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New ANU-led ACIAR balsa industry project begins in PNG 

ANU students join Asia-Pacific Forestry Week 

Papua New Guinea’s balsa industry is a 
unique in the country’s forestry sector, 
with local value-added processing, 
many smallholder growers, and c. 10% 
of the global market. The industry is 
based in the Gazelle Peninsula of East 
New Britain Province, around Rabaul, 
and has developed significantly over 
the past two decades, driven largely by 
the growing global demand for high 
quality balsa for use as part of 
composite products in a variety of 
applications, including aircraft freight 
pallets and wind turbine blades.  

The Australian Centre for International 
Agricultural Research (ACIAR) is 
supporting a new research project, led 
by ANU in partnership with PNG’s 
Universities of Technology and Natural 
Resources and Environment, to 
enhance key elements of the PNG 

balsa value chain – particularly the 
benefits it delivers smallholder 
growers, many of whom are seeking a 
complementary crop to their traditional 
mainstay of cocoa. Other members of 
the project team include staff from the 
Universities of Melbourne and NSW, a 
group of Australian consultants familiar 
with PNG, the PNG National Forest 
Authority and Forest Research 
Institute, most of the major companies 
in the sector, and the ENB Provincial 
Administration. Peter Kanowski from 
ANU and Kulala Mulung from PNG’s 
UniTech are managing the project; 
more information is available at http://
aciar.gov.au/project/FST/2009/016. 

ANU undergraduate students Ellen 
Cheney and Thomas O’Reilly, and 
Masters student Viet Tran, participated 
in the second Asia-Pacific Forestry 
Week in Beijing. Ellen and Thomas are 
both active members of the 
International Forestry Students 
Society, as Co-Representatives for 
Oceania. Viet is an AusAID-sponsored 
student whose professional work is 
with the Nghe An Provincial Forestry 
Department, Vietnam. Their 
participation was funded from personal 
contributions and support from ANU 
and IFSS. 

They write: “The conference provided 
a great opportunity to hear about 
recent developments and activity in 
forestry within the Asia-Pacific region.  
The morning plenary sessions provided 
discussion about general themes, while 
the afternoon partner events, which 
focussed on the work of specific 

organisations and countries, allowed us 
to learn more about forestry practices, 
and the implementation and impact of 
programs such as REDD+ within the 
region.   

The theme of “New Challenges, New 
Opportunities” was evident throughout 
the week.  One of the clear messages 
we took home was the strong universal 
push towards sustainable forest 
management in areas such as 
community welfare, biodiversity 
protection and carbon sequestration.  
It was also clear that there is still 
progress to be made in finding ways of 
balancing these goals. 

We felt that the event was successful 
in bringing together people from a 
variety of different countries and 
perspectives.  It also provided a 
fantastic chance to speak with 
professionals from various fields of 
expertise, and to meet with other 

forestry students from a variety of 
countries.  All in all, the conference 
was a rewarding experience, and we 
are grateful for the opportunity.” 
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Ellen Cheney, Viet Tran and Thomas 
O’Reilly with Patrick Durst (2nd from left),  

FAO Senior Regional Forestry Officer 

Project team member Anton Lata of 
PNG FRI in an 18-month old balsa 

plantation.  

 


