Criminals aim to make big money In a guns for drugs swap

O
High-powered firearms in Queensland
gun stores and school cadet armouries
are being targeted by criminals aiming
to make big money swapping them for
Papua New Guinea cannabis. Federal
Agent Gary Wood took part in one raid
which netted cannabis bound for the
Australian drug market. This feature was
published on November 24,1996 and
is printed courtesy of Brishane’s
Sunday Mail.
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“The demand is so hot that an ordinary old shotgun worth $300
or $400 in Brishane can be swapped for three or four kilograms of
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locally-grown cannabis, which is worth eight
grand a kilo in Brisbane.

“So one shotgun can yield more than $30,000.”

Papua New Guinea’s National Narcotics
Bureau confirmed the guns-for-drugs trade, but
said it was hard to determine the scale because of
the big coastlines involved. “We have no way of
keeping constant surveillance,” a spokesman said.

A recent National Intelligence Organisation
report said the trade usually involved shotguns,
handguns and .22 rifles, although there had been
instances of military rifles. More of these were
expected because of the gun bans in Australia.

The report said there had been a marked in-
crease in the trade in recent years involving “big
time” criminals from Australia, especially along
the Torres Strait/Westem Province border.

The report complains about a severe lack of
Customs officials and surveillance equipment both
from Papua New Guinea and the Australian side.

Reprinted courtesy of The Sunday Mail

TEAMWORK: From left, Federal Agent Gary Wood, Customs officer Dave Wintrip
and Queensland police officer Sergeant Greg Baade.

All aboard for the cannabis run

By Peter Hansen
The Sunday Mail

The only public service former Papua New Guinea Cabinet Minister Clement Eric
Hesaboda has done lately has been to demonstrate how simple it is tofind people ready

to smuggle drugs into Australia.

His case shows that in his poverty-stricken
country, volunteers are almost lining up to have a
go because it looks so simple to get through our
underguarded north.

Hesaboda used to be Finance and Planning
Minister in the Fly River Provincial Government
In Western PNG before he was sacked for
corruption.

So then he set about making a fast dollar
smuggling cannabis into Australia.

His startling story was revealed when he
pleaded guilty in a Cairns court earlier this month
and he is now serving a two-year sentence in a
north Queensland jail.

How he went about it should have alann bells
ringing in Canberra.

The background of his case shows there are
swanns of poverty-stricken villagers ready to
make the hazardous trip across open sea in tiny
boats with drugs if it means a few dollars for food
for their families.

“In his case he had about 20,000 volunteers to
pick from,” said one PNG investigator, referring
to the thousands of villagers living like refugees
in Daru in the PNG Western Province.
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Dam is the main settlement of the Western
Province at the mouth of the Fly River.

Now it accommodates about 20,000 people
displaced from their homes in scores of villages
along the Fly, villages ruined by pollution from
the notorious Ok Tedi copper mine.

“These villagers are crowded into there like it
was Somalia,” an investigator said. “Daru has the
only bank around there, so they all crowd in for
their subsistence payments.

“They have no prospects of employment.
That was where this bloke Hesaboda set about
recruiting his crew to smuggle cannabis into
Australia.”

His plan was to make use of “mother ships”"—
large fishing boats with refrigerated holds that
anchor more or less permanently near islands in
the middle of Torres Strait to take crayfish
catches from fishermen from the nearby island
villages.

Torres Strait has more than 150 islands or
atolls, but only a few have stores.

Local villagers from these tiny islands use
dinghies from these mother ships or their own
frail craft to dive for crayfish. They use the
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