding, and not Mama Card holders. In
2017, following complaints by women to
the company regarding their bonus
share, modifications were made to RSPO
bonus payments to allow women to
receive their own bonus based on their
loose fruit production. The complaints
made by women about the bonus
reinforced their ownership of the
proceeds of the loose fruit income. Over
the period 2017 to 2020, women in Bialla
have received K2,657,444 in RSPO
bonuses.
Women talked about their financial
independence in several ways. The most
common themes in their narratives were:
•

•

Being less dependent on their
husband’s income for household
welfare
An increased capacity to meet family
needs and assist family members

•

•
•
•

•

•

Less of a struggle to care for the
family because of an independent
income stream
Greater ‘freedom’ and influence over
how household income is spent
Fewer barriers to pursue goals that
were previously unattainable to them
Improved capacity to save money.
Fifty-three per cent of women
reported being able to save some of
their income
Ability to use savings as capital to
establish
new
income-earning
activities
Self-confidence greatly enhanced by
knowing that they were income
secure and more self-reliant

The above themes together form a strong
and
valued
sense
of
financial
independence among women. These
themes are echoed in the paraphrased
comments in Table 3.3. The narratives
highlight the new and fairer economic
situation women experienced once they
gained access to their own independent
stream of income. The ‘struggles’ they
experienced, prior to the MLFS, to meet
their
household
and
domestic
responsibilities were a constant source of
anguish and exacerbated by women’s
sense of powerlessness.
Free of the need to seek money from their
husbands and his permission to purchase
household items, women gained a
profound sense of financial security and
control over their lives. As discussed
further below, this enabled women to
better meet the needs of their families
and move into other income generating
activities.
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Table 3.1: Most important income source for cocoa, coffee and oil palm
smallholders by gender (per cent of households)
Oil Palm
Income
Cocoa households Coffee households
households
EHP
ENBP
WNBP
Male
Female Male
Female
Male
Female
Export
cash crop

85.5

Fresh food 1.1
marketing

35.5

81

32.6

83.5

73

50.5

8

58.5

3.5

21.5

Source: Curry et al. 2019: 241

Table 3.2: Main benefits of the MLFS as identified by women (n=248)
Per cent
Improved family welfare

15.7

Financial independence

56.5

Ability to invest in business and diversify income 12.1
Better able to meet family/individual needs

4.8

Personal development

0.8

Purchase of assets

4.4

Greater capacity to contribute to school fees

5.6

Total

100

Table 3.3: Women’s expressions (paraphrased from interviews) of financial
independence resulting from the Mama Card
Overcoming a sense of financial powerlessness and struggle
• I now have the freedom to do whatever I want, unlike the past. I manage my own
small businesses, like poultry and so on.
• Life was a struggle before. I had to depend on the income paid to my husband. It
was not really satisfying, but now I am able to meet my family needs.
• In the past the oil palm income was controlled by my husband, the leaseholder
himself. Now I have my own Mama Card. I control and make decisions on Mama
Card income earned.
• In the past, my husband controlled all FFB income and gave very little to me. But now
I can use my own money and look after my family’s needs.
• Before women did not have a say or share in the Papa Card income but now women
are able to plan and budget for household needs as well as for the children.
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• In the past, the block used only the primary card [Papa Card]. Men controlled
everything on the block. So, when I got my Mama Card I had my own money to buy
anything I needed.
• Before the Mama Card, the Papa Card was used/shared among the married sons on
the block but now with the Mama card it is good because I have my own money to
use and spend.
• Before MLFS was introduced my husband spent all the FFB income and only gave me
a little amount, which was not enough to cater for my needs. But with the introduction
of MLFS, I now own a card.
• In the past, I always was having problems with my husband about the primary card
income because he always got drunk, whereas now I have access to my own income
through the Mama Card income.
• Before the MLFS was introduced, I was always arguing with my husband over the oil
palm income. When MLFS was introduced, I got my own Mama Card. I have my own
money to cater for my needs as well as the needs of my family.
Ability to control own income and choose how it is spent
• I now have control over money unlike before when I had to wait for the money from
the Papa Card. I now have the power to purchase things for the children, travel and
not have to wait for my husband.
• I now can control and spend the money and I am able to meet the household needs
unlike before when papa controlled the money.
• When we only had the Papa Card, our father controlled the income, but with the
introduction of Mama Card I can buy things at my discretion.
• The Mama Card is good. It has given women and daughters more control to spend
the income, not worrying about the Papa Card income. The money is yours – you
are the owner.
• Before women had no control over money because the papa controlled the money
and spending. Now I can meet my household needs as well as my children's. Mostly
children will ask their mother and not their father for things.
• In the past I never took part in making decisions over the block income. When I got
my own Mama Card I could make my own decisions and control the card income.
More financially secure and improved capacity to save money
• Now I can have my own money, earned from my own sweat.
• In the past all the income was controlled by my husband, and I had no access to this.
But after MLFS was introduced I had access to money to look after the family and start
small businesses.
• In the past my husband had control over the Papa Card and there was no change in
the household living standards. But with the Mama Card, it helps us with many things
for the household and also, I can save my own money.
• Prior to the Mama Card and with only one card, my husband did not give me money
for harvesting.…Now I am able to save for emergencies.
• I can save money and do small business - poultry to take care of my son in high
school.
• In the past the block used only the primary card and it was hard to save because the
family depended on primary card income. When I got my Mama Card I had money
to save and look after the household needs.
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Finally, since 2016, Mama Card holders at
Bialla have had access to superannuation.
In 2016 HOPL linked Mama Card holders
to
Nasfund,
the
national
PNG
Superannuation Fund and assisted in
transferring a percentage of the oil palm
income earned on the Mama Card to
women’s
individual
superannuation
accounts. In 2021, 90 Mama Card holders
had an Eda Supa Savings account. From
2016 to May 2021, K388,542 was
deposited with Nasfund. At Hoskins,
progress has been slower and far fewer
men and women have accounts.
Superannuation for women only became
possible when they had their own oil
palm income and their own personal
bank accounts.

3.4. Individual and Household
Livelihood Advancement
One of the benefits of women’s greater
access and control of the oil palm income
has been the positive impact on
household livelihoods and the asset base
of the household. An increasing number
of studies show that asset ownership,
especially women’s access to and control
over household assets, is important in
terms of poverty reduction, improving
agricultural productivity and for longterm household and individual wellbeing (Johnson et al. 2016; Quisumbing et
al. 2014; Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011).
One of the most immediate and
noticeable impacts of the Mama Card was
the improved quality of living. Women
initially directed their income to
purchasing durable household items and
utensils. In 2000 to assess how local store
sales changed following the introduction
of the MLFS, Koczberski et al. (2001: 176)

interviewed store owners/managers in
the provincial capital of Kimbe. Store
owners witnessed the following:
•

Increased sales of food and
household items such as saucepans,
pots, plates and cups.

•

Increased use of credit by women at
local trade stores.

•

More female customers.

•

Some women by-passing local trade
stores on paydays to travel to town to
shop in the larger and less expensive
stores.

Women have continued to purchase
and/or contribute to buying household
assets to improve family living standards:
namely materials for house building and
other household items and kitchen
equipment. Only a small proportion of
women have used their income to
purchase larger assets such as
vehicles/boats and land (Table 3.4).
Other
economic/physical
assets
purchased with Mama Card income have
included mobile phones, livestock, and
sewing machines (Table 3.4).
Women’s financial independence has
improved their access to a range of other
livelihood assets. As shown in Box 3.1,
most women now have personal bank
accounts, allowing them access to
savings and other financial services.
Also, most women have invested in the
education of their children, although the
study was unable to assess the impact of
the Mama Card on children’s educational
outcomes.
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3.5. Learning and Skills
Development
Some women have invested their income
and savings in developing new skills and
knowledge. Approximately 31% of
women have used Mama Card income to
attend skills training (Table 3.4). Many
women had attended agricultural field
days and/or training in the two years
prior to the evaluation in 2017 (Table 3.5).
The OPIC farmer extension field days
were attended by over half of the
surveyed women (Table 3.5). They are
good opportunities for women to access
new information and skills. Field days
have local OPRA researchers providing
training on best farm management
practices
and
industry
updates.

Occasionally at Hoskins representatives
from the financial sector and sometimes
from
private
or
public
sector
organisations will use field days to
disseminate information to farmers.
Since 2017, there has been an allocated
Mama Lus Frut stall for women at field
days to access information on upcoming
skills training programs and other events
organised by the Mama Lus Frut Group
Executive (Box 3.3). Most of the financial
literacy training attended by women at
Hoskins (Table 3.5) was conducted by
OPIC extension officers. The alternative
income training attended by almost a
quarter of Mama Card holders in the
study was organised through the Mama
Lus Frut Group (Table 3.5).

Table 3.4: Mama Card income expenditure categories
Expenditure item
Contribute to church activities
Contribute to kastom events
Pay for education fees
Kitchen equipment purchases
Purchase items for the house
Assist or help solve a problem within the family/kin group
Pay for family member/ relatives to travel to another
province
Pay for self to travel to another province/country
Mobile phone purchases
Livestock purchases
Start a small business
Purchase items to improve or build permanent/semipermanent house
Pay for personal training
Sewing machine purchases
Take out a bank loan
Purchase or rent land
Purchase a car /truck/boat/engine
Other

N
115
115
115
116
115
114

Per cent
95
91
90
83
80
77

115
115
115
115
114

75
66
55
40
38

115
115
115
115
115
115
110

37
31
23
10
7
6
4
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Table 3.5: Training/loan scheme
partaken in the two years prior to 2017
Per cent
(n=138)

Box 3.3: Mama Lus Frut Group

3.6. Income Diversification

The Mama Lus Frut Group at Hoskins
started in 2014. The group is led by five
female executives (Chair, Deputy
Chair, Treasurer, Secretary and OPIC’s
Mama Lus Frut Cordinator). With the
exception of the OPIC Co-ordinator, all
the women are oil palm farmers. The
group was formed to assist Mama Card
holders and facilitate a range of
activities with the aim to strengthen the
livelihoods and well-being of families
in the oil palm communities. The group
works in partnership with NBPOL, OPIC
and PNGOPRA.

Increased financial independence and
greater confidence in managing money
has spurred women’s interest in
establishing small enterprises and/or
other supplementary/alternative income
earning activities (Plate 3.2). Twelve per
cent of women identified the ability to
invest in business and diversify income
sources as among the main benefits of the
MLFS (Table 3.2). Some have used their
oil palm income as seed capital to invest
in other income-earning activities. In
2017, almost 38% of women claimed they
had used Mama Card income to help start
a micro-enterprise (Table 3.4). The most
common small enterprises were poultry,
tailoring and trade stores. Reselling of
store goods is a common additional
income source.

The activities of the group rely heavily
on financial support from the Milling
Company, and occasional support from
OPRA and the Hoskins Oil Palm
Growers Association (HOPGA). The
group also earns some income from
their
training
and
income
diversification programs they conduct
with Mama Card holders. Since 2014
the group has focused on skills training
(e.g., financial literacy and sewing)
and supporting women to establish
small enterprises. The group’s work is
currently constrained by their lack of
on-going and secure income to support
their activities. Their goal is to have a
consistent and self-sustaining income
source. In 2021 the group was seeking
to have half of the farming levy women
pay to the HOPGA be directed to the
work of the group.

Fewer than 10% of women listed income
from micro-enterprises as their main
source of income. However, 42% and
53% of women listed small-scale trading
activities as their second or third most
importance source of income. Evidence
from PNG and elsewhere shows that only
a minority of women who have access to

savings or credit can establish lucrative
enterprises due to the wider gender
constraints and inequalities they face
(Mayoux 2005; Kopel 2020). Another
reason why so few female smallholders
earn their primary income source from
lucrative enterprises is because of the

Attended OPIC/Company
field days

54

Financial literacy training

29

Alternative income training

24

Other skills training

22

Joined savings/loan scheme

16
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generally poor literacy and educational
attainment levels of female smallholders
and their lack of formal employment
experience (Ryan et al. 2017; Koczberski
et al. 2021). Women’s limited education
and literacy levels relative to men means
they have a more limited range of
business types open to them. In 2012
women
from
oil
palm
growing
households in WNBP, aged 25 years and
older had on average only six years of
schooling (Ryan et al. 2017). Another
likely reason why so few women earn
their primary income from managing
small-scale enterprises is the precarious
nature of managing a business in PNG.
Many
small
business
operations
managed by smallholders – both men
and women – have a high closure rate.
This is because of limited local market
opportunities,
transport
difficulties,
excessive customer credit, financial
demands by family members, and poor
financial management.

3.7. Conclusion
Women have experienced a range of
significant benefits from the MLFS.
Returns to labour are relatively very good
and most women rank income from loose
fruit as their primary income source. The
guaranteed access to household oil palm
income,
their
control
over
the
disbursement of the income and the
reduced reliance on their husbands for
money to meet family needs has been a
significant transformation of their
financial situation and daily lives.
It does not necessarily follow that
improvements in access to income and
participation in production will always
lead to women’s greater financial

Since I joined the Mama Lus Frut
Scheme in 2004, I’ve experienced a
big change in my life and my family’s
[life]. From the Mama Lus Frut income
I was able to start a small trade store
and a poultry business, which is now
growing. I am very happy because I
now don’t need to ask for assistance
from my husband because I now have
my own money from the loose fruit to
spend on my own priorities.
Plate 3.2: Kathie, Tamba. Photo credit,
Linus Pileng.

autonomy or empowerment. Studies have
documented how income gains from new
gender-sensitive projects and programs
do not always translate into other
tangible or intangible benefits for
women. Nor do income gains guarantee
improvements in women’s greater
influence on household decisions that
have the potential to affect their lives and
the long- term well-being of the
household (see Johnson et al. 2016; Theis
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et al. 2018). However as this and the
following chapter show, women have
experienced substantial improvements
in their financial position which has
raised their capacity to improve the wellbeing of the family.
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CHAPTER 4
FAMILY AND INDIVIDUAL WELL-BEING

4.1. Introduction
This chapter examines the long-term
impacts of the MLFS. It focuses on the
impacts of the scheme on household wellbeing, inter and intra-household social
relationships and women’s control over
their own lives. The discussion below
highlights, from the perspective of
women, the changes that occurred within
the household and at an individual level.

The loose fruit money blesses me: it
improves my state of mind, makes me
feel satisfied and makes life easier.
Also, if a problem arises back in my
home village, I can send money back
home. From my experience, it [Mama
Card] has helped us a lot. If I didn’t
have the Mama Card, I would find it
hard (H-Mor1-0025, 2017).

4.2. Improved Family Welfare
and Well-being

…I feel the family has benefited from
the Mama Card. If, as a mother, I didn’t
have my own card and it was only my
husband who received the income
[from the loose fruit], then we [family]
wouldn’t benefit. The money I receive,
I can look after my children. I buy food
for them, come back to the house and
feed all my children ... sometimes,
when my children go to Bialla
Secondary School I can use my income
to give them money for their bus fares
to go and come from school.
Sometimes, for example, when there
are customary obligations such as
when someone dies, I can contribute –
from the Mama Card. Before, when
only the men received the income and
the women didn’t have a Mama Card, it
was not a good situation for us mothers.
Now I can hold money in my hand –
before I didn’t have much money (BWil5-0032, 2017).

Table 4.1 shows that most women spent
their income meeting family needs. The
purchase of food was by far the most
important use of income. A key theme
raised by women in interviews was how
the financial independence gained from
the Mama Card made it easier for them to
care for their immediate family members
and other relatives. The two following
comments encapsulate the sentiments
expressed by many women.
…I think of my family and I instruct
them to collect the loose fruit. I give
them the card when they are going
through hard times. I then withdraw the
money – How much money? – K100,
K150, I withdraw and give to them.
Similarly, my other children, those who
are married, they also can share my
Card – I support them all. If they don’t
have food, I will buy food to assist them.
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Table 4.1: Three most common uses of loose fruit income
Most important
%
2nd most important
%
(top 3 nominated)

(top 3 nominated)

3rd most important

%

(top 3 nominated)

Purchase of food

88

Purchase of clothes
for family members

41

Education costs*
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Payment of labour

3.4

Purchase of
household items

16

Purchase of clothes
for family members

20

Purchase of
household items

13

Purchase of household 2.6 Education costs*
14
items
N=117 * Includes school bus fares and items for school

Several women commented that their
savings helped them to protect the family
against sudden medical emergencies or
during periods when food or income
security may be undermined (e.g.,
droughts and falls in the price of oil palm)
as the following quote shows:
…It [Mama Card] has helped a lot in
bringing another additional income.
From the Mama Card whatever we get,
we use it to buy food or even buy things
that we can sell to get money to keep
the family going. … I make sure I put
away money for the future to use, such
as for school fees [and] medical
expenses. … When I need money, I use
it [savings]: like for any shortages of
food to keep the family going (HSar0021, 2017).
Women also noted their improved
capacity to contribute to customary and
church events and to assist a son or
daughter or a relative in need. As one
woman explained:
We look after members of our
immediate and extended families who

are having problems. Some of them
need to pay school fees for their
children and they will come and ask to
borrow our card which we lend them.
We still have many traditional
customary obligations in the village
that we meet in this way [by using the
Mama Card]. Whoever needs to fulfil
customary obligations such as bride
price payments, mortuary payments, or
customs for the first-born child, the
card is given to them (quoted in
Koczberski et al. 2001:184).
According to the Mama Lus Frut extension
officers, the use of the Mama Card to
contribute to customary activities
remains very common in the villages.
Customary practices are frequently
performed and highly valued. When
women were asked if they had used their
Mama Card income to contribute to
church activities or customary events,
approximately
95%
and
90%
respectively claimed they did so (Table
3.4). While many women do not regularly
allocate income to church or customary
events, a small proportion of women
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(15%) listed channelling money to
customary activities and the church as
their third most important use of the
Mama Card income.
Women commonly lend their Mama Card
to a family member or relative when they
need cash to meet large expenses such as
school fees, travel expenses, church
retreats or customary payments (see
Koczberski et al. 2001). Often, lending the
card to another family member or
relative for a harvest round is simply
done as a gift – a gesture of
thoughtfulness and generosity. A family
member or relative may be invited to
collect loose fruit and then be given a
share of the income generated. Sharing
the Mama Card income with relatives
tends to be more frequent among women
living in the villages (VOPs). The sharing
and exchange of income and work tasks
(e.g. weeding and other garden
activities) and being generous are
enduring features of PNG sociality and
daily social practice. As discussed further
in Section 4.4, such practices form the
basis
of
maintaining
meaningful
relationships with immediate and
extended family members.
Thus,
women
have
prioritised
strengthening
family
well-being,
supporting social relationships and
solving family problems in their use of the
Mama Card. It is well established that
women are more likely than men to direct
their earnings and savings to improve
their family’s well-being (Duflo 2012;
Quisumbing & Maluccio 2000). As a
result, the welfare of the family generally
improves when women’s economic
empowerment advances (Kay 2002;

Wrigley-Asante 2012; Gash & Odell
2013),
as
does
intra-household
relationships (Johnson et al. 2016) (see
below for further discussion).
This enhanced capacity to provide for
their families has created a range of
benefits. Table 3.2 shows that over 25% of
women associated the main benefits of
the Mama Card with improved family
well-being (family welfare, meeting
family needs and children’s school fees).
Their greater ability to address and solve
family problems, is likely to explain why
81% of women claimed that the Mama
Card had reduced family problems. In
addition, because women use their
income for the benefit of the family, it is
less likely that a husband will contest his
wife’s access to her loose fruit income or
make an unreasonable demand on the
income.

4.3. Enhanced Household
Food and Nutritional Security
The Mama Card has provided a muchneeded improvement in women’s
capacity to purchase food for their
families. Store food purchases enable
women access to a greater diversity of
nutritious foods and to better maintain
and improve household food security.
Like other women in PNG, female
smallholders play a critical role in
household food and nutritional security.
They spend a considerable amount of
time in the production of garden foods
and are responsible for the purchase of
food for household consumption. While
the study was unable to assess the impact
of the MLFS on the nutritional status of
family members, it is highly probable
that women’s improved purchasing
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power has led to more nutritious
household diets. There is compelling
evidence globally to show that the
nutritional status of children improves
when women have greater control over
resources such as income. Access to a
regular income is closely linked to
improved household food and nutritional
security (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011; Dietz
et al. 2018; Yoong et al. 2012).
In the study sites of WNBP, there are three
reasons to suggest that household food
and nutritional security has improved
since the introduction of the Mama Card.
First, most women (Table 4.1) identified
buying food for the household as the most
common use of their oil palm income.
Greater purchasing power is critical in
the study sites where long-term trends
show declining access to garden land and
greater reliance on store food purchases
(Koczberski et al. 2012; Bue 2013;
Koczberski et al. 2018a). On LSS blocks,
where oil palm plantings have expanded
over the last two decades, the area of land
per person available for food gardening
has declined from 2.83 ha in 1975 to 0.61
ha in 2010 (Koczberski et al. 2012). 8
One response to less gardening land has
been a trend to consume more purchased
food (Koczberski et al. 2018a; Stephens
2019). With greater purchasing power to
buy food, it is likely women have been
able to better maintain household food
and nutritional security.
In 2015, dietary intake studies at Hoskins
and Bialla found around 30% of the meals
consumed by oil palm smallholders in the
previous evening contained tinned fish.
8

Several interrelated factors explain the
expansion of household holdings of oil palm

The same study also found that rice was
consumed by 40-50% of households in
the previous evening’s meal (Koczberski
et al. 2018b). Dietary data suggest that
rice is steadily becoming a primary
staple (Koczberski et al. 2018c; Stephens
2019). This most probably reflects
broader food security issues relating to
the interactions between garden land
shortages, increased labour demands,
returns to labour and regular access to
income.
The growing reliance on purchased food
is similar to the findings of Bue (2013).
Bue (2013: 164) found that LSS households
at Hoskins and Bialla spent on average
K16 daily on food purchases, although
this varied greatly among households.
Given the intense land pressures in the
study sites, it is likely that women’s
increased purchasing power has played
a key role in reducing household food
insecurity.
Second, increased access to cash to
purchase food has played a major role in
improving the nutritional quality of diets
in PNG. While food gardens are a buffer
against fluctuating export crop prices,
having a stable food supply from
household food gardens in PNG does not
necessarily
guarantee
nutritional
security. People must also have access to
protein and energy dense foods.
Nutritional studies have concluded that
most Papua New Guineans have good
access to food, but the quality of the
traditional diet, especially protein levels,
is poor in rural PNG (Venkatchalam 1962;
Gibson et al. 1991). Low protein and
and the declining access to garden land (see
Bue 2013; Koczberski et al., 2012).
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energy diets are associated with high
rates of child undernutrition in PNG (e.g.,
Harvey & Heywood 1983; Gibson et al.
1991; Mueller et al. 2001) and increased
morbidity and mortality rates among
children (Gibson 2001; Heywood &
Jenkins 1992).
Several nutrition studies in PNG have
shown a strong positive correlation
between improved child growth and
nutrition and cash cropping, especially in
cocoa and coffee growing communities
Harvey & Heywood 1983; Shack et al.
1990; Heywood & Hide 1994; Mueller et
al. 2001). In our study sites, the most
frequently purchased foods by women in
2015 included rice, tinned fish and meat.
This purchasing pattern is reflected in
daily household consumption. Figure 4.1.
shows the proportion of households
consuming store-bought protein foods in
the previous night’s meal. The level of
consumption of rice, tinned fish and meat
are high compared with typical rural
diets in PNG (see Gibson 2001).
Furthermore, these foods are much
higher in protein, energy and zinc than
the staple root crops that dominate
smallholder food gardens (Koczberski et
al. 2018c). Given that nutrient dense store
foods are known to improve nutritional
status and growth, particularly among
children, in PNG, it is likely that women’s
greater purchasing power has resulted in
improved child nutrition.
Third, access to a regular income and
savings
reduces
a
household’s
vulnerability to disruptions to garden

food supply. Given the heavy reliance on
garden food crops in the daily diets of
smallholders, access to income to
purchase food in the face of crop failure
acts as a ‘safety net’ against food
insecurity.
As the World Bank notes:
Problems in food security do not
necessarily result from inadequate
food supplies, as is widely believed,
but from a lack of purchasing power
on the part of nations and of
households (World Bank 1986: v)
Some researchers argue that access to
markets and income may be more
important for good nutrition than
increasing food production (Sibhartu &
Quam 2018). In the case of WNBP where
per capita access to land for gardening is
declining, more money in the hands of
women may be one of the primary factors
maintaining household food security.

4.4. Improved Household and
Social Relations
Intra-familial
disputes,
especially
between spouses over the oil palm
income,
reportedly
decreased
substantially following the introduction of
the Mama Card. When women talked
about their ‘struggles’ before the
introduction of the Mama Card and the
irresponsible expenditure of the oil palm
income by men, much of this related to
men prioritising personal consumption
and desires over family welfare. This
constrained women’s capacity to care for

35

60

Per cent (n=276)

50
40
30
20
10
0

Rice

Tinned meat

Tinned fish

Meat

Figure 4.1: Per cent of oil palm growing households in Hoskins and Bialla consuming storebought foods in the previous night’s meal in 2015
their immediate families and to assist
relatives in need. This was a source of
constant conflict on pay-days (Lewis
2000). Many women recalled the disputes
that erupted over the income as they had
little power to control the distribution of
income. As the following quotes
illustrate:
Before the Mama Lus Frut was
introduced the family was always
arguing with the father, but this
stopped after its introduction (H-Kap80313).
Before, women were not given their
share of the income, causing
arguments and violence among the
family. The introduction of the Card
reduced such problems and brought
harmony (H-Sar7-0988).
Before the Mama Card was introduced,
life was difficult because my husband
often spent the income unwisely and
without my knowledge, causing

arguments. After the Mama Card, it was
good as I no longer needed to worry if
he drank beer or bought something
else as I had my own money to spend
on the children (H-GaoVOP-003).
Extension officers also observed a drop
in domestic violence following the
introduction of the Mama Card
(Koczberski et al. 2001). Furthermore, as
the quotes indicate, disputes over the oil
palm income were not merely between
husband and wife, but also among family
members, generally. The reduction in
household disputes, resulting from the
Mama Card, is largely linked to two main
factors:
1. Greater intra and inter-household
cash flow; and,
2. Opening new income distribution
mechanisms within the family that
helped women.
Prior to the MLFS, men and women both
struggled to fulfil their domestic and
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social obligations (Koczberski et al.,
2001). In-part, these pressures were an
outcome of population stresses because
of the increasing number of families coresiding on the one LSS oil palm holding.
Since 1975, the average population per
LSS block at Hoskins has almost tripled
from 7.2 to a mean of 19.3 in 2015 (Ploeg
1972; Koczberski et al. 2018). Now, a
mean of 3.75 households co-reside on LSS
blocks at Hoskins, as the children (usually
sons) of the original settlers marry and
raise their own families on their parents’
block. Prior to the Mama Card when there
was only one oil palm income stream for
co-resident households to share, regular
conflicts occurred between wives and
husbands, fathers and sons and between
adult brothers as they competed for their
share of the oil palm income.
Added to the financial pressures on men
to meet family and social obligations,
were invitations to join or host drinking
parties on payday, cover school
expenses, and to repay credit at local
stores and meet farm loan repayments to
the oil palm company. Regarding the
latter, most smallholder households have
loans for farm inputs with the oil palm
company and, up until 2002, loan
repayments were deducted from the
husband’s income. Repayment rates
varied from 30-50 per cent of gross
income.
In this environment where financial and
social demands on the Papa Card were
great, women often missed out on a fair
share of the income. This fuelled family
tensions and undermined interpersonal
relationships,
particularly
gender
relations. Thus, a further income stream
from the Mama Card reduced the

competing demands on the Papa Card
income and lessened women’s financial
dependence on their husbands. It also
enabled men to contribute to household
expenses through the practice of placing
FFB on their wife’s loose fruit net (Section
2.3). Most men continue to place FFB on
their wives’ net. In 2017, 82% of women
said that their husbands place bunches
on their nets. Thus, both husband and
wife have benefited from the Mama Card
as the economic base and welfare of the
household were strengthened.
By opening an avenue for a fairer and
more effective payment mechanism,
fewer disputes occurred between men
and women over the distribution of the
household oil palm income. As one
woman explained:
There were many changes that
emerged from the [introduction of the]
Mama Card. Before, men would spend
money on beer and the women didn’t
have easy access to the oil palm income
to buy food or to look after themselves
or their family. Now, many families are
happier because there is no more
fighting over money. Family welfare
has improved. Women also now want to
work in family oil palm production
because they are being rewarded for
their efforts (MS 2/11/ 2000).
The introduction of another payment card
also created new ways to distribute oil
palm income between women and
among family members. This helped
strengthen
or
restore
social
relationships. When the Mama Card is
registered with the female head of the oil
palm holding, they usually share harvest
and its income with other immediate
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female family members, most often
single and married daughters and
daughters and sisters-in-law. In 2017, on
average, the Mama Card was shared
between two women, although on more
populated LSS blocks, a slightly higher
number of women shared the Mama
Card.
The sharing of the harvest and Mama
Card can be done in several ways (Figure
4.2). The most common way is for two or
more women to work together each
harvest to collect the loose fruit (wok
bung) and share the income. Another way
is for the card to be rotated each harvest
among co-resident women (usually on a
fortnightly or monthly basis) and the
collection of loose fruit and income
allocated to an individual woman (markim
mun) (Figure 4.2). On some blocks, the
women use a mix of markim mun and wok
bung as a strategy to share the income.
One strategy, that has increased
substantially on the LSS blocks over the
past few years, is for the Mama Card to be
used to weigh both FFB and lus frut. This
is occurring on holdings where the 6 ha of
oil
palm
have
been
informally
subdivided among several secondgeneration families co-residing on the
holding (referred to as skelim hectare by
smallholders) (Figure 4.2). Some of the
problems arising from this is discussed in
Chapter 5.
Whilst families have reported more
cooperative household labour practices
and fewer intra-familial disputes, it is not
always the case that increased financial
autonomy and access to income by
women has translated to better intra or

inter-household relations. At times, the
co-resident women do not always accept
the sharing arrangements of the Mama
Card. Of those women (17%) who noted
that there were disputes over the use of
the Mama Card, many involved sisters-inlaw, sisters and daughters. On a very
small number of blocks where disputes
over the use of the card have been
ongoing, the card is no longer used.
Overall,
the
socio-economic
transformations
occurring
within
households since the introduction of the
Mama Card have helped foster greater
intra and inter-household harmony. It has
achieved this through creating new
avenues for more flexible labour
practices and payment arrangements to
emerge. By sharing the harvests and
Mama Card among married and
unmarried women and temporarily
lending the card to assist family members
and relatives, women have been able to
organise their own cash transactions and
contribute to strengthening family and
kinship relationships. This has not only
raised women’s social status but has
increased oil palm productivity as acrossblock co-operation in oil palm production
has risen.

4.5. Women’s Agency, Selfesteem and Empowerment
The tangible benefits women have
identified have had a positive impact on
their economic and social identity and
self-esteem. By addressing gender
inequity, women say that the MLFS has
enabled them to exercise control over
their own labour and have more
autonomy in oil palm production.
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Figure 4.2: Most common way the Mama Card was used in 2017 according to block type
In the past, women’s lack of access to
cash undermined their agency and their
roles in the domestic and social spheres.
This had implications for their sense of
self-worth. Despite the broader changes
in women’s lives in PNG, their identity
and status remain embedded in the
domestic and social sphere where
relationships are nurtured, and culturally
valued activities are performed (see
Strathern 1988; Bonnemere 2018). The
ability of women to be good mothers,
wives, sisters and in-laws are culturally
valued by women. It is this ability to act
for others that gives women a sense of
agency and self-worth (see also
Bonnemere 2018). With more money to
spend on family welfare and to assist
relatives women’s identity and their
sense of achievement was strengthened,
as highlighted in interviews.
At an institutional level, women have
much
greater
agency.
Women’s
increased involvement in oil palm has

changed their status in oil palm
production. They are now important
players in the industry. An OPIC report
prior to the introduction of the MLFS at
Hoskins, noted that among the women,
there was an “underlying ‘his block, his
business’ attitude”, which resulted “in an
obvious lack of sense of partnership in
the business” (Lewis 2000: 3). This
attitude no longer exits. Having the
capacity
to
influence
production
decisions, incorporating women in
extension field days and expanding their
public role through representation on
planning committees has had a positive
impact on mainstreaming gender into
agricultural extension.
The MLFS was not specifically designed
to empower women. However, by
improving women’s access to income,
the scheme set in process the creation of
new empowerment pathways for women,
as the knock-on impacts of the Mama
Card unfolded (Figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.3: Schematic representation of empowerment among female oil palm farmers
The MLFS opened the way for women to
become more socially and economically
empowered, in terms of:
•

Increased financial
independence

•

Greater control over their labour
and income

•

Increased ability to make
strategic livelihood choices

•

More decision-making power
regarding household income

•

Greater capacity to purchase
assets and resources.

•

Increased access to store credit

•

Improved opportunities to
diversify income sources.

Kabeer (1999:437) defines empowerment
as “the expansion in people’s ability to
make strategic life choices in a context
previously denied to them”. In particular,
Kabeer is referring to women’s better
access to resources (e.g., income or
social resources), greater agency (e.g.,
influence on decision-making and voice)
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and achievements (e.g. improved wellbeing). Kabeer’s definition echoes well
the changes women have experienced
since 2007.

4.6. Conclusion
The MLFS has changed many facets of
women’s lives, both at a personal and
household level. From the viewpoint of
women, the benefits of the Mama Card go
well beyond the monetary gains that
initially attracted them to the MLFS. At a
personal level, overcoming many of the
struggles they faced prior to the Mama
Card has given women a greater sense of
power and more confidence in their
ability to make a change to their lives and
their family.
It has been in the domestic and social
spheres where women themselves
identify the most gains. In interviews, the
emphasis women placed on the value of
improving the well-being of their
immediate
and
extended
family
members is similar to findings in other
studies where women have benefitted
from an intervention that has increased
their access to income and assets.
These studies show that women value
programs where benefits are gained at
the household level and where their
participation has enabled them more
security and control over determining the
welfare of the family (see Johnson et al.
2016 for more discussion).
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CHAPTER 5
SUSTAINABILITY OF THE MAMA LUS FRUT SCHEME

5.1. Introduction
The socio-economic and demographic
context in which the MLFS was introduced
in 1997 has changed enormously. This
chapter outlines the main challenges
resulting from these changes and their
impacts on the initial goals and purposes
of the Mama Card.
Demographic
and
socio-economic
changes over the last decade have raised
concerns over the effectiveness of the
MLFS to continue to benefit women and
the industry into the future. Three main
interrelated challenges are identified.
These include: i) changing household
demographics ii) intense land and
income pressures, and iii) the growing
assertiveness of sons, daughters, and
daughters-in-law to control the Mama
Card. These demographic, population
and generational challenges are leading
to more disputes over the ownership of
the Mama Card and pressure from
household members to adopt new ways
of using the Mama Card that may not, in
the long-term, be beneficial to women.

5.2. Changing Household
Demographics
An increasing number of Mama Card
holders are widowed, very old or have
died recently. In the past 10 years, many
of the male heads of households who

initially planted the family oil palm
holding in the 1970s and 1980s have died.
In 2014, around 58% of the LSS original oil
palm male leaseholders at Hoskins were
deceased. At Bialla, where smallholder
plantings of oil palm started later, 25% of
the original leaseholders in 2014 were
deceased.
When the father/leaseholder dies one or
more of the sons usually takes over the
management of the oil palm holding and
the ‘ownership’ of the Papa Card. Often,
transferring ownership of the Papa Card
to one of the son’s is disputed by the other
brothers who also rely on the oil palm
income. If, following the death of the
father, a dispute emerges among the sons
over the ‘ownership’ of the Papa Card and
the linked bank account, the sons will
seek to use the Mama Card until the
dispute is resolved. In some situations,
the mother may lose access to income
earned on her Card for an extended
period as the sons take control of her
Mama Card.
A recently widowed (and often elderly)
wife may also lose control of the Mama
Card to one or more of the female in-laws
(daughter-in-law or sister in-law)
claiming ownership rights of the Card. If
a widowed Mama Card holder is unable
to fend off the female in-law’s claim on the
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Card, she will lose access to the loose
fruit income. Sometimes to avoid female
in-laws gaining control over the Mama
Card, a widow may extend ownership of
the Card to one of her married daughters.
However, often this is strongly disputed
by a son or the brother of the deceased,
who argue the Card should be
transferred to their wife and not to the
daughter.
Some widows who successfully retained
the Mama Card following contestations
over its ownership complained about
their son’s behaviour. They told how after
the son took ownership of the Papa Card,
the son did not follow the practice of the
father and place FFB on their Mama net to
increase the weight of the harvest
recorded on the Mama Card.
These same challenges by family
members to take control and ownership
of the Mama Card or withdraw income
support, are sometimes experienced by
elderly Mama Card holders who can no
longer regularly collect loose fruit. Thus,
some ageing and widowed Mama Card
holders struggle to maintain ownership of
their harvesting card from their sons and
female
in-laws
(and
sometimes
daughters).
Disputes over the ownership of the Mama
Card also arise when the original Mama
Card holder dies. This may occur when a
female in-law, with the support of her
husband, seeks to claim ownership of the
card. The co-residing daughter of the
recently deceased Mama Card holder
typically objects to such attempts,
resulting in protracted disputes over the
use of the Mama Card. Often these
disputes are taken to the female

extension officers to resolve. If disputes
continue, sometimes the family may
decide to discontinue using the Mama
Card.

5.3. Land and Income
Pressures
As outlined in Section 4.4, intense land
and income pressures have emerged on
oil palm holdings where there has been
an increase in the number of secondgeneration households residing and
relying on the oil palm for their main
income source. This decrease in per
capita oil palm income is compounded by
limited on-farm and off-farm income
opportunities. Such pressures are
leading to more disputes among family
members over the control of the income
earned and disbursed from both the
Mama and Papa Cards. Extension officers
also report that due to income pressures,
some younger men rarely put FFB on
their wife’s net. As a result, some women
are now less inclined to weed around the
base of the palms as they feel that the men
are no longer supporting them to cover
household expenses, such as the
purchase of food. As one woman said:
I have six children and food is very
expensive, so is looking after the needs
of the children (e.g., clothing, health,
etc.). The Mama Card has helped us a
lot to look after the children, but we
need men to put more bunches on our
nets (H-Sar4-0207, 2017).
When the Mama Card was introduced,
weeding improved considerably (prior
to Mama Card, oil palm shoots would
grow at the base of the palm), but now
weeding has reportedly dropped. With
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more weeds, it is more difficult to gather
the loose fruit.
Although disturbing, the disputes and
problems outlined above tend to be
isolated to a minority of families. Overall,
very few women reported that they
experienced problems with family
members misusing or attempting to take
control of their Mama Card (Table 5.1). In
part this is because Mama Card holders
can readily seek the assistance of the
extension officers to resolve disputes
with family members. Also, over the past
five to seven years, OPIC and the Mama
Lus Frut Group have attempted to address
land and income pressures through
promoting strategies to increase savings
among farmers and supporting income
diversification programs and skills
training for women.
Table 5.1: Women’s control of the Mama
Card
Yes No
Do you, or other women 13
87
on the family oil palm
holding, have problems
with a husband trying to
steal/control the Mama
Card income?
Do you, or other women 6
on the family oil palm
holding, have problems
with
a
son
trying
steal/control the Mama
Card income?

94

Do other women [who 11
share the oil palm
holding] try to steal the
Mama Card income from
you?

89

The support provided by the female
extension officers to Mama Card holders,
is also likely to explain the high
proportion of women (81%) reporting
that the Mama Card has reduced
problems on their family’s oil palm
holding.

5.4. Alternative Uses of the
Mama Card
Today some women support the Mama
Card being used in a different way than
solely for the collection of loose fruit.
Approximately 12% of women reported
that on their family oil palm holding, the
Mama Card is not being used for loose
fruit collection. On these blocks the Mama
Card, and not the Papa Card, was being
used to weigh FFB. Families have
adopted this alternative use of the Card to
more equitably distribute the oil palm
income among the growing number of
families dependent on the income from
the one family oil palm holding.
In the last seven years, a new smallholder
production system, known as skelim
hectare, has emerged on LSS oil palm
holdings
where
several
secondgeneration households are co-residing
on leasehold oil palm holdings (LSS).
Most often the father who planted the oil
palm is deceased or his authority has
been undermined by his married sons.
On these blocks, an informal subdividing
of the oil palm holdings among the
second-generation families has taken
place. Under this system, each of the
three 2-ha phases (total 6 ha) is allocated
to a family member, usually a married
son’s family. The family responsible for
the phase will make decisions regarding
harvesting, block maintenance and
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management. Thus, each 2-ha phase is
the sole responsibility of one household.
On skelim hectare blocks, typically the
Papa Card is used on one 2-ha phase, the
Mama Card on another 2-ha phase, and if
another payment card (such as a Mobile
Card -- Bialla or a ‘C Card’ - Hoskins) is
registered with the milling company, the
third phase will be weighed on the
additional third card. Usually, both FFB
and loose fruit is weighed on the
harvesting card allocated to each 2ha
phase. The harvesters know the amount
they have harvested. The number of nets
and tonnage recorded on the weight
docket determines the distribution of the
income among male and female family
members. If there is no third card for the
weighing of fruit, the FFB and loose fruit
from the third 2-ha phase will be weighed
on the Papa Card or Mama Card with the
income distribution calculated by the
number of nets and tonnage recorded on
the docket.
Most
families
agree
with
this
arrangement and women support its
different use. This new use of the Mama
Card is assisting families to find better
ways to distribute the oil palm income
among the many co-resident households
residing on the 6-hectare holding and this
helps reduce disputes over the oil palm
income. There are concerns among some
women that their control over the Mama
Card and the income from loose fruit is
being undermined.

5.5. Conclusion
The challenges to the future long-term
benefits of the Mama Card reflect the
significant changes that have occurred at
the household level over the last two
decades. The social and demographic
environment of the oil palm growing
areas in which the Mama Card was
introduced twenty years ago is now very
different. Today there are many more
deceased estates and more families
relying on the income from a fixed area of
oil palm. Recently there is a trend for the
6-ha family oil palm holding to be
informally subdivided into 2-ha plots
among married sons (and sometimes
daughters
and
paternal
uncles).
Consequently, there are numerous
pressures on the use of the Mama Card
and women’s control of the income.
Currently these pressures are reducing
the beneficial impacts of the Card for
some women and could potentially
undermine the benefits to many more
women in the future.
These pressures on the Mama Card
highlight the continued need to increase
the number of female extension officers
and allow them to participate (at all
institutional levels) in setting the future
direction of extension services for
smallholder families. In the following
chapter, we briefly outline some
strategies to support and strengthen the
future long-term benefits of the MLFS for
women.
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CHAPTER 6
LESSONS LEARNT AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1. Introduction
This evaluation of the Mama Lus Frut
scheme highlighted the impacts of the
scheme at the household and institutional
levels and the challenges that have
emerged. Twenty years on, despite
several new challenges facing the future
long-term benefits of the MLFS, women
continue to experience significant
economic and social advantages from the
collection of loose fruit.
Chapters 3 and 4 examined the ways in
which the sustained use of the Mama Card
has improved women’s financial position
and benefited them at a personal level.
Their improved financial independence
has provided women with more
opportunities to care for their families,
strengthen
family
and
social
relationships, reduce household food and
income insecurity, and to exercise choice
and agency. The multiple ways in which
the Mama Card has expanded the
livelihood choices and asset base of
women and households are summarised
in Table 6.1. It highlights the critical role
that agricultural extension organisations
and export firms can play in advancing
gender equity and improving individual
and household well-being.
The evaluation findings have policy
implications for other commodity crops
in emerging economies where attempts
to increase smallholder productivity and
incomes have failed. As discussed in

Chapter 1, female labour constraints are
a
significant factor limiting the
productivity of smallholder production in
PNG and elsewhere (Sorensen & von
Bulow 1990; 1993; Carney & Watts 1991;
Overfield 1998; World Bank 2014). More
gender equitable policies that guarantee
payment of female labour in export crop
production can have a positive impact on
smallholder productivity, household
income and intra-household social
harmony.
In this final chapter, the adoption lessons
learnt
and
recommendations
to
strengthen the long-term sustainability of
the MLFS are outlined. Despite the large
amount of research devoted to
technology adoption, extension agencies
and policy makers continue to struggle to
understand
what
motivates
and
influences farmers to adopt or reject new
technologies in farming systems. The
chapter sheds light on the factors
facilitating adoption with the aim of
assisting organisations to improve the
design and implementation of extension
programs for the benefit of women. The
lessons learned are discussed under two
categories: i) early phase adoption
lessons; and ii) adoption lessons over
time. Whilst it is acknowledged that the
specific local socio-cultural and agro‐
ecological contexts should shape
program design, there are many lessons
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Table 6.1: Changes to individual and household livelihood assets
Financial Capital

Access to a more regular income
Greater control over household finances
Personal bank account
Savings/increased savings
Access to store credit and bank loans
Establishment of small business enterprises
Income diversification

Social Capital

Contributions to church and community
Contributions to customary activities
Strengthened household and kinship relationships
Greater capacity to solve family problems
Stronger links with women in the community through
‘membership’ of the Mama Lus Frut Group
Improved attitudes to women in the oil palm industry

Physical Capital

Increased purchases of house building materials
Increased purchases of durable household assets
Use of mobile phones
Purchase of tools and equipment for oil palm production
Increased livestock numbers

Human Capital

Greater access to training
Expanded role in household and farm decision-making
Improved knowledge of oil palm production through
farmer field days
More capacity to improve family well-being
Greater ability to engage hired labour
Greater sense of agency, self-achievement and pride
Strengthened negotiating power in family decisionmaking

Natural Capital

Purchase of land
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that may
implement
programs.

assist organisations to
more
gender-focused

6.2. Early Phase Adoption
Lessons
The initial stages of introducing new
innovations are critical to adoption
success. There are both facilitating
factors and barriers that need to be
acknowledged and addressed. A
gender-specific program, such as the
MLFS, with assumed benefits for women
does not automatically guarantee success
if the initial assessment of the problem is
not well understood, and its planning,
design and delivery are inadequate.
Table 6.2 outlines the main factors that
were salient for success in the first two
years of the program. Each is briefly
discussed below.
1. Sound understanding of the problem
and socio-cultural context
In the 1980s a low level of loose fruit
collection was identified by the industry.
However, attempts to improve collection
rates were not successful as the basis of
the problem was not fully understood. In
1996, a solution was derived once
extension officers spent time talking with
women farmers and understanding more
about the under-harvesting of loose fruit
from the perspective of the women and
the sociocultural situation of the problem.
Officers correctly identified that a major
disincentive to women collecting loose
fruit was their husband’s failure to
remunerate them fairly for their work.
Once extension officers understood this,
it was possible to devise ways to
overcome these labour constraints

through a more
payment system.

gender

equitable

Spending time to understand the
problem from the perspective of the
women and developing a solution that
met people’s needs is a reminder that
there is often no need to borrow and
introduce schemes from overseas.
Rather, the focus should be to understand
how local problems can be addressed
through
local
initiatives
that
acknowledge the socio-cultural and
gendered context of production.
2. Well planned introduction of the
MLFS
Prior to introducing the MLFS, extension
officers spent time with male and female
smallholders to ensure they supported
the scheme. A guarantee from men that
they were willing for their wives to be
paid separately and have full control of
the income was obtained. These initial
consultations underpinned the successful
introduction and rapid uptake of the
scheme.
Other planning strategies by the oil palm
company and extension service were
important in the early adoption stage to
explain the rapid uptake of the Mama
Card. These included hosting awareness
meetings with women, employing a
female extension officer, conducting
radio awareness programs, assisting
women to open bank accounts, and
addressing potential challenges to the
scheme’s success.
3. Ensuring women retained control of
the income they earned
From its inception, the MLFS was strongly
promoted in the community as an
extension initiative to benefit women and
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families. Several well considered
strategies were employed to firmly
entrench loose fruit collection and its
income as belonging to women. For
example, assisting women to open
individual bank accounts and promoting
the harvesting card as the ‘Mama Card’
and renaming the original payment card
as the ‘Papa Card’, reinforced women’s
ownership of the income. Women
themselves also adopted the term ‘Lus
Frut Mamas’ to label themselves, and the
OPIC employed female extension officers
were referred to by smallholders as the
‘Lus Frut Mama Officers.’
Institutional changes in the first few years
of the scheme were important. Initiatives
such as creating a Mama Lus Frut desk
within OPIC, hosting women-only farmer
field days 9 and the inclusion of a female
farmer on the LPC to represent the
interests of women, further reaffirmed
women’s role in oil palm and their
‘ownership’ rights of loose fruit income.
Other extension support, such as
assisting those who were experiencing
problems with male household members,
were critical in establishing women’s
control over the loose fruit income.
Multiple mechanisms were used by OPIC
to ensure women’s ownership of the
income, and this helped cement their
claim upon on the income and to change
community attitudes towards women’s oil
palm income rights.

4. Immediate economic and social
benefits
Women
immediately
experienced
significant economic and social gains.
The rapid uptake in the first 12 months
(Figure 2.1) was largely a result of women
seeking out extension officers to join the
scheme. Their interest was spurred by
observing women enjoying the benefits
of their own income from oil palm. The
guaranteed payment from the company
removed the key disincentive to women’s
participation in family oil palm
production and addressed the deeprooted problem of intra-household
conflicts over women’s labour. Hence, a
major social benefit was the immediate
reduction in intra-household conflicts
over income (Chapter 5). The Mama Card
provided families with an opportunity to
resolve the ongoing arguments over
household income and most importantly
to restore relationships and social wellbeing (see Curry et al. 2021).
In addition, the Mama Card provided a
new way for men to contribute to the
household economy, through placing
fruit bunches on the Mama Card. This
helped to further redistribute the oil palm
income within the household and
enabled men to meet their familial
obligations.
In
other
economic
and
social
circumstances, the direct payment of
women by the company could have been
viewed by men as a challenge to gender
hierarchies and their authority. However,
because gender relations had

Women-only farmer field days operated in the
first two years of the MLFS while it was being
established.

9
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Table 6.2: Lessons Learned
Early Phase Adoption Lessons
Sound understanding of the sociocultural context

Well planned introduction

Employment of female Extension
Officers

Ensuring women controlled the income
earned

Immediate economic and social benefits
Few barriers to join the MLFS

Understanding the gender-specific constraints
faced by women and that women were not
benefiting from household oil palm production
provided the basis for a solution to the low
collection of loose fruit and the inequitable
distribution of the oil palm income within the
household.
Prior to introducing the MLFS, extension officers
spent time with male and female smallholders to
ensure they supported the scheme and understood
that it was specifically aimed to improve women’s
economic position.
The employment of female extension officers was a
primary reason for the rapid uptake and success of
the MLFS. Female extension officers made it
possible for female farmers to be reached and be
given the support they needed to join the scheme.
From its inception, the MLFS was strongly
promoted in the community as an extension
initiative to benefit women and families. Several
strategies were employed to firmly entrench loose
fruit collection as women’s work and the income
belonging to women.
The MLFS gained much interest from women as
they immediately experienced considerable
economic and social benefits.
Because few barriers existed to join the MLFS, the
benefits have been widely distributed to a diverse
group of women: widows, single mothers and lowand high-income households. There was also no
significant increased labour burden associated
with loose fruit collection.

Adoption Lessons Over Time
Sustained benefits of the scheme

Continued support of the MLFS by OPIC

Benefits of collective action

Expansion of services and training of
women

Women continue to experience economic and
social advantages from the MLFS. Women value the
advantages that go beyond the monetary benefits
of the scheme, in particular improvements in
household well-being and social relationships.
With female extension officers continuing to work
closely with women, they can monitor and address
any problems that emerge, especially those
related to the challenges posed by the changing
social and economic context of oil palm production
Acting collectively has been very effective in
improving the conditions for women, having their
needs acknowledged by industry stakeholders and
increasing services to women.
As the MLFS has evolved and become part of
mainstream extension, training and services to
women have expanded to address women’s
livelihood needs and the economic pressures on
households.
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deteriorated to such a conflicted state,
direct payment of women’s labour broke
an impasse that led to improved incomes
overall and greater social stability within
the family.
5. Few barriers to joining the MLFS
There were no cash outlays or specific
skills, knowledge or assets required to
obtain a Mama Card. The only essential
requirement to join the scheme was that
the applicant had rights to sell the loose
fruit as the ‘owner’ or as agreed to by the
‘owner’ (usually their spouse) of the oil
palm holding. A harvesting net was
required and a wheelbarrow desirable.
Also, loose fruit collection was
compatible with existing gendered work
roles in oil palm and fitted well with
women’s other work roles. The average
two days collection of loose fruit per
harvest round (every 10-14 days) did not
add significantly to women’s total work
burden, nor did it require a significant
shift in existing household labour
patterns. Instead, the reasonable returns
to labour improved household income
security.
Research elsewhere has shown there are
certain technologies that are more likely
to be adopted by women if they do not
require large initial cash investments or
substantially more time and labour inputs
(Doss et al. 2012).
6. Employment of female extension
officers
The employment of female extension
officers was critically important in
establishing
the
scheme.
Female
extension officers made it possible for
female farmers to be reached and given
the support they needed to join the MLFS.

This increased the chance of women
joining the scheme.
The employment of female officers and
opportunities for women to seek their
assistance and attend female-owned field
days had a profound impact on women’s
level of participation. Agricultural
projects, training programs and other
initiatives outside of PNG also show
participation rates of female farmers
increases when female project staff are
employed (Doss et al. 2012).

6.3. Adoption Lessons Over
Time
The adoption by smallholders of new
technologies and initiatives does not
guarantee continued adoption over the
long-term. Poor returns to labour, a high
labour burden, lack of follow-up
extension support, low profitability, or
changed
institutional
and
socioeconomic contexts are some of the
reasons why adoption rates may drop
over time or the technology/initiative is
abandoned. Over 70% of female oil palm
smallholders in WNBP currently hold a
Mama Card, the majority of whom have
had their own card for more than fifteen
years. There are several reasons why
women continue to remain in the scheme
and several lessons can be learned.

Sustained benefits for women and
households
Women
continue
to
experience
economic and social advantages from the
MLFS. The Mama Card continues to
contribute to meeting the needs of
women and the basic needs of the
household. Women remain economically
independent and control the spending of
their oil palm income. From the viewpoint
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of women, their financial independence
is highly valued because it is much easier
for them to meet their domestic
responsibilities and provide for their
families.
Other sustained benefits experienced by
many women, such as improved social
relationships, household harmony and
the ability to share the benefits of the
Mama Card with others, are highly valued
by women. These benefits have been
among the most meaningful long-term
changes identified by women. Research
elsewhere has also shown that women
value interventions that have a positive
impact at the household level and bring
both intangible and tangible benefits for
women (Johnson et al. 2016).
Furthermore, as outlined in Chapter 5,
the Mama Card has more recently been
used to address the intense land and
population pressures resulting from the
growing
number
of
co-resident
households sharing the resources of the
family oil palm holding. For some
families, the Card has helped address the
increasing problems of income sharing
and has enabled co-resident families to
arrange more equitable and convenient
ways of allocating income.
Ongoing institutional support by OPIC
and the milling companies
The MLFS continues to evolve to
mainstream the incorporation of female
farmers into the industry. Over time there
have been several institutional changes
within OPIC and the milling companies
that have sought to ensure female
smallholders retain control over the loose
fruit income and improve women’s

livelihood choices. The more recent
initiatives have been:
1. Formation of the Hoskins Mama Lus
Frut Group in 2014, with support from
the industry.
2. In 2016 Hargy Oil Palms linked Mama
Card holders to Nasfund, the national
PNG Superannuation Fund and have
assisted in transferring a percentage
of the oil palm income earned on the
Mama Card to women’s individual
superannuation accounts.
3. Introduction in 2017 of a Mama Lus Frut
stall for women at Hoskins farmer field
days to provide women with
information on upcoming skills
training programs and other events
organised by the Mama Lus Frut
Group.
4. Starting in 2017, Mama Card holders in
Bialla have been receiving oil palm
certification (RSPO) bonuses separate
from their husbands.
Furthermore, as the MLFS has become
integrated into mainstream extension,
training and services to women have
expanded. Much of the training is
providing women with skills to diversify
their incomes.
With female extension officers continuing
to work closely with women, they can
monitor problems that emerge and
address the needs of women. By
responding to the changing needs of
women, the scheme continues to bring
new benefits to women.
Whilst the industry is a lot more gender
responsive than in the past and continues
to integrate gender into agricultural
extension and research, there is still a
need to increase the number of female
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extension officers and to improve the
benefits female farmers receive from the
levies they pay to HOPGA and BOPGA.

Collective action
When women joined the scheme, they
were joining an informal collective: a
Mama Lus Frut Group. Women who had
their own harvesting Card were known as
‘Lus Frut Mamas’. Membership of such a
group reinforced women’s claim on
household loose fruit collection and the
associated income. The initial womenonly field days were important for
building women’s knowledge and skills
regarding oil palm management. Field
days also acted as a platform to
strengthen the collective identity of
women as important players in oil palm
production.
These
new
network
opportunities ensured that women
retained control of the Mama Card and
income. Being part of a Lus Frut Mama
collective gave women status and
increased their voice and presence in the
industry.
Over time, women have increasingly
acted collectively, and this has proven
effective in improving services and
conditions for women. For example,
recently through the Mama Lus Frut
Executive at Hoskins, new opportunities
have been created for women through
training and income diversification
support programs. Similarly, at Bialla, the
collective voice of women was the driving
force behind the milling company
changing the way it paid the RSPO
certification bonuses to smallholders so
that women were paid separately from
their husbands and the money deposited
into their own individual bank accounts.
Evidence from elsewhere shows that

when women act collectively it facilitates
more equitable development outcomes
and improves social attitudes towards
women (Kabeer 2016).

6.4. Recommendations
As outlined in Chapter 5, there are
several
demographic
and
socioeconomic challenges that potentially
have the capacity to undermine the
benefits of the Mama Card into the future.
The following recommendations aim to
address these challenges and strengthen
the MLFS.
•

Introduce another harvesting card
on highly populated oil palm blocks
where regular disputes occur over
the use and control of the Mama and
Primary cards. Extension should
target oil palm holdings where the
Mama Card is being regularly used
as a Primary Card and where the
block has been informally subdivided
into
three,
2-ha
management phases (skelim hecta).

•

Introduce measures to stop widows
losing control of the Mama Card.
Such measures should include
promoting and reinforcing, through
extension field days, the rights of
widows to retain ownership of the
Mama Card following the death of
the husband. Messages would help
widows be more aware of their
rights and the support they can
expect from OPIC if family members
threaten their control of the Mama
Card. Negative family attitudes
(especially among married sons)
towards widows which place them in
a vulnerable position should also be
addressed at public forums such as
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field days to actively
community attitudes.
•

•

•

•

change

Strengthen the promotion among
younger men to place FFB on the
Mama Card net. The practice of men
placing FFB on their wife’s net as
their contribution to household
expenses, is no longer as widely
practiced as in the past. Men’s
contribution to the Mama Card net
assists women to cover household
expenses and acts as an incentive
for women to weed around the base
of the palms in recognition of their
husband’s financial support.
Increase the number
extension officers. By
subdivisions at Hoskins
should aim to have at
female extension officer.

of female
2025, all
and Bialla
least one

Identify ways for the MLF executive
at Hoskins to obtain ongoing and
secure income to support their
activities to advance the situation of
female
farmers
and
farming
households in general. Presently,
the MLF executive is very limited in
their capacity to provide regular
services and training to women due
to the absence of an on-going
income stream.
Arrange for a percentage of the
smallholder levy funds to HOPGA
and BOPGA to be allocated to the
MLF executive. Given loose fruit
contributes around 14% of the total
harvest, a comparable amount
should be earmarked for the
activities of the MLF executives and
supporting
life-skill
activities/
training for women and households.

The increase in the levy allocation to
the MLF executive would help to
secure a steady income source for
their activities.
•

Strengthen the skills capacity of the
MLF executive and provide the
group with more technical and
transport support to be better
equipped
to
facilitate
and
implement activities and programs.
Capacity building in developing
grant
applications,
conducting
training and project and financial
management are some essential
training needs of the group to
increase their effectiveness.

•

Increase the emphasis on income
diversification for both men and
women to reduce the pressures on
the Mama (and Papa) Cards. Such
measures could include skills
training, improving smallholders’
access to resources and local
business leaders to assist them to
establish small-medium enterprises,
and
exploring
economic
opportunities for women to be better
incorporated into the oil palm value
chain (e.g., supplying farm inputs or
mending harvesting nets).

•

Seek external funding to establish a
resource centre for smallholders at
Hoskins. The centre would be a hub
for female and male farmers to
access livelihood training and
information on a range of topics,
including food security, health and
nutrition, family planning and
income diversification. The centre
could be used to house the MLF
executive and growers’ association.
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•

Increase the level of savings among
women. More work is needed to
increase the number of women with
access to EduSuper. Also, given the
success of village savings and loans
groups in Eastern Highlands
Province (see Koczberski et al.
2019), it is worthwhile exploring the
opportunity and suitability of
introducing this village savings
group model to some of the oil palm
subdivisions in WNBP. It would be
most suitable for VOP communities.

•

Introduce initiatives to address the
low educational status of female
farmers and the low numeracy and
literacy skills among smallholders
generally. Most female farmers have
not completed primary school (Ryan
et al. 2017). Without improved
numeracy and literacy skills, women
(and men) will be constrained in
their ability to diversify their
incomes and take full advantage of
new economic opportunities at the
local level. Seeking funds for adult
literacy and numeracy classes to be
set up in the oil palm growing areas
is strongly recommended.

•

Address the growing income and
population pressures on the blocks.
Strengthening existing measures
that address family planning and
food security should be pursued.

6.5. Conclusion
The MLFS illustrates the critical role that
extension can play in improving the role
of women in commodity crop production
and addressing the gender inequities
that commonly arise from export
commodity crop production in PNG and
elsewhere. There have been both
positive and negative outcomes arising
from the MLFS, but overwhelmingly they
have been positive. In 2020, Papua New
Guinea had a Gender Inequality Index of
0.726, ranking it 161 of 162 countries
(UNDP, 2020). It is also one of the
countries that fail to meet Millennium
Development Goal targets set for the
promotion of gender equality and
women’s empowerment. Yet, women are
central to family livelihoods and
wellbeing in rural PNG. The evaluation
shows the many tangible and intangible
ways in which improved access and
control over income benefits women,
household
relations
and
family
wellbeing. By identifying the principles
underlying the success of the MLFS, this
report reveals the potentially large
benefits gained when more participative
extension approaches are implemented,
and the needs of women considered and
addressed.
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Appendix: Mama Lus Frut Evaluation Framework
Evaluation
Criteria

Evaluation Indicators

Research Questions

Methods

Effectiveness

Loose fruit production
per household

To what extent has the MLFS achieved its
intended goal and purpose?

Company records

Number of Mama Cards
(% of all households)

Has the effectiveness of the MLFS varied
across the project sites?

Number
accounts

bank

Has loose fruit collection increased? If so, by
how much?

Organisational change
(e.g.,
more
female
extension officers)

Are more women involved in oil palm
production?

of

New
knowledge/
insights into the types of
extension programs that
smallholders’ value.

How many women (and what proportion of
women) have a bank account?
What factors/incentives contributed to the
uptake of the Mama Card?
What barriers existed to implementing the
MLFS?
Why did women want to join the MLFS?

Impact
and
Outcomes

Indicators of change for
households/ women:

What positive impact has the MLFS had on
HH livelihoods?

1. Household livelihood
advancement.
Net
household
income,
returns
to
labour,
economic
change,
access to new income
sources, physical living
conditions, household
vulnerability and asset
base

What negative impact has the MLFS had on
HH livelihoods?

2.
Household and
social
relations.
Relations
between
husband/wife, mother/
sons and daughters,
and in-laws. Domestic
violence and conflict,
control over one’s
labour.
3. Individual
agency.
Women’s
perceptions of wellbeing,
aspirations,
empowerment,
savings,
financial
literacy, control over
income
and
expenditure,
household decision-

What have been the changes to net HH
income?
What was/is the primary income source for
women – before and after the introduction of
the MLFS?
How is the Mama Card used on the block?
How have women used the card to improve
family well-being?
How many women have used the Mama
Card income to start their own small
business?
Have savings
women?

rates

improved

among

What are the long-term social outcomes of
the Mama Card?

Interviews/meetings
with OPIC officers
involved in the
introduction of the MLFS
Interviews/meetings
with smallholder affairs/
sustainability staff in
milling companies
Interviews/group
meetings with Mama
Card holders
Survey questionnaire
among Mama Card
holders.
Findings from previous
smallholder studies at
Hoskins, Bialla and
Popondetta
Company records
Interviews/meetings
with OPIC officers.
Interviews/meetings
with smallholder affairs/
sustainability staff in
milling companies.
Interviews/group
meetings with Mama
Card holders.
Individual case studies.
Survey questionnaire
among Mama Card
holders.
Findings from previous
smallholder studies at
Hoskins, Bialla and
Popondetta.

What non-economic changes/benefits have
occurred due to the introduction of the
Mama?
Has the MLFS
vulnerability?

reduced

household

How have men benefitted from the MLFS?
Do women feel they have more control over
income and household decisions over
labour since the MLFS was introduced?
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making,
contributions
to
kastom and church.
4. Institutional
environment. Greater
access to information,
training and other
services/resources
from institutions such
as OPIC, training
providers, financial
institutions
etc.
Attitudinal changes
within
milling
companies and OPIC
regarding
women
and their role in oil
palm production.

Have
households’
livelihood
improved due to the MLFS?

assets

What have been the positive/negative
changes in household relations?
Has domestic violence declined?
What conflicts within the family have arisen
since the MLFS was introduced?
Do conflicts occur within households over
the use of the Mama Card and the income
earned (e.g. husbands/sons wanting to
control the card)?
How have the positive and negative impacts
of the MLFS changed over time?
What
have
been
some
of
the
unexpected/unanticipated impacts of the
MLFS?
Have the training and services offered to
women by OPIC/milling companies
changed/improved because of the MLFS?
What attitudinal changes within the milling
companies and OPIC can be attributed to
the MLFS?

Sustainability

Loose fruit production
per household

How many families on the block rely on the
Mama Card?

Interviews/meetings
with OPIC officers.

Number of Mama Cards

How is the Mama Card currently used on the
block?

Interviews/meetings
with smallholder affairs/
sustainability staff in
milling companies.

Number of households
per block that rely on the
Mama Card as a source
of income

What recent problems have emerged with
the use of the Mama Card and its intended
goals/purpose?

Proportion of women
who see the MLFS as
beneficial to their future
livelihood advancement

Are the benefits of the MLFS diminishing
over time?

Threats to the viability of
the MLFS into the future

What are the challenges to the future
effectiveness of the Mama Card?

Number
of
accounts
of
smallholders

bank
female

Organisational change
(e.g.,
more
female
extension officers)
Ability of institutions to
address challenges to
MLFS
Ability of households to
address challenges to
the MLFS

Are the goals and purpose of the MLFS still
relevant and valid?

What institutional activities/strategies need
to change or be introduced to ensure the
future viability of the MLFS?

Interviews/meetings
with Mama Card
holders.
Survey questionnaire
among Mama Card
holders.
Findings from previous
smallholder studies at
Hoskins, Bialla and
Popondetta.

What changes need to occur within
households/blocks to ensure the future
viability of the MLFS?
How can the positive impacts of the MLFS be
increased?
How can the negative impacts of the MLFS
be minimised?
Will the Mama Card continue to provide
benefits to women/industry into the future?
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