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PAPER ABSTRACT:  

The War Surplus Materials Act was enacted by then Administrator of P-NG, Donald Cleland in 1952. 

The historical and philosophical significance of this piece of legislation in shaping the modern day 

nation-state of PNG will be discussed in this paper. The Museum does not deal daily with shipwrecks, 

plane wrecks or other general war surplus materials located under the sea. However, it does have a 

working conceptual framework for how such materials should be classified and thought about. This 

can be seen in how the definition of war surplus materials in the Act is inclusive of items that may 

also be found under “territorial waters” of PNG.  

 

After WWII, governments and local people alike used the sea to "hide" or "get rid of" war surplus 

materials, the common thinking being that by throwing them into the depths of the ocean you 

"dispose of" the items. In a recent example, a few years colleagues of mine suggested that, the 

surplus materials in three 20 foot containers we had grounded in Popondetta, be disposed of in the 

sea instead. This case presents another alternative to the use of the sea as a dumping ground. The 

sea can also be used to keep these things safe by making them even more unreachable by metal 

scavengers. The Act gives prominence to these surplus materials even if they are located under 

PNG’s "territorial waters" by recognizing that their final resting places are more likely to be under 

bodies of water rather than on land.  
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