  THE BOUGAINVILLE FLAG

The Story of the Flag. 

The Bougainville Flag was chosen for its meaningful design from several excellent entries received in a nation wide competition held over many months of 1975. The selection panel appointed by the Bougainville Provincial Assembly included Fr. John Momis M.H.A, Regional Member for Bougainville (PNG Parliament), Mr. Peter Sissiou, President of the Arawa Town Council and Mr. Leo Hannett, Planner, Bougainville Provincial Government.

CULTURAL EXPERTISE & DESIGN:
Naboin Paramount Chief, Jonathan Havini &

Nakas Chief Moses Havini

DESIGN &: GRAPHICS:

Artist: Marilyn F. Taleo Havini

FLAG BACKGROUND:

COBALT BLUE
Representative of sea surrounding and isolating Bougainville Islands as a distinct entity in the Pacific; (‘Blue Water Concept’ of clear and distinct geographical and physiological identity and/or boundary is one requirement for indigenous peoples application for self determination and independence).

SYMBOL known as a KAPKAP:


The KAPKAP is a symbol of authority - a traditional shell disc crafted by ancient Bougainvilleans and worn on the brow or on the chest by Chieftains and Queens, it beautifully offsets the black distinctive colour of the skin. Surmounted on the mother of pearl shell (nacre) would be an intricately carved turtle shell circular disc with a design that radiates from a central tribal clan totem.


WHITE DISC 
The outer edge of the mother of pearl remains exposed as a circular white rim on the flag design and represents the white sands and reefs of Bougainville. These reefs provide sustenance and are an essential life giving environment for Bougainvillean people.

GREEN PATTERN BAND
Representing the islands, mountains and land based resources of Bougainville; set within the Kapkap design to radiate from the centre in traditional pattern. This green band stands for the land of Bougainville: Land is Life.

BLACK CENTRE GROUND
Symbolic for the People of Bougainville – among the blackest people within the Pacific and distinctive ethnically as a society united under one flag.

CENTRAL SYMBOL - UPE:
The Upe is unique to Bougainville and therefore distinctive as the central TOTEM of the flag. On the flag, the Upe is substituted in place of a particular clan symbol at the centre of the flag and Kapkap. Normally the symbol placed in this central position on a Kapkap would indicate the particular clan and authority of the chief or queen who wears it. The symbol has been appropriated to mean that the Bougainville PEOPLE are now mature and have ‘come of age’ to be recognised as a political identity. Therefore, the Upe (sometimes spelt Upi) has come to represent the collective population = nationhood. 

The Upe is a unique ceremonial hat worn by young adult boys at initiation, usually timed to take place soon after puberty. Some areas of Central Bougainville (especially Wakunai, Rotokas, Keriaka and Kunua) continue this custom up to the present day, but it was widely practiced throughout Buka and North and Central Bougainville until recent times.

The boys were taken into secret jungle camps for anything up to two years under the tutorship of their elders. During this period of intensive and rigorous initiation, the young men were taught their folklore, oral history, art of warfare, fishing and hunting survival skills and other social customs. The young men crafted their own unique personal adaptations of their clan designs in the inner layers of the Upe, which were covered and hidden at all times by an outer layer. The headdress was made of dyed pandanus sewn onto a vertical or bulbous shaped cane armature. At conclusion of initiation the young men graduated into society as adult men now ready to partake in all society responsibilities. 

 The Upe ceremony is one customary practice that was, and is, a common heritage to ALL tribes of Buka and Bougainville. The shapes and styles slightly vary according to different tribes on Bougainville. But the design, customary practices and rituals emanating from the Upe ceremony are the same right throughout Bougainville. The ceremony also signified coming of age for women as the young girls promised in marriage to the boys undergoing initiation were simultaneously prepared for adult life and marriage ready for the time of initiation.

Because the Provincial Government had already adopted the Upe as the symbol of emerging Nationhood in 1973, I incorporated it (with elders and leaders permission) in my competition entry for the 1975 Bougainville Flag competition. 

RED AND WHITE STRIPES:
The red and white stripes on the Upe have several layers of meaning easily discernible to all Bougainvilleans whose clan identity can be linked to either the use of red or white colour symbols to accompany a clan totem. Further meaning applied to the red stripes includes: -

Leadership: The outer protective covering of an Upe is made up of alternating red and bleached white pandanus leaf stripes. Future chiefs can wear four stripes and their pages, or assistant chiefs can wear two. Thus the use of stripes indicates Leadership.

Gender Equity: Three stripes have been chosen for the Upe on the flag for special significance. In ceremonies and on figurative carvings, traditional decoration worn by men and women for any ceremonial occasion identifies gender by the following means: men will dye their hair with a central red stripe whereas women wear two red stripes on their hair – one either side, off centre. Also, women traditionally use red and white stripes in the making of their patterned traditional capes Tuhu (pidgin ‘Karuka’).

Thus the overall symbolic meaning of the flag is that men and women of Bougainville, together in maturity, hold the authority to stand as one people beneath their flag as a distinct political entity. 

The Flag was originally commissioned for the Bougainville Provincial Government and was intended to represent the people of Bougainville as an autonomous entity with PNG independence on September 16th 1975. However, the promised autonomy/statehood package was cancelled by PNG in June 1975 and so Bougainville first raised the Bougainville Flag on September 1st 1975 in an Act of UDI (Unilateral Declaration of Independence) and was known as the flag for the Republic of the North Solomons.

Negotiations with Papua New Guinea restored peace in May 1976 and a crucial agreement was that Bougainville could retain their flag – to be reclaimed as the flag of the Bougainville Provincial Government. 

Although the BIG/BRA fought for independence under this flag until negotiations ushered in a Peace Process during 1997, the opposing Bougainville Transitional Government (BTG/Resistance Forces) also retained this flag as their own.  In heralding a new peace pact from 1997 under the Bougainville Peace Process, the BIG/BRA and BTG/Resistance became united under the Bougainville Reconciliation Government in 1999. In May 1999 under the same flag the BRG elected and replaced itself with the current Bougainville Peoples Congress (BPC). The flag has continued to be a powerful rallying point and symbol of unity and nationhood unto this day as the flag of the Autonomous Region of Bougainville (ARB), for the people of Bougainville.

The symbolism on the flag has continued to remain a unifying factor in Bougainville through the continuing changes of Bougainville’s political status:

· Beginning as the flag of the Republic of North Solomons (1st September 75 to July 76), 

· It was retained to become the flag of the North Solomons Provincial Government (July 76 to October 89). 

· The Bougainville Interim Government (BIG; 1989 to May 1990) claimed the flag as symbol for the Republic of Bougainville (or Meekamui) throughout the Bougainville Crisis

· The flag was raised during the second UDI which was proclaimed on May 17, 1990.

· The PNG Government continued to recognise it as the Provincial flag and, as such, it continued in use by the Bougainville Transitional Government (BTG)

· Bougainville Reconciliation Government (BRG) raised the flag officially reuniting ALL Bougainville under one banner in 1999

· The Autonomous Bougainville Government raised the flag once more at the inauguration of the Autonomous Bougainville Region (ARB) and the ABG June 15th 2005.
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