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Executive Summary 

 

The aim of this trial has been to determine if data collection via mobile phone is more effective than 
other data collection methods, for example the paper forms typically used. In the trial, questions 
have been sent via mobile phone text messaging to clerks at District Courts throughout Papua New 
Guinea.  
 
The project has involved the collection of data on the role of District Courts in supporting Village 
Courts to use enforcement provisions allowed under the Village Courts Act 1989. The initiative has 
followed a 12-month-long process of trying, unsuccessfully, to collect data using hard copy survey 
forms. 
 
The project is a joint project of the Department of Justice and Attorney General, through the Village 
Courts and Land Mediation Secretariat, and Magisterial Services. It is funded by the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade on behalf of the Australian Government, through the Economic and Public 
Sector Program. The project is overseen by a joint steering committee from both agencies, with 
support from the Economic and Public Sector Program and the Papua New Guinea Australia Law and 
Justice Partnership.   
 
The findings indicate that questioning through mobile phone text messaging can be a useful way of 
collecting data from contacts spread throughout Papua New Guinea. Data received is timely, by 
contrast with a commonly used system of asking remotely based workers to post paper forms to a 
central office. Clerks generally found the process of responding to questions through text messaging 
to be easy, quick and enjoyable. The pilot project has generated much useful data that had 
previously been difficult to collect. 
  
There are concrete advantages to using SMS for data collection in Papua New Guinea. It is 
particularly suitable to collecting data from locations where there is no postal service, no electricity, 
and no landline telephones or fax machines. It is recommended that data collection utilising SMS be 
undertaken whenever an organisation is trying to collect data from people in disparate locations 
across Papua New Guinea. 
 
Data collected during the project has revealed that in many instances District Courts are not dealing 
with Imprisonment Orders. The data has also indicated that when Imprisonment Orders are being 
dealt with, the approach is inconsistent throughout Papua New Guinea. It is recommended that a 
national policy on the implementation of Imprisonment Orders be developed. This policy would 
include clear procedures to be followed by each person involved in the process. Related to the 
policy, training and updating of materials is also necessary. An improved, efficient and consistent 
system for dealing with Imprisonment Orders would ensure that the rights of people throughout 
Papua New Guinea are much better served by the law and justice sector. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background to project 
 
Since 2010, the Department of Justice and Attorney General (DJAG), through the Village Courts and 
Land Mediation Secretariat (VC&LMS), and Magisterial Services (MS) have been engaged in a 
number of activities to improve the working relationship between District Courts (DCs), Village 
Courts (VCs) and Provincial Village Courts Officers (PVCOs). Between August 2010 and early 2012, 
both agencies participated in a joint project with Harvard University to explore the use of indicators 
to improve working relationships. Those activities were part of a wider international project on 
Safety and Justice Indicators in four countries - Nigeria, Jamaica, Sierra Leone and Papua New Guinea 
(PNG). Data was being collected and analysed from DCs on VC matters using hard copy records in 
selected locations.   
 
In August 2011, a joint national workshop between Supervising Provincial Magistrates (SPMs) and 
PVCOs, hosted by DJAG and MS, agreed that a 6-week census on District Court (DC) data related to 
Village Court (VC) matters would assist the project and a hard copy form was designed for use by 
SPMs back in their respective locations. For a number of reasons, only one DC provided data in the 
agreed timeframe. Political developments in mid-2011 and other events overshadowed further 
progress on the data collection until early 2012.    
 
In January 2012, discussions commenced with DJAG and MS on the potential to participate in a 
research pilot project on the use of mobile phones in PNG, funded by the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade on behalf of the Australian Government, through a research grant from the 
Economic and Public Sector Program (EPSP). Both DJAG and MS committed to participating as a way 
of progressing the collection of data on how DCs dealt with VC Imprisonment Orders1. Thus 
agreement was reached to participate in a research trial on the use of mobile phones in PNG, fully 
funded by the Australian Government, from mid-2012. This data collection project is one of three 
mobile phone trials being undertaken with three different Government of PNG (GoPNG) agencies2.  
 
The aim of this particular trial has been to determine if data collection via mobile phone is more 
effective than other data collection methods, for example the paper forms typically used. In the trial, 
questions have been sent via mobile phone text messaging to the clerks at DCs who usually deal with 
matters relating to VCs. The data collected from the text messaged replies has been specifically 
about cases referred to DCs by VCs, primarily focused on Imprisonment Orders.  
 
This trial tests whether DCs are more willing and able to provide data on VC Imprisonment Orders if 
it is via a user-friendly mobile phone system. Text message questions are based on the data 
collection form prepared by Professor Chris Stone from Harvard University, and extensive 
consultation within the sector. In the design of the text message questions, wording has been kept 
short and clear. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, it is easier for users and secondly, it fits into 
the word count limitations of text messages. Both agency heads (MS and VC&LMS) approved the 
final wording of the questions. 
 
The goals of the mobile phone project have been: 

1. To gather crucial data from DCs on how they respond to cases directed to them from VCs.  

                                                           
1 A separate Information Paper is available from the Village Courts & Land Mediation Secretariat which explains the use of Imprisonment 
Orders by Village Courts, the role of District Courts in endorsing these orders, and issues in the working relationships.   
2 One project has involved the establishment of a toll-free phone line for health workers (see Watson and Sabumei 2013) and the other 
has involved the dissemination of daily text messages to elementary teachers at rural and remote schools (see PNGEPSP 2013). 
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2. To provide the national agencies and sector mechanisms with information on how DCs are 
responding to such cases.  

3. To assist in strengthening relationships between DCs, VCs and PVCOs. 
 
This trial is not intended to fix the problems immediately, but to provide data on the extent of the 
problems and opportunities for improvement. The benefit of collecting data on how DCs are 
responding to or dealing with Imprisonment Orders is that VC&LMS and MS can use the data to 
better inform future activities, such as training and implementation of procedures. The data can be 
compared to the data collected from VCs using a quarterly return form. The data can also be 
compared to the data collected by DCs in the District Court Electronic Case Management System 
(DCECMS), which is a database on a computer network. This will provide helpful understanding 
about what happens with Imprisonment Orders. 
 
In addition to the collection of data using text messaging, research interviews have been conducted 
with some Clerks at DCs in order to reflect upon experiences related to the trial. The research 
interviews have helped to determine whether data collection via mobile phone is a good way of 
collecting data on VCs and DCs and whether this method should be utilised to gather information in 
the future or on other matters, for example, appeals and reviews.   
 

1.2 SMS data collection 
 
The project has been designed to assist MS and VC&LMS in the collection of data related to VC 
matters dealt with at DCs and to address service delivery issues identified from the data collected. 
The project is overseen by a joint steering committee from both agencies, with support from EPSP 
and the Papua New Guinea Australia Law and Justice Partnership (PALJP).   
 
SMS questions were written by the project steering committee, with some initial ideas coming from 
the paper form designed in 2011, followed by repeated, detailed consultation within the sector, 
including a workshop with VC magistrates. The final version of the SMS questions is provided in 
Appendix 1. 
 
Software company and solution provider Mobimedia was asked to translate the list of questions into 
an automated system, so that as a clerk sent in an answer the next question would automatically 
and instantly be sent to their phone. The design work was complex, as in many cases different 
answers led to the system needing to navigate to different questions. For example, if in answer to 
question 14 a ‘y’ for ‘yes’ was received, the system would skip down to question 16, but if another 
response was received, the system would go to question 15. Testing of the questions was conducted 
with three clerks at DCs in different regions of PNG.  
 
Mobimedia also designed an interface through which MS and VC&LMS could simultaneously access 
the data coming in through text messages. The interface was password-protected and web-enabled. 
The interface showed real-time data coming in and was therefore useful during training, as the 
responses from clerks could be seen as they were coming in. The interface created downloadable 
CSV files for each phone number using the system. These files could be downloaded, saved and 
opened using any common database, such as Microsoft Excel or Access. Based on the project 
specifications, Mobimedia charged a fee for designing the SMS sending software and the interface. 
An additional payment covered the SMSs handled during the two-month-long data collection period. 
 
For clerks, it was free-of-charge to send and receive text messages as part of this trial. Clerks could 
activate the system at any time by texting in the word ‘start’ to a short number (a shortcode) given 



Page 3 

to them during training. On Friday mornings during the two-month-long trial, reminder SMSs were 
sent to clerks. There was generally a spike in activity on Fridays. 
 
Before the commencement of the two-month-long data collection period, clerks were contacted by 
phone and invited to participate in one-on-one, over-the-phone training. The script used during the 
training is provided in Appendix 2. At the conclusion of the training, relevant information about the 
clerk was collected, including contact details for a trusted colleague or other contact. Following the 
training, clerks were encouraged to send in practice answers during a practice and play period, 
immediately prior to the beginning of the data collection period. 
 

1.3 Report structure 
 
Section 2 outlines the research design, including research methods employed. The following sections 
provide research findings and analysis of the text messaged replies. Finally, there are lessons learnt, 
conclusions and recommendations. It is hoped that the report will give direction to the sector on 
potential future use of mobile phones in data collection or for other service delivery efforts within 
the sector. Recommendations are also made which aim to strengthen processes around VC 
Imprisonment Orders. 
 

2. Research design 
 
The research question which this trial addresses is: Is data collection via mobile phone more 
effective than other available data collection methods? A complementary research question 
examines the data collected through text messaging and analyses what that data reveals that is 
useful and informative for the sector. The trial has involved collecting data on VC matters from DCs 
over a two-month-long period. Research has adopted a mixed methods approach: quantitative data 
has been gathered about the amount of data collected, qualitative data has been collated from 
research interviews, and analysis has been made of the information (both quantitative and 
qualitative) that has been gathered through text messaging.  
 

2.1 Research questions 
 
Key Research Question: Is data collection via mobile phone more effective than other available data 
collection methods? 
 
Complementary Key Research Question: What does the data collected reveal about Imprisonment 
Orders? 
 
There are Sub-Questions relating to both of the key research questions. Sub-Questions related to 
SMS as a data collection method are below. Sub-Questions relating to Imprisonment Orders and the 
data revealed through this innovative data collection method were developed by both MS and 
VC&LMS. MS adopted an emergent process in which the officers involved examined the SMS 
responses and then developed questions of concern based on the information revealed by the SMSs. 
These questions of concern are outlined and responded to in Section 6. VC&LMS had a detailed list 
of questions that had been developed for previous data collection exercises. These questions were 
used to assist when writing the SMS questions and are listed below. The questions were referred to 
during data analysis, with answers covered in Section 5 of this report. 
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Sub-Questions (relating to the first key research question): 

1. Is questioning via text messaging a user-friendly method in the PNG context? 
2. What are the advantages and limitations of this methodology? 
3. What are the advantages and limitations of the technology? 
4. Is the methodology cost effective and efficient? 
5. Is data collection via mobile phone a suitable methodology in the PNG context? 
 
Sub-Questions (used by VC&LMS in their analysis in Section 5): 
1. Are VCs using their powers to impose Imprisonment Orders? Are VCs using their powers to 
impose Imprisonment Orders responsibly, fairly and within their jurisdiction?  
2. Are DCs using their powers to adequately monitor and review Imprisonment Orders made by VCs? 
3. Is the service system supporting or undermining lawful and fair decisions made by a VC to order 
imprisonment? 
5. In reviewing an order from a VC, has the DC assessed the efforts made by a VC to reach a 
settlement which is acceptable to all parties (this must include mediation where mediation is 
appropriate)?  
6. What is the gender breakdown of people’s use and abuse of VCs? 
 

2.2 Significance of the research 
 
PNG has rich cultural heritage and abundant natural resources, but performs poorly on a wide range 
of development indicators. The country has topographical obstacles such as high mountains, wide 
rivers and islands which make transport and communication costly, difficult and time-consuming. 
Data collection in PNG is challenging, particularly the collection of data from rural and remote areas.  
 
The spread of mobile phone reception across PNG in very recent years3 has provided a unique 
opportunity for remote data collection to be trialled. Mobile phone text messaging or SMS (Short 
Message Service) may be useful in the collection of data from around PNG. Text messaging is 
possible using all types of mobile phone handsets and does not require a data connection. If proven 
to be successful, data collection through mobile phone text messaging could have widespread 
benefits in a country where topographical obstacles, lack of infrastructure, and other impediments 
have made data collection persistently challenging. 
 
For an individual to respond to a question sent via text message, that person does not require 
complex technical knowledge. Many people in PNG have learnt to send and receive text messages in 
recent years4. This trial tests whether questioning through text messaging is a system which works in 
the PNG context. If it is deemed to be worth pursuing, this form of data collection could be used in 
all sectors for a range of purposes. In the health sector, there have been some initial trials of data 
collection using mobile phones5, but the key difference with this trial is that the health trials involved 
the use of specific types of handsets6. 
 
VCs form the backbone and underlying foundation of the law and justice sector in PNG. A high 
number of matters are dealt with through these courts, using locally relevant processes, and 
employing mediation techniques when appropriate. When VCs are working effectively, this reduces 

                                                           
3 Watson 2011. 
4 Temple et al 2009, Temple 2011. 
5 A trial conducted by the World Health Organisation and NDoH centred around the reporting of health events by ten health centres in 
three provinces: West Sepik, Western Highlands and Eastern Highlands. PNG Sustainable Development Program has also been undertaking 
some data collection in Western Province. Both the PNG National AIDS Council Secretariat and the United Nations Development Program 
have also been looking into the possibility of using mobile phones for data collection. 
6 Java-enabled phones. 
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the number of matters which come to the attention of the higher court system, thereby allowing 
officers and magistrates working in the higher courts to concentrate on more serious cases. VC 
Imprisonment Orders are a necessary tool for ensuring the authority and validity of VCs. DCs have a 
key role in supporting VCs to use enforcement provisions allowed under the Village Courts Act 1989. 
If the process for handling such orders is not working well, then this could undermine the authority 
and perception of VCs. It is crucial for the sector to understand how these orders are being used and 
dealt with around the country. This trial is in line with the PNG government’s development plans7 
and is in keeping with one of the key strategic goals of Australian aid8. 
 

2.3 Epistemology 
 
The epistemology underlying a research project is a paradigm or a theory of knowledge9. Examples 
of epistemologies include subjectivism, which views the world as uniquely constructed by each 
individual through their experiences, or objectivism, which suggests that the world is static and 
measurable10.  
 
The underlying epistemology in this trial is pragmatism11. Pragmatism is an understanding of 
knowledge which acknowledges that some aspects of the world can be measured whereas other 
facets of experience are perceived differently by each individual12. 
 

2.4 Approach 
 
In a research study, the approach taken refers to the theoretical perspective13 or philosophical 
stance14 which informs the research. Examples of different approaches include interpretivism and 
positivism (which relate to subjectivism and objectivism respectively). In this case, the approach 
adopted is a mixed methods approach.  
 
A key advantage of the mixed methods approach is that it is not limited to either of the two oft-cited 
worldviews introduced earlier15. Instead, mixed methods research can collect and analyse both 
qualitative and quantitative data16 and can therefore “result in a better understanding of the 
problem being studied”17 as it “provides an opportunity to take advantage of the strengths of 
each”18. The mixed methods approach is pertinent here as a quantifiable outcome is desirable, while 
social and process-related factors are also relevant. 
 
  

                                                           
7 The PNG Medium Term Development Plan 2011-2015 refers to law and order in section 3.2, and aims to increase the number of village 
courts. The PNG Development Strategic Plan 2010-2030 addresses law and order in section 4.2. 
8 One of the five key strategic goals of Australian aid is “effective governance” (Commonwealth of Australia 2011, 4). This trial would fit in 
well with this goal, which aims to improve “governance to deliver better services, improve security, and enhance justice and human rights” 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2011, 4). 
9 Creswell 2003, 4-6. 
10 Cowger and Menon 2001, 475-477; Creswell 2003, 4. 
11 Creswell 2003, 11-12. 
12 Creswell 2003, 12. 
13 Crotty 1998, 5. 
14 Creswell 2003, 4-6. 
15 The two worldviews referred to here are: the subjective worldview which focuses on each individual’s own feelings, values, beliefs and 
perspectives, and the objective worldview which attempts to establish set, unchanging parameters which are measurable and 
quantifiable. 
16 Creswell 2003, 12. 
17 Plano Clark et al. 2008, 365. 
18 Cowger and Menon 2001, 477; see also Creswell 2003, 22; Plano Clark et al. 2008, 365. 
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2.5 Strategy 
 
The strategy adopted is a concurrent strategy, meaning that qualitative and quantitative data have 
been collected at the same time19, and are synthesised together during data analysis and reporting20. 
Figure 1 demonstrates a typical concurrent strategy, in which the two types of data are collected at 
the same time and are given equal weighting21.  
 
Figure 1: Concurrent strategy22 
 
 
 
 
 

2.6 Methods 
 
Three main methods are employed in this study, as follows: 

1. Analysing data received via SMS (or text messaging), with respect to data quality and data 
collection rates,  

2. Research interviews, and 
3. Analysing the information provided in the data received via SMS. 

 
1. Comparing Data: Quantitative analysis of data takes the following approach: 

a. Comparing data quality before and during the trial, and 
b. Comparing data collection rates before and during the trial. 

 
The hypothesis is that text messaging can increase the amount of data available about how DCs and 
PVCOs handle VC matters, specifically VC Imprisonment Orders.  
 
In 2011, when attempts were made to collect the same data about Imprisonment Orders, only one 
DC returned data. Any improvement upon this figure would provide valuable data for sector 
agencies. 
 
2. Research Interviews: Researchers conducted three different types of interviews with DC clerks 
over-the-phone, as follows: 

a.  During training at the outset of the trial, all clerks were asked questions about themselves, 
as well as details of communication options available at courts, for example whether or not 
there is a working fax machine at the courthouse and whether or not the courthouse is 
connected to DCECMS. Questions were typically quantitative and answers were noted down. 
Information from answers to these questions is provided in Section 3.1. 

b.  Researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with selected DC clerks during the trial. 
These interviews aimed to gain feedback on the text messaging method adopted, and 
particularly whether or not it was deemed to be user-friendly. Interviews also asked about 
experiences of handling VC matters, including Imprisonment Orders. The audio of these 
interviews was recorded using CallSafe software, by Electrodata, with a Samsung Galaxy S3 
phone as the required platform to run the software. Interviews were later transcribed and 
then reviewed by looking for key, common and repeated themes. Quotes and analysis of 
information gleaned from these in-depth interviews is provided in Section 4.3. 

                                                           
19 Creswell 2003, 16. 
20 Plano Clark et al. 2008, 372; see also Creswell 2003, 217. 
21 Creswell 2003, 211; Plano Clark et al. 2008, 372. 
22 Figure based on Plano Clark et al. 2008, 372. 

Quantitative 

Qualitative 

Jointly 
evaluate 
results 

Overall 
interpretation 
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c.  Researchers conducted structured interviews with DC clerks at the conclusion of the two-
month-long census period. Questions were typically quantitative and focused on the 
experience of responding to the SMS questions. Answers were noted down and are 
summarised in Section 4.2.  

 
Research interview questions included: 

a. Imagine this scenario: MS asks you to send some data to Port Moresby. You can choose from 
four options. You can: 1: post a form through PNG Post, 2: send a fax using a fax machine, 3: 
enter data into DCECMS, or 4: respond to a series of questions in mobile phone texts. Which 
methods are available to you? Which method would you prefer to use?  

b. [If an officer has used, or attempted to use, the text messaging system] Thinking about the 
level of difficulty, did you find the text messaging system easy, medium or difficult to use? 

c. Please tell me more about your experience using the text messaging system. 
 
3. Analysis of SMS Responses: In Section 5 and Section 6, analysis of the data obtained through text 
messaging is provided. While VC&LMS and MS have undertaken analysis activities separately, and 
with reference to different sets of research questions (see Section 2.1), the agencies have also 
worked together to discuss and review the data in steering committee meetings and in a data 
analysis workshop held as part of the process. 
 

2.7 Research scope 
 
The duration of the data collection period was for only two months. This timeframe was selected as 
DCs were previously asked (in 2011) to report on data from a two-month-long period. The trial has 
been nationwide. Due to the nature of the trial, there has been no need for any geographical limits 
and therefore all DCs have had the opportunity to be involved.  
 

2.8 Data analysis 
 
As this trial employs a concurrent strategy, the qualitative and quantitative data have been 
synthesised together during data analysis and reporting. The quantitative data has been closely 
examined for information regarding the efficacy of text messaging as a data collection tool. 
Meanwhile, the qualitative data has been used to help understand how DC officers viewed and 
responded to the trial. The data collected from the text messages has also been very useful for both 
MS and VC&LMS. The analysis undertaken by each agency is reported in Section 6 and Section 5 
respectively. 
 

2.9 Ethics 
 
Research has been undertaken in an ethical manner, by adherence to accepted standards of good 
practice in research ethics. Guiding principles which informed the research included honesty, 
integrity, respect for participants, and responsible communication of research results23. As part of 
the over-the-phone training process, all clerks were given a choice about whether or not they 
wanted to participate in the pilot. For in-depth interviews, the clerks approached were given 
information designed to help them make an informed assessment as to whether or not they wanted 
to participate. Consent was recorded in audio recordings of the interviews. The identity of clerks 
who participated in both the end-point interviews and the in-depth interviews has been kept 

                                                           
23 A separate document outlining principles and practices of research ethics adopted is available upon request. 
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anonymous in all reporting. Identifying details have been removed from quotes included in Section 
4.3 as appropriate. 
 

2.10 Limitations 
 
The trial is limited in timeframe and is seeking responses on very specific, narrowly defined items 
relating to VCs. Nonetheless, the findings about the data collection methodology may be 
generalisable to all sectors as the trial has been a useful test of the methodology itself. The trial has 
also attempted to take into account regional variations as it has selected in-depth interview 
respondents from across the four regions of PNG and the Autonomous Region of Bougainville.  
 
During the training period, one clerk had their nominated mobile phone stolen and contacted the 
lead researcher to advise of the situation by using the office landline phone. The clerk later 
purchased a new mobile phone and advised of the new phone number. During the first week of the 
data collection period, a coconut fell on another clerk’s phone and smashed it. This clerk advised the 
contact person of the situation and provided a new phone number once a new phone was acquired. 
During the data collection period, two other clerks changed their phone numbers: one handset had 
been stolen and another had been lost. Another clerk’s phone fell out of his pocket through a hole 
and the person who had picked it up refused to return it. In the final week of the trial, a clerk sent a 
text message explaining that the phone charger had been lost and the phone was about to run out 
of battery. In some cases, clerks notified the contact person about the change in phone number. In 
others, this information was ascertained by contacting the person through an office number or the 
phone number of a colleague. 
 
The trial tests a form of data collection which has been little used in PNG, if at all. While the people 
responding to questions using the data collection methodology have all been people who are 
employed, the data collection has included some quite remote localities. It is possible that future 
trials could include attempts to collect data from village-based people leading mainly a subsistence 
lifestyle. 
 

3. Participating clerks 
 

Early in the project, MS produced a list of 54 DCs. 39 clerks at DCs completed over-the-phone 
training for the SMS trial. At each location, the clerk trained was the person responsible for VC 
matters at the time (at some DCs, there is only one clerk present, whereas at other locations there 
are numerous clerks, dealing with discrete jurisdictions).  
 
The 39 participating clerks were divided into two cohorts, as the over-the-phone training was all 
conducted by one officer and took longer than anticipated. The extension of the training period also 
allowed the inclusion of some clerks who were unavailable or uncontactable during the initial 
fortnight allocated for training. Members of the first cohort were submitting data from May 13 to 
July 13 2013. There were 22 clerks in the first cohort. There were 17 clerks in the second cohort and 
their data collection period was from May 20 to July 20 2013. The participating clerks were from all 
regions of PNG, as follows: nine from the Highlands, twelve from Mamose, six from the New Guinea 
Islands region, ten from Southern region and two from the Autonomous Region of Bougainville. 
 
For the 15 courts not included, the breakdown by region is as follows: four from the Highlands, one 
from Mamose, two from the New Guinea Islands region and eight from Southern region. The 
reasons for non-inclusion are given in Table 1, in decreasing order of frequency. In seven cases, the 
trainer was unable to reach the clerk through the available communication means (including, as 
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available for each location, either landline phone, closed user group phone, email or fax). In three 
cases, the clerk is not based at the designated courthouse, due to either the non-availability of 
accommodation or the absence of a DC magistrate, and so is in effect not functioning as a clerk. In 
two cases, the clerk’s position was vacant at the time of the training. Counting the clerks not at their 
locations (three) and the vacant positions (two), this means that five clerks were unavailable at the 
time as the positions were not active. Therefore, 39 out of 49 available clerks (or 80%) were trained 
for this project. 
 
Table 1: Reason for non-participation 

Reason  Count 

Trainer could not reach clerk 7 
Clerk not based at courthouse, so in effect the 
clerk is not functioning in the role 3 

Vacant position 2 
Clerk could not complete training as had no 
access to a second phone 1 

Clerk does not own a mobile phone 1 

Clerk seemed disinterested in project 1 

Grand Total 15 
 

3.1 Data from survey at conclusion of training 
 
The following data was collected during a brief survey undertaken over-the-phone at the conclusion 
of training with the 39 participating clerks. The data was collected through voice calls and provides 
information about the circumstances of clerks, for example how many have access to electricity, 
how many have email access, and so on. The gender breakdown is fairly even, with 20 female clerks 
and 19 male clerks participating in the project (see Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2: Gender breakdown of participating clerks 

 
 
This project is testing the effectiveness of remotely collecting data from isolated locations. 
Therefore, the methodology of conducting training over-the-phone, rather than asking clerks to 
travel to attend face-to-face training was an appropriate technique to employ. A very brief 
information sheet was prepared for clerks to outline the project’s aims, dates and so on. All of this 
information was also incorporated into explanations provided by the trainer during phone calls. Key 
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information was repeated and clerks were asked to write down certain key pieces of information, 
such as phone numbers and dates (see Appendix 2 for the script used during over-the-phone 
training sessions). In most cases, clerks did not receive the information sheet before the conclusion 
of the over-the-phone training (see Figure 3). In some cases, the information sheet was received by 
email, fax or through hand delivery from a magistrate who was given the sheet while attending a 
biannual meeting in Port Moresby just before the commencement of the training period. 
 
Figure 3: Did clerks receive papers about the project? 

 
 
All of the 39 participating clerks owned or had access to a mobile phone. Figure 4 shows the type of 
mobile phone to be used by the clerk during the data collection period. Most clerks had an advanced 
phone (that is, one that included a camera), while just over a third of them possessed basic phones 
with limited functionality. A very small number owned smartphones with Internet access and one 
clerk was intending to use a desktop phone issued to the courthouse by MS. 
 
Figure 4: Type of mobile phone to be used 

 
 
MS has a Closed User Group (CUG). A CUG allows registered users to call and text each other 
member of the group for free. The organisation or company (in this case, MS) pays a monthly fee to 
the service provider (in this case, Digicel PNG) for each user in the group. As can be seen in Figure 5, 
most phones being used in the SMS data collection trial were not part of the CUG. 
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Figure 5: CUG membership 

 
 
Clerks were asked whether they regularly sent and received text messages from the nominated 
phone. As can be seen in Figure 6, most clerks were familiar with writing and reading text messages 
on the phone to be used during the trial. 
 
Figure 6: Frequently used this phone to SMS? 

 
 
Clerks were asked about the working condition of the phone to be used during the trial. As is shown 
in Figure 7, most phones were in reasonable working order. 
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Figure 7: Working condition of phone 

 
 
Previous research has found that recharging mobile phone handset batteries can be challenging in 
rural areas of PNG where there is no access to mains electricity supply24. Therefore, clerks were 
asked about how they usually recharge the battery in their mobile phone. As can be seen in Figure 8, 
most clerks have access to mains electricity.  
 
Figure 8: Battery charging method 

 
 
Five clerks regularly charge their phone battery at a trade store (see Figure 8). This means that they 
need to pay money in order to charge their phone battery (see Figure 9). Of these five people, two 
said they do sometimes have power at the courthouse, while one said he does not have a charger 
and therefore he has to take the phone to a store which has chargers available for use. 
 
  

                                                           
24 Watson 2011, p. 275. 
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Figure 9: Battery charging cost 

 
 
Clerks were asked about the quality of mobile phone service at their office. As can be seen in Figure 
10, most were happy with the quality and reliability of the service available at their workplace. 
 
Figure 10: Quality of mobile phone reception at workplace 

 
 
To gain a clear understanding of the communication options available to clerks at District Court 
houses around PNG, clerks were asked about the availability of the following communication 
technologies: email, functioning fax machine, landline phone and post office. As can be seen in 
Figure 11, most clerks do not have access to email. 
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Figure 11: Email access 

 
 
A working facsimile (fax) machine can be a viable alternative to email for use in workplace 
communications. As is shown in Figure 12, just over half the clerks reported having access to a 
serviceable fax machine. 
 
Figure 12: Working fax machine 

 
 
Roughly half the clerks have a landline telephone available at the District Court house (see Figure 
13). 
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Figure 13: Landline telephone access 

 
 
Most clerks said they had access to a post office, while two clerks said they did not have access to a 
post office within a reasonable distance from their place of work (see Figure 14).  
 
Figure 14: Post office access 

 
 

4. Findings about SMS as a data gathering technique 
 

4.1 Categorisation of participating clerks 
 
Based on their text message responses during the two-month-long trial, clerks were categorised, as 
follows:  

 any clerk who sent back no responses, or no useful responses, during the data collection 
period was categorised as ‘non-active’,  

 any clerk who sent back some useful messages, but did not send responses during every 
week of the trial was categorised as ‘semi-active’, and 

 any clerk who sent back complete data throughout the data collection period was 
categorised as ‘active’.  
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As can be seen in Table 2, most of the 39 clerks sent some responses to questions sent to them via 
text messaging. 
 
Table 2: Categories of clerks 

Category Count 

Non-active 4 

Semi-active 17 

Active 18 

Grand Total 39 
 

4.2 Data from end-point survey with participating clerks 
 
At the conclusion of the data collection period, phone calls were made by the researcher to all 39 
clerks, to ask them about their experiences with the SMS questions. Unfortunately, it was difficult to 
reach some clerks.  
 
In total, 30 clerks were interviewed. Two of these had been categorised as ‘non-active’ and were 
therefore not asked some of the questions. Thus, for some questions there were 28 respondents, 
while there were 30 answers to selected questions.  
 
When asked about the level of difficulty of the SMS questions, nearly all the clerks said they found 
the questions easy, while none said they found the process difficult (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3: Level of difficulty of SMS questions 

Difficulty Count Percentage 

Easy 25 89.3 

Medium 3 10.7 

Difficult 0 0 

Grand Total 28 100 

 
When asked about the time it took to complete SMS questions, roughly half the respondents 
thought the process was speedy and very few found it to be time-consuming (see Table 4). 
  
Table 4: Time taken to complete SMS questions 

Time taken Count Percentage 

Quick 15 53.6 

Medium 11 39.3 

Time-consuming 2 7.1 

Grand Total 28 100 

 
In relation to the level of enjoyment experienced when responding to the SMS questions, over half 
of the respondents said they found the process enjoyable (see Table 5). 
 
  



Page 17 

Table 5: Experience of SMS questions 

Experience Count Percentage 

Fun 16 57.1 

Medium 11 39.3 

Boring 1 3.6 

Grand Total 28 100 

 
In order to assess the perceived usefulness of SMS as a data collection tool, respondents were asked 
to choose their preferred medium from a list of available options. All 30 people spoken to were first 
asked whether they have access to DCECMS. As can be seen in Table 6, roughly half of respondents 
have access to DCECMS. 
 
Table 6: Access to DCECMS 
DCECMS 
access Count  

No 14 

Yes 16 

Grand Total 30 
 
A question posed was: “Imagine that MS asks you to send some data to Port Moresby. You can 
choose how to send the data. Which method would you prefer to use?”  
 
Those respondents with DCECMS access were given four choices:  

 post a form through PNG Post, 

 send a facsimile using a fax machine, 

 enter the data into DCECMS, or  

 respond to a series of SMS questions.  
 
Those respondents without DCECMS access were given just three choices to select from: PNG Post, 
fax or SMS. Table 7 shows responses for all of the end-point interviews. SMS was the preferred 
option, while roughly one-third of respondents were desirous of using DCECMS rather than other 
options.  
 
Table 7: Preferred data submission options 

Preference Count 

PNG Post 1 

Fax 2 

DCECMS 11 

SMS 16 

Grand Total 30 
 
Of the 11 respondents who preferred DCECMS, all of them had access to DCECMS. The other five 
respondents who had access to DCECMS preferred to use SMS for data submission. Three of these 
people mentioned that there had been problems with DCECMS being offline, including system 
outages due to power blackouts. The remaining 11 clerks who preferred SMS questions did not have 
access to DCECMS.  
 
While these numbers are too small to allow for statistical testing, they represent a large proportion 
of the clerks around PNG who deal with VC matters. Therefore, it can be reasonably concluded that 
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SMS is the preferred option for people based in remote locations, particularly those without access 
to DCECMS. On the other hand, where a networked computer connection is available, people prefer 
to submit work-related data on a computer screen, rather than through a mobile phone handset.  
 
To assess the validity of the data collected about VC Imprisonment Orders, clerks were asked to rate 
the comprehensiveness of the data they had submitted during the two-month-long data collection 
period.  
 
As can be seen in Table 8, roughly two-thirds of respondents rated the data they had submitted as 
complete and accurate. In a number of cases, the person may not have submitted answers to 
questions via SMS every week, but said that they are not receiving any Imprisonment Orders and 
they are therefore confident that the data is complete.  
 
About one-third of respondents admitted that the data they had submitted was incomplete, and this 
category includes two clerks who were categorised as ‘non-active’. It should be noted that 
incomplete data may still be useful. For example, in one case a clerk submitted accurate and 
complete weekly data for one month, but was away from the home province for the second month 
and did not submit any data during that period. While the data in that case does not represent all 
the cases from the two month period and is therefore incomplete, there is still some validity in using 
the submitted data. 
 
Table 8: Comprehensiveness of data on Imprisonment Orders 

SMSs complete? Count 

Yes 19 

No 11 

Grand Total 30 
 

4.3 Findings from research interviews with selected clerks 
 
During the final few weeks of the data collection period, phone calls were made by the researcher to 
clerks across the country to ask them about their experiences with the SMS questions, and with 
other work-related matters such as VC orders, Imprisonment Orders and PVCOs. In total, in-depth 
interviews were conducted with nine clerks. Interview respondents were purposely selected, 
ensuring that there were two from each of the four regions of PNG plus one from the Autonomous 
Region of Bougainville. Six of the nine interviewees were female, while the remaining three were 
male.  
 
All clerks approached were taken through an informed consent process and were given a choice 
about whether or not they wanted to participate. It was explained that clerks could withdraw at any 
time and could decline to answer questions. They were also told that the interview data would be 
treated and reported anonymously. 
 
A common theme that emerged from the interviews was the need for training. Six of the nine clerks 
recommended training for VC officials. Another clerk had recently attended the closing ceremony of 
a training course for VC officials held in the nearby area and asserted that all community members 
could benefit from training about the role of VCs and other agencies in the law and justice sector. 
Three clerks suggested that training for clerks at DCs in relation to VC matters would be helpful. 
 

“I think we need, ah, clerk of court needs to go for further courses and 
update their knowledge about their job. […] I think village courts also, they 
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need to go for in-service course to update what they’re doing, because as 
far as I know, they’re not up-to-date with their know-how of being a village 
court clerk and village court magistrate and at times we find it difficult. So I 
think the village courts magistrates and clerks need to go for workshop 
too.”    

 
A problem related to this is that VCs sometimes exceed legal limits regarding their jurisdiction, for 
example regarding compensation amounts or the types of cases heard. Two clerks talked about the 
problem of VCs exceeding their jurisdiction, with one linking this back to the need for training.  
 

“Sometimes they go over the charges or orders they make. […] But the way 
I see it is there’s no training for them and they don’t know what they’re 
doing.” 

 
While no clerks suggested training for DC magistrates or SPMs, two clerks expressed confusion as to 
how they are supposed to handle VC Imprisonment Orders. This confusion has arisen from 
inconsistencies in the ways that magistrates handle these cases and confirms the importance of 
correcting the section in the District Court Manual on VCs which is based on the wrong legislation25. 
As one clerk explained, there is uncertainty about what the clerk should do when such cases come 
in: “there are different practices for different cases for VCs. For some cases I issue this Imprisonment 
Order and the other is I give them this warrant of commitment.” The clerk was hoping to be able to 
discuss this with the magistrate in order to understand the process more clearly. Another clerk 
conveyed confusion about the alleged changes that have taken place regarding the process for 
dealing with Imprisonment Orders: 
 

“It’s a bit of confusion to me, because the previous magistrate […] when I 
was working under his supervision, he actually, actually we did have a 
discussion with the village court officials and myself and he informed me 
that the village court Imprisonment Orders have been repealed. So on 
occasions or on situations like that that come up in there, he usually 
reviewed the orders and then instead of imprisoning them, he put 
community work on there and then ordered an elderly person or a church 
leader or community leader to supervise him within the rural area.”    

 
Two other clerks interviewed also talked about a change in policy, from a system in which 
Imprisonment Orders were regularly endorsed to a system in which Imprisonment Orders are not 
presently being supported. One clerk had observed the old system, under the correct legislation, as a 
community member:  
 

“In previous years, when I was not a clerk, I saw [what] the other clerk was 
doing with the village court matters. When the village court, they, when the 
order is made and the person does not comply to the order, they 
automatically fill up an Order for Imprisonment. And then they take it down 
and to the magistrate and the magistrate signed the Imprisonment Order 
and they, ahh, they normally send them to the, ahh, to a nearby CIS 
[correctional services]. But at the moment, it seems that the law has been 
changed again. They have, ahh, they have told them that the village court 
does not have the power to do up an Imprisonment Order. […] So I, within 

                                                           
25 The section on Village Courts in the current District Court Manual was based on a 2000 Amendment Bill (to the Village Courts Act 1989) 
which was never passed or enacted. Thus some District Courts have been using the wrong legislation related to Village Courts. VC&LMS 
and MS have been working together on correcting this for some time. The Village Courts Act 1989 remains the correct legislation.  
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that period now, and dealing with the matters, I have never come across 
any of this.” 
 

When asked which of the two systems produced better outcomes, the clerk said: “I prefer the first 
one […] instead of appeal and wasting time or delay. That’s better than the one we have now.” The 
second clerk who talked about a change in policy has worked in both systems: 
 

“Before, our magistrate who passed away, he used to ask the village court 
magistrate to bring a Imprisonment Order for people who failed to comply 
with a village court order or summons. So, this Imprisonment Order, the 
magistrate used to endorse it, give it back and police used to arrest them. 
But that one, it makes people still a bit afraid and then they used to comply 
with it. But that magistrate passed away. OK, we were changed to, just to 
write the warrants only, warrants of arrest. […] We have different 
magistrates. The other magistrate said ‘you just write the warrant of arrest. 
The police will arrest these people and then bring it to court and then we’re 
gonna decide: send them back to village court to re-hear the case, or if they 
fail to comply, we’ll give them certain time to comply with this order. If they 
don’t, we are going to write Imprisonment Order and let them go to gaol’.” 

 
The clerks confirmed that when the DC uses the correct legislation, the Village Courts Act 1989, the 
outcome is better all round, suggesting that the incorrect system has impacted negatively upon 
people’s perceptions of VCs. One clerk believes the shift regarding Imprisonment Orders decreased 
the authority of VCs, with villagers viewing them as less powerful: 
 

“Well, I think that the way our late magistrate does it, like most people they 
feel, they don’t want to go into cell or whatever so they used to come up 
with the compensation or they follow the instruction on the village court 
paper. […] On my observation, I see that people don’t really care about 
village court matters. But when we have this Imprisonment Order, people 
feel afraid. They said ‘oh, we don’t want to go to gaol’. […] So they quickly 
meet up what is on the village court order or summons. […] Imprisonment 
is best than warrant of arrest. […] Arrest, it’s a bit easy, but warrant of 
imprisonment, […] they feel afraid and they say ‘no, we’re gonna follow and 
we’re gonna meet the compensation’ and this is what they say because 
they don’t want to get locked up in the cell. So I see that Imprisonment 
Order is best than Warrant of Arrest. […] I see that people they don’t care. 
Because Warrant of Arrest: it has no power. […] They think that it’s a village 
level court or it’s a small court. People, they don’t really care about the 
law.” 

 
The other clerks spoken to experienced fewer problems with Imprisonment Orders. At some DCs, the 
system is working well. In one case, the clerk was very clear about the standard process to follow 
when an Imprisonment Order is presented to the DC: 
 

“It comes to the registry. I usually give them to the magistrate to check, 
check them first. Um, so, after [the magistrate] signing them, I register 
them now and write the warrant: warrant of commitment. And the 
magistrate will sign and I put the court, District Court seal, I seal them for, 
ahh, to sit down with the village court official, whoever’s filing the 
Imprisonment Order, to seek them out and deliver it to the police.” 
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At other places, there are no Imprisonment Orders coming in. One clerk said that sometimes VC 
officials mention that they want to bring someone in but the person refuses to come. While the 
system is working fairly well at some DCs, clerks did raise various issues of concern, such as VCs 
apparently not having appropriate documentation, order books and other necessary stationery 
(mentioned by two clerks) and VC officials not having uniforms to wear. One clerk had recently 
attended a ceremony at which new uniforms had been issued to VC officials and a boat for use by the 
sector had been launched. Another clerk raised concerns about appointments of VC officials not 
being well managed and VC officials not being paid regularly, if at all. 
 
During the interviews, clerks were asked questions about PVCOs (also known by other titles in some 
places, such as VC Inspectors or District Village Court Officers, DVCOs). One clerk spoke positively 
about the local PVCO and that person’s recent efforts in assisting and supporting VCs. The clerk 
mentioned that in 2012 the PVCO organised awareness sessions for community members and VC 
officials. The SPM and DC clerk participated in the awareness sessions, designed to help VC officials 
and community members understand their roles and responsibilities. The clerk commended the 
PVCO’s commitment and recent achievements: 
 

“In previous years, I want to just say, that we were not working well with 
the village courts because most of them, they were not very close to us. But 
since the new officer was, I mean, the person, the village court coordinator 
for the province is a new person, he’s a bit ahh, that relationship with us 
has improved to work alongside serving our people with village court 
problems. […] He started coming to us and he’s achieved many things to 
help the village courts.” 

 
Four clerks said that they do not know if there is a PVCO or who that person is. Two clerks know the 
PVCO but have minimal contact, seeing the PVCO roughly four terms each year. One clerk said that it 
would be ideal if a new person could be appointed with a focus solely on VC matters as the current 
PVCO is ineffectual. One clerk had experienced interaction with the PVCO on roughly a monthly basis, 
but had formed the impression that the PVCO is not working well with VC officials: 
 

“The Provincial Village Court Officer really needs to work with the village 
court clerks and the village court officers. Because the people in the village, 
they are, ol i save nidim tumas ol dispela wanemia26. They need to be, like, 
a few people they come in to town. […] There’s a lot of people living in 
isolated areas. And they do encounter problems as well and they need to 
be helped.” 

 
These interviews confirm the importance of PVCOs and DVCOs building strong relationships with the 
DCs, including with the clerks at DCs.  
 
During the interviews, clerks were asked about their experiences of responding to the SMS data 
collection questions sent out as part of the current project. Four clerks said that the SMS system is 
quick to use, while one said that it is time-consuming. One clerk talked about the SMS option being 
free-of-charge and in effect saving money as it is expensive to travel to the nearest Post Office to 
post paper forms. Two clerks expressed concerns about regular disruptions to mobile network signal, 
while two clerks said that the text messaging system is easy to use.  
 

                                                           
26 The Tok Pisin here roughly translates as: “Because the people in the village, they are, they all regularly need very much all these kind of 
things.” 
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“SMS question is like straightforward. It won’t take long time. Because like 
when you send a message, I will reply back. So it’s a quicker way of doing 
things. On the other hand, when we go through problem with network, it 
might complicate SMS system I think.” 

 
When given a choice of methods for sending data to Port Moresby, four clerks said that they would 
prefer to use DCECMS, four clerks said they would prefer to use SMSs and one clerk said that 
completing a form and posting it would be the preferred method. 
 

5. Analysis of SMS data by VC&LMS 
 

The following analysis by VC&LMS of data collected during the SMS pilot project, describes the 
challenges facing VC officials, PVCOs and DC Magistrates in using the enforcement provisions in the 
Village Courts Act 1989.   
 
The decision by VC&LMS to actively engage with the SMS Pilot was to improve the evidence base on 
the use of Imprisonment Orders by VCs. The national VC aggregate quarterly data collection, 
undertaken only by selected and trained VC Clerks, and implemented in 2009, was unable to collect 
data on the outcomes of Imprisonment Orders. The majority of Clerks and VC Chairmen reported 
during the data collection design that they rarely received feedback from the DCs on what happened 
to the referral of Imprisonment Orders made to DCs, and subsequently felt unsupported in their 
roles.   
 
Imprisonment Orders are important to the authority of a VC. VCs should only be using Imprisonment 
Orders in limited circumstances related to the failure to obey an order of a VC, including Preventive 
Orders, and/or someone obstructing the proceedings in a VC. The role of the DC in endorsing these 
orders is fundamental to the authority of the VC and to the protection of people’s rights.   
 
For over a decade, VC Magistrates have been telling their provincial officers, and the VC&LMS 
trainers, that many DCs have not been supporting their authority and/or are not dealing with 
Imprisonment Orders, sometimes for years on end. Most PVCOs in provinces were unable to confirm 
what was happening with Imprisonment Orders and VC&LMS was unable to verify the extent of 
involvement of PVCOs in complaints made by VC Magistrates about the use of Imprisonment Orders. 
 
This anecdotal evidence of poor support seemed apparent in the small number of orders dealt with 
by DCs over a year (21 orders dealt with out of a possible 350) examined in the original research in 
three districts undertaken in 2010 and completed in early 2011. That research involved examining 
350 hard copy records held in the DCs in three districts in three different provinces. However the 
data sample was considered too small to generalise to all VCs and DCs in PNG. The time taken to 
collect and analyse that data sample was very high and expensive (see Section 7.1 for more detail).  
 
This SMS data collection sample of 39 DCs, collected over a two-month-long census, provides 
powerful data on the use of Imprisonment Orders and confirms the concerns and anecdotal 
evidence provided by VCs for many years.   
 
Table 9 summarises the distribution of all orders registered and dealt with during the two-month-
long census period. In interpreting the data it is important to understand that six Imprisonment 
Orders dealt with by the respective DC during the census period had actually been registered in the 
period prior to the census. Four trained clerks from four DCs did not submit any data during the 
census period and have been excluded from the table – one of these clerks was an annual leave. 
Thus this data is provided from 35 DCs.  
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Table 9: Distribution of Imprisonment Orders registered and dealt with during census period by DCs 
trained to provide census data 

District 
Court 
participating 
in census 

New Orders 
registered during 
census 

Orders heard 
during census  

Orders 
completed 
during 
census 

Number of 
orders pending 
at end of census 

Aitape 5 2 2 3 

Buka 14 14 4 10 

Bulolo 3 0 0 3 

Daru 1 1 1 0 

Finschhafen 0 0 0 0 

Goroka 4 0 0 4 

Ialibu 0 0 0 0 

Kainantu 12 0 0 12 

Karkar 0 0 0 0 

Kavieng 0 0 0 0 

Kerema 2 1 0 2 

Kikori 0 0 0 0 

Kimbe 0 0 0 0 

Kiunga 0 0 0 0 

Kokopo 2 2 2 0 

Kundiawa 11 11 3 8 

Lae 22 1 1 21 

Lihir 0 0 0 0 

Lorengau 0 0 0 0 

Losuia 0 0 0 0 

Madang 5 0 0 5 

Minj 16 1 0 17 

Mt Hagen 49 0 0 49 

Namatanai 0 0 0 0 

NCD 29 5 0 34 

Nuku 32 0 0 32 

Pangia 0 0 0 0 

Popondetta 0 0 0 0 

Porgera 0 0 0 0 

Ramu 7 1 1 6 

Tabubil 2 0 0 2 

Vanimo 0 0 0 0 

Wau 0 0 0 0 

Wewak 1 1 1 0 

Yangoru 0 0 0 0 

Totals 217 40 15 208 

 
During the census period: 

 217 new Imprisonment Orders were registered in 18 DCs, while in 17 DCs no Imprisonment 
Orders were received,   

 40 Imprisonment Orders were dealt with by 10 DCs and of this sample at least two orders 
were registered in the period prior to the census, and 
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 Of the 40 orders dealt with, only 15 Imprisonment Orders were finalised by 8 DCs during the 
census period.  
 

Of these 15 orders completed by the 8 DCs:  

 only 7 orders were endorsed in total support of the VC order (of these, 2 orders were 
endorsed in one DC – this DC registered 2 orders, dealt with both and endorsed both), 

 One order was ‘transferred’ to another DC,  

 One order was ‘struck out for want of prosecution’27, 

 Three orders were amended by the DC, with some defendants given additional time to 
comply with the order, 

 In one order the DC increased the period of imprisonment by a week, and  

 Two orders were referred back to the VC. 
 

The gender of the defendants in the 15 orders completed was 15 males and 1 female (one order 
involved 1 male and 1 female). In four DCs some of the 40 orders dealt with were adjourned – 
several indefinitely. This should not be happening. One DC registered 14 Orders, dealt with 14 of 
which only three were endorsed, one was referred back to the VC, and 10 were adjourned.  
 
In some DCs there is evidence that VCs are trying to use Imprisonment Orders frequently. The data 
shows that at least 8 DCs had 10 or more orders registered during the two-month-long census, with 
4 DCs registering 20 or more. One DC registered 49 orders and dealt with none during the census. 
Another registered 32 orders and dealt with none. Another registered 29 orders, dealt with 5, but 
completed none.   
 
At the end of the two-month-long census, 208 Imprisonment Orders appear to be still pending. This 
is a very high rate of outstanding orders (as is shown starkly in Figure 15). The data suggests that 
only about 7% of orders are being dealt with and completed within 2 months of being registered 
with the DCs. If this sample data was generalised to the 1,600 plus VCs in PNG it suggests many 
Imprisonment Orders are not being addressed within a minimum of 2 months after they are lodged 
with the DC. The number is likely to be much higher allowing for those DCs which did not provide 
data28.  
 
Figure 15: The contrast between orders pending versus orders completed. 

 

                                                           
27 It is not clear what this means as Imprisonment Orders by Village Courts are not subject to prosecution. 
28 There are 54 District Courts in PNG at which village court matters are dealt with. Other District Courts are circuit courts, bringing the 
total to 95. Data was provided in this sample from 35 District Courts. It is reasonable to assume that the total number lodged across all 
PNG Village Courts would be well in excess of the 217 lodged by the sample of 35 District Courts during the census period.   

Completed, 15 

Pending, 208 
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In only one DC, in which one order was dealt with and completed, was the PVCO involved in the 
matter – in this case the order was endorsed. In the remaining 14 orders completed, the PVCO was 
not involved. This is a serious gap in service delivery. Every PVCO should be aware of all 
Imprisonment Orders and should be assisting VCs with enforcement in line with agreements reached 
at the August 2011 workshop of PVCOs and SPMs held in Port Moresby29. 
 
In only three orders dealt with was the VC Magistrate involved, even though in most orders dealt 
with (in the sample) the DC exercised the right to review the VC decision. In such cases a VC 
Magistrate should be part of the review by the DC.    
 
The use of Imprisonment Orders is an important element in enforcing the authority of a VC. 
Therefore it is possible for a defendant to comply with the original order issued by the VC during the 
process of being issued with an Imprisonment Order. In fact, it seems likely that the threat of 
incarceration may make some people more likely to make an effort to meet the original order, for 
example by paying a fine or compensation. In the SMS questions (see Appendix 1), clerks at DCs 
were asked if they were aware of the defendant complying with the original order during the DC 
process (SMS question 14). Table 10 shows responses relating to the forty (40) orders dealt with 
during the data collection period. 
 
Table 10: Answers to question about whether the defendant complied with the original order during 
the DC process 

SMS Response Count 

Yes 2 

No 36 

Unsure 2 

Grand Total 40 
 
According to the data provided through text messaging, two people complied with the original VC 
decision during the review by the DC. In two cases, the clerk was unsure whether the defendant may 
have complied with the original decision of the VC outside the DC process. In the majority of cases, 
the clerk was confident that the defendant had not made any satisfactory efforts to meet the 
requirements of the VC. It is possible that in some of these cases the defendant complied straight 
away and the clerk was unaware of this. Such a situation might be why a case did not get dealt with 
any further. However, from previous research undertaken by VC&LMS (including visits to VCs and 
discussions with VC officials and PVCOs), it was found that in most, if not all, the cases referred to a 
DC from a VC, not one defendant had complied and not one order had been dealt with. 
 
Other significant issues identified during the census suggest that some VCs need support and 
training on the documentation provided for Imprisonment Orders. This is the role of the PVCO and 
this task should not be left with the DC Clerk. That is not his or her role even though many DC Clerks 
do try to assist VCs as much as they can.   
 
It is also difficult to know whether one of the contributing factors to the low rate of orders dealt with 
may be impacted by the information about Imprisonment Orders in the District Court Manual which 
is in the process of being corrected. This is the subject of a current dialogue between MS and DJAG. 
This dialogue needs to include: 

                                                           
29 A detailed report on this workshop is available from VC&LMS. 
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 An agreed national policy on how the authority of VCs is supported by all levels of 
government and the relevant agencies in ways which ensure the rights of people are 
protected30,  

 Protocols for effective working relationships between DCs, Provincial Administrations and 
VCs, and 

 A practice direction for DC Magistrates for the timely hearing of all orders received from a 
VC.   

 
To conclude, the low rate of Imprisonment Orders dealt with by DCs during the census period, 
confirms the anecdotal evidence and complaints from VCs that Imprisonment Orders are not being 
managed and dealt with by DCs in ways which reinforce the authority of VCs and at the same time 
protect the rights of defendants to VC complaints.   
 
What this SMS data sample also reveals is further confirmation that the relationship between VCs, 
DCs, and PVCOs is in need of attention and training. The goodwill generated between DCs, PVCOs 
and DJAG through joint work over the past three years, and the strong evidence provided through 
this SMS data collection exercise, provide a strong foundation for addressing the challenges the data 
has identified.   

 

6. Analysis of SMS data by MS 
 
The following analysis has been made by MS officers, based on data collected through text 
messaging during the two-month-long trial. A key finding of concern to the MS officers involved in 
the trial project is the stark difference between the number of Imprisonment Orders lodged and the 
number that have been completed. Data showing the magnitude of the discrepancy is provided in 
Table 9. In total, 217 VC Imprisonment Orders were reported to have been lodged during the period, 
but only 15 of these were completed, leaving 202 orders pending, plus an additional six orders that 
were mentioned but registered prior to the census period. 
 
The SMSs are clearly showing that in many provinces Imprisonment Orders are not being endorsed 
or responded to appropriately. There appear to be three main issues leading to the discrepancy 
between the number of orders lodged and the very small number of orders dealt with: 

1. There are compliance anomalies in paperwork, for example with the summons form not 
being attached to the Imprisonment Order, 

2. Cases are not being examined by DC magistrates (that is, they are not being endorsed), or 
3. Cases are being reviewed and/or re-heard by DC magistrates when there is no requirement 

for them to do so. 
 
MS officers have observed that there are a number of cases in which a summons form has not been 
attached to an Imprisonment Order form. It has also been noted that some of these orders have 
been endorsed. It is worth considering whether this procedural irregularity is of concern or not. Does 
the magistrate need the summons in order to endorse the order? There are also some other issues 
with paperwork coming in that have been noted. If compliance with process is to be improved, then 
VCs and DC magistrates may need some further guidance, so that VCs can consistently submit 
documentation correctly and DC magistrates and clerks can also be clear about what to expect. 
 
It has also been noted that some cases are being adjourned ‘sine die’, which means that they are 
being set aside without a specific date being set for them to be reviewed again. This may be because 

                                                           
30 This policy is addressed in a revised National Policy on Village Courts which is currently awaiting approval by the DJAG Publications 
Committee. The associated procedures for PVCOs and District Courts are also the subject of current discussion with MS.  
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some documentation is pending. However, no cases should be adjourned in this manner. This is of 
concern and needs to be addressed.  
 
In some locations, magistrates are re-hearing cases. There is a need for a decision to be made as to 
whether or not such a process is appropriate. There appears to be inconsistency across the country. 
 
Some errors have been noted with respect to case numbers. When any matter is brought to a DC, it 
should be given a case number. Case numbers are usually formatted to include the year and other 
relevant data. However, the DC case numbers provided in response to the relevant SMS question do 
not look like what would be expected.  
 
The following questions have been raised by the data collected through text messaging.  

1. Why are so many cases being adjourned? 
2. Do DC clerks know what they are meant to do? 
3. Is correct documentation provided by VCs? 
4. Why are DCs reviewing VC decisions? 
5. Do DC magistrates have a working relationship with PVCOs? 
6. Are PVCOs available at DCs? 

 
Attempts have been made below to answer the questions, although further analysis may be 
required. 

1. Why are so many cases being adjourned? There are three main reasons for this, as indicated 
above. 

2. Do DC clerks know what they are meant to do? There is a need for training. If all DC clerks 
could be clear on the documentation required (for example, through the use of a checklist), 
then they could explain to VC officials at the time of submission what documentation is 
missing or incorrectly completed. This would help to pass on accurate information to VC 
officials about procedural requirements. 

3. Is correct documentation provided by VCs? The data shows that in some cases VCs are 
making errors with regard to documentation and/or not providing all the required 
documentation. 

4. Why are DCs reviewing VC decisions? Some DC magistrates are re-hearing matters. This is 
not appropriate. Instead, they should be analysing the documents to determine whether or 
not to endorse the order. There are questions about the jurisdiction of DCs to re-hear VC 
matters. For example, in one case, the DC magistrate increased the period of imprisonment. 

5. Do DC magistrates have a working relationship with PVCOs? The data suggests that working 
relationships between DC magistrates and PVCOs are poor or non-existent. Improvement in 
these relationships could improve and speed up the process for all involved. 

6. Are PVCOs available at DCs? The data suggests that in most cases PVCOs are not available at 
DCs to provide support and assistance to clerks and DC magistrates with respect to VC cases. 

 

7. Discussion 
 

7.1 SMS data collection 
 
The findings indicate that questioning through mobile phone text messaging can be a useful way of 
collecting data from contacts spread throughout PNG. Data received is timely, by contrast with a 
commonly used system of asking remotely based workers to post paper forms to a central office.  
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Clerks found the process of responding to SMS questions easy (89.3% said it was easy, as shown in 
Table 3). Over half of the respondents found the process to be quick, while some thought it was 
time-consuming (see Table 4). Participants enjoyed the experience of sending in data through SMSs 
(see Table 5). 
 
A previous data collection exercise was undertaken through a paper search during visits to DCs in 
three provinces in 2010-2011. This data collection effort took a considerable amount of time and 
effort. There were several people involved and travel to provinces was essential. In Mamose region, 
four people spent a week at a DC and looked at 35 cases. In the highlands region, four people looked 
at 15 cases in one week (this analysis included one district only). In the southern region, about ten 
days was spent on data analysis over two months: seven people were involved and 18 cases were 
examined in detail. 
 
Another data collection effort was undertaken using a paper form, given to SPMs at a workshop in 
Port Moresby in August 2011. Only one DC returned data on Imprisonment Orders. It is possible that 
the relevant clerks at DCs may not have been aware of this request for information. While there 
were other benefits of holding the workshop, it was not an effective way of embarking upon a data 
collection exercise. There is a stark contrast between the amount of time, planning and resources 
involved in transporting people from across PNG to a workshop in Port Moresby, and the resulting 
data that came from just one DC.  
 
It is fair to say that there was a substantial amount of input required in the current project. This was 
particularly so throughout the consultation process around writing the questions to be sent through 
text messaging. Steering committee meetings have been held as required. Even so, there has been a 
comparatively low level of involvement required, rendering useful data from DCs across PNG. This 
process has been found to be more efficient than travelling to DCs or asking DCs to post in paper 
forms. 
 

7.2 Village Court Imprisonment Orders 
 
The data from the text messaged replies has demonstrated inconsistent application of Imprisonment 
Orders around the country. In some locations, the system regarding the processing of Imprisonment 
Orders is either dysfunctional or non-existent. This finding is consistent with what was found in a 
paper search during visits to DCs in three provinces in 2010-2011 (before the workshop held in 
August 2011). However, the data from the text messages is more robust, reliable and valid. 
 
As outlined in Section 4.3, Section 5 and Section 6, concerning data has been generated regarding 
Imprisonment Orders. Key concerns are outlined below. 

 A low percentage of Imprisonment Orders are being processed by DCs within two months of 
being registered. 

 There is a need for training (six out of nine clerks interviewed recommended training for VC 
officials, while three clerks suggested training for clerks at DCs). 

 Some DC clerks and magistrates may be using incorrect legislation to make judgements 
about how to handle Imprisonment Orders. 

 Some DC clerks are confused about the correct procedure for handling Imprisonment 
Orders. 

 In some locations, magistrates are re-hearing cases. There is a need for a decision to be 
made as to whether or not such a process is appropriate. There appears to be inconsistency 
across the country. 

 When a DC exercises its right to review a VC decision, a VC Magistrate should be part of the 
review by the DC. This is not always happening. 
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 In places where warrants of arrest are being issued, rather than warrants of commitment, 
clerks feel that this practice has diminished the authority and standing of VCs in 
communities. 

 VCs sometimes exceed legal limits regarding their jurisdiction, for example regarding 
compensation amounts or the types of cases heard. 

 PVCOs are rarely involved in assisting clerks at DCs to handle Imprisonment Orders. 

 Some Imprisonment Orders have been adjourned – several indefinitely (‘sine die’). 

 Sometimes VC officials provide incorrect or incomplete documentation to DCs. 
 

7.3 Lessons learnt 
 
This section of the report will briefly outline lessons learnt, based on the two-month-long data 
collection trial. It is hoped that this section would be instructional for any reader considering the 
establishment of a similar project. In most respects, the data collection process has gone well and 
could be replicated. 
 
SMS questions need to be written so as to be clear and concise. Wide consultation during the writing 
process will ensure that questions collect the required data and include appropriate options for 
responses. Questions should be tested with members of the target group before being finalised.  
 
Weekly reminder messages proved to be an effective way to prompt recipients to send in 
information. On some occasions, there was confusion between the project manager and the 
software provider as to when to send the message out. A clear timetable indicating dates to send 
reminder messages would have been helpful.  
 
A user-friendly question-and-answer approach can be implemented with over-the-phone training, 
thus mitigating the need for target group members to undertake costly travel to attend face-to-face 
training. It is important in project planning to think about the impact of people’s phone numbers 
changing, due to handsets being lost, stolen or broken. In this project, there was a contact phone 
number provided and participants were encouraged to keep this number written in a safe location, 
rather than saved only in the contacts list in a mobile phone. They were also encouraged to contact 
the project phone number in the event of a problem with a mobile phone. However, not all officers 
thought to notify of a change in phone number. 
 
A congratulatory message was sent to all clerks halfway through the data collection period. This was 
designed to encourage clerks to keep participating. At the same point in the trial, several clerks who 
had not been participating were phoned to re-establish contact and ask them about any problems 
they might be encountering. Some clerks had not been texting in as they had not been receiving any 
Imprisonment Orders. They were asked to text in each week during the remainder of the trial and 
indicate whether or not orders had come in. Some of these people did respond positively to this 
request. Three days before the end of the data collection period, an additional text message was 
sent to participating clerks, asking them to send in any relevant data from the census period before 
the last day of the trial. A message of appreciation was sent to all clerks at the conclusion of the data 
collection period. 
 
Collaboration between MS and VC&LMS has proven valuable and essential to the success of this 
trial. Nonetheless, collaboration between the two agencies also has its challenges, with schedule 
clashes sometimes making it difficult to identify suitable meeting times. It is hoped that both 
agencies can commit the necessary resources and time in order to continue to work in partnership in 
the future. 
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8. Conclusion 
 
In August 2011, at a joint national workshop hosted by DJAG and MS, a one-page, paper form was 
given to SPMs so that data could be collected on Imprisonment Orders. For a number of reasons, 
only one DC provided data in the agreed timeframe. By contrast, data collection through SMS has 
resulted in the collection of relevant data from 35 clerks at DCs across the country (see Figure 16). 
Out of 39 clerks who completed over-the-phone training, 35 returned data through text messaging. 
When asked about their experience, the majority of clerks found the experience of responding to 
the SMSs to be easy, quick and fun. 
 
Figure 16: Amount of data received from two different data collection efforts targeted at 54 DCs 

 
 
The analysis has found that data collection through mobile phone text messaging is a useful tool in 
the PNG context. The project has demonstrated the value of the use of mobile phones in collecting 
data quickly. It shows the potential for large-scale data collections in a context where 
communication systems are largely undeveloped and/or struggling.  
 
The use of SMS does not require a data connection or plan. It does not require an advanced phone. 
SMSs can be received and sent using any phone, from a basic, cheap handset through to the most 
advanced smartphone. SMS is quicker than posting forms, and does not require a large investment 
in technology or infrastructure. 
 
Data collected during the project has revealed that a very low percentage of Imprisonment Orders 
are being processed by DCs within two months of being registered (see Figure 15). When 
Imprisonment Orders are being dealt with, this is happening in an inconsistent manner throughout 
PNG. Moreover, clerks at DCs are sometimes confused about the correct process to follow when 
such orders come to the courthouse. While in some places the process is working well, in others 
urgent support and attention needs to be given to this issue. An improved, efficient and consistent 
system for dealing with Imprisonment Orders would ensure that the rights of people throughout 
PNG are much better served by the law and justice sector. 
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9. Recommendations 
 

9.1 Future use of SMS in data collection 
 
The project suggests that the use of mobile phones could prove very useful and cost effective in 
evaluations and reviews requiring complex data collection, good sample size(s), and valid 
information. There is strong potential for this methodology to reach remote and previously excluded 
participants.   
 
There are concrete advantages to using SMS for data collection in PNG. It is particularly suitable to 
collecting data from locations where there is no postal service, no electricity, and no landline 
telephones or fax machines. It is recommended that data collection utilising SMS be undertaken in a 
carefully planned manner with strong participation of stakeholders during design and 
implementation. The methodology can be complemented by qualitative evaluation and research 
methodologies.   
 

9.2 Village Court Imprisonment Orders  
 
Joint work between MS and VC&LMS has proven valuable during this data collection project. The 
data demonstrates the importance of a joint approach by VC&LMS, MS and the provinces. It is 
anticipated that continued collaboration will yield material benefits in terms of improved service 
delivery for men, women and children throughout PNG.  
 
The section on VCs in the current District Court Manual was based on a 2000 Amendment Bill (to the 
Village Courts Act 1989) which was never passed or enacted. Thus some DCs have been using the 
wrong legislation related to VCs. VC&LMS and MS have been working together on correcting this for 
some time. The Village Courts Act 1989 remains the correct legislation. A key component of the 
amendment that was never passed is the repeal of VC Imprisonment Orders. Research in this project 
has found that some DCs are operating under the incorrect impression that Imprisonment Orders 
have been repealed. 
 
Specific recommendations are as follows: 
 

1. MS and VC&LMS to develop an agreed, joint national policy and practice directions for the 
implementation of Imprisonment Orders. This policy would include the development of clear 
procedures (steps, practice directions or checklists) to be followed by each person involved 
in the process, including VC officials, DC clerks, DC magistrates and PVCOs. The process of 
developing and implementing the joint national policy would assist in maintaining and 
enhancing a very active joint working relationship between PVCOs and DCs. The process 
would be situated within and would draw upon close analysis of the relevant legislation: 
Village Courts Act 1989 and District Courts Act 1963. 

2. Update the manual for DCs, as it currently contains a piece of VC legislation that was never 
passed. The correct Act to be using is the Village Courts Act 1989. 

3. Update the MS website. This was previously linked to the manual for DCs, including the 
incorrect VC legislation. This link has now been removed. There is a need to include the 
correct legislation. 

4. Offer training, based on the joint national policy and the correct legislation. Training could 
be offered to four groups: VC officials, PVCOs, DC clerks who deal with VC matters, and DC 
magistrates. At present, a national policy on training of VC officials is being developed, with 
accompanying national standards and competencies. Provincial development of PVCOs is 
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important as PVCOs are employed by their respective provinces. Therefore, provincial 
administrations need to be engaged regarding the aims and benefits of any training offered 
to PVCOs. 

5. Data collection in the future. In the case of MS, changing the names and ranges of fields in 
DCECMS, which is currently based on the District Court Manual, could align data input with 
appropriate practices related to VC Imprisonment Orders. At VC&LMS, ongoing data 
collection primarily takes the form of quarterly returns forms. It may be possible in the 
future to revise the fields addressing Imprisonment Orders to capture some additional, 
useful data, such as whether a defendant complied with the original order as the 
Imprisonment Order was being presented to the DC. 

6. Monitoring over time. Regular monitoring will ensure that VC orders are being used 
appropriately by VCs and being supported by DCs. For the purpose of comparison, it could 
be valuable to run the same two-month-long census using text messaging in two years in 
order to compare the data collected in the two instances. This re-run of the census would 
assess whether the actions taken based on this report’s recommendations have had any 
impact in terms of service delivery improvements. 

 
As standard processes become utilised around the country, this will help to support the authority of 
VCs. This will ensure that the rights of villagers are upheld and that the law and justice system’s 
service delivery to the citizens of PNG is clearly understood and is implemented with consistency and 
fairness. 
 

9.3 Other potential uses of mobile phones in the law and justice sector  
 
As mobile telephony continues to spread throughout PNG, it seems possible that further 
opportunities may arise for the use of mobile phones within the law and justice sector. Some 
possible ideas include: 

 The use of mobile money or mobile banking to pay VC officials and DC officials in rural and 
remote localities. There may be benefits in this approach in that it may reduce the need for 
professionals to travel to urban centres to access their pay, thereby decreasing the length 
and frequency of absences from the place of work. For such an approach to be successful, it 
would need to be accompanied by financial inclusion training and a formal identification 
system, such as photo identification cards for employees. It would be further strengthened 
through the development and widespread uptake of systems which allow for mobile phones 
to be used for purchasing of goods and services throughout rural areas. 

 The use of SMS data collection to collect data on land court mediation from land court 
mediators spread throughout the country. 

 The use of SMS data collection to collect data on a range of topics from various stakeholders 
in the sector, for example visitors to correctional services institutions. The potential benefit 
of anonymity may appeal to service users, who may be more likely to respond honestly to 
questions sent through text messaging, rather than questions asked by service providers in 
interviews or questionnaire forms. 

 The establishment of a free-call hotline for people working within the law and justice sector 
to seek advice about cases, points of law or appropriate procedures31. 

 The establishment of a free-call hotline for members of the public to ring regarding 
questions about their rights, responsibilities and resources that might be available to them. 

 Setting up Closed User Groups (CUGs) which include PVCOs and DC clerks, so that they can 
communicate free-of-charge about cases. 

  
                                                           
31 A free-call phone line for health workers has proven successful (see Watson and Sabumei 2013).  
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Appendix 1: SMS Questions 
 
The following SMS questions were designed by the project steering committee, with consultation 
within the sector. SMSs are limited to 160 characters each. Testing of the questions was conducted 
with three clerks at DCs in different regions of PNG. On Friday mornings during the two-month-long 
trial, reminder SMSs were sent to clerks: the reminder message sent on Fridays was text message 
number one, shown below. At any time, if a clerk texted in ‘start’ to a specified number, they would 
receive text message number one in response. 
 

1. District Court Clerk, you will now be asked questions about village court imprisonment 
orders. The 1989 Village Courts Act may help you with your answers. Text ‘y’ to continue. 

2. Have any imprisonment orders been lodged with the District Court this week? Please text ‘y’ 
for yes or ‘n’ for no. 

If no: move to question 4. 
If yes: For the first order lodged, what is the imprisonment order number? (This is the number in the 
top right-hand corner of the imprisonment order form.) 

3. Have any more imprisonment orders been lodged with the District Court this week? Please 
text ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. 

If no, move to question 4. 
If yes: For the next order lodged, what is the imprisonment order number? (This is the number in the 
top right-hand corner of the imprisonment order form.) 
Then move to question 3.  

4. Has a magistrate of the District Court dealt with any imprisonment orders this week? Please 
text ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. 

If no: Thank you for responding. We will contact you again next week. 
If yes: 

5. For the first order dealt with, what is the imprisonment order number? (This is the number 
in the top right-hand corner of the imprisonment order form.) 

6. What is the date of the imprisonment order? (This is on the first line of the form.) 
7. What is the period of imprisonment ordered by the village court on the imprisonment order 

form? (This is on the third line of the form.) 
8. For an imprisonment order to be valid, a summons must be attached. Is a summons 

attached to this imprisonment order? Please text ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. 
9. For an imprisonment order to be valid, an order form 5/6 must be attached. Is an order form 

5/6 attached to this imprisonment order? Please text ‘y’ or ‘n’. 
10. What is the NAME of the village court? (This is written above the village court magistrate’s 

signature.) 
11. Has a case number been issued for this case at your District Court? Please text ‘y’ for yes or 

‘n’ for no. 
If yes: What is the District Court case number that has been issued for this case? 

12. Is the defendant male or female? Please text ‘m’ for male, ‘f’ for female or ‘u’ for unsure. 
13. Has the Provincial Village Court Officer (PVCO) been involved in this matter at any stage of 

the process? Text ‘y’ for yes, ‘n’ for no or ‘u’ for unsure. 
14. During the District Court process, did the defendant comply with the original order (for 

example, pay fine)? Text ‘y’ for yes, ‘n’ for no or ‘u’ for unsure. 
If ‘y’, skip to question 16. 

15. Did the District Court exercise its power to review the original decision of the Village Court? 
Please text ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. 

If yes: Was a village court magistrate who was involved in the original decision present at the 
review? Text ‘y’ for yes, ‘n’ for no or ‘u’ for unsure. 
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Which action did the District Court take: confirm decision (text ‘a’), quash decision (‘b’), refer 
order back to the village court (‘c’) or amend order (‘d’)? 
 If ‘a’ for confirm decision: Did the District Court endorse the order? Please text ‘y’ for yes or 
‘n’ for no. 
 If yes: What is the period of imprisonment determined by the District Court? 
 If no, go to question 16. 
If ‘b’ or ‘c’, go to question 16. 
 If ‘d’: Please specify what amendment the District Court made, for example extend payment 
period, increase length of imprisonment, decrease length of imprisonment etc. 

If no: What action did the District Court take: endorse order (text ‘e’), refer order back to village 
court (text ‘r’) or other (text ‘o’)? 

If ‘e’ for endorse: What is the period of imprisonment determined by the District Court? 
If ‘r’ for refer back, go to question 16. 
If ‘o’ for other: Please specify what action the District Court took. 

16. Has a magistrate of the District Court dealt with any more imprisonment orders this week? 
Please text ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. 

If yes: For the next imprisonment order, what is the imprisonment order number? (This is the 
number in the top right-hand corner of the imprisonment order form.) [Then continue on from 
question number 6] 
If no: Thank you for your valuable contribution. We will contact you again next week.  

 
In addition to what is shown here, Mobimedia inserted educational, prompting SMSs for use in 
instances when a respondent sent in an incorrect response. For example, if in response to question 
2, the answer sent was ‘I don’t know’, ‘I’m not sure’, ‘yes’ or anything else other than ‘y’ or ‘n’, a 
prompt was received asking the recipient to only send in ‘y’ for yes or ‘n’ for no. Generally, these 
prompts helped people to learn and send in correct responses after one or two errors. 
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Appendix 2: Script for over-the-phone training 
 

1. Hello. [Name…] is my name. I am assisting MS on a project.  
2. May I please speak to the clerk who usually deals with VC matters? 
3. Hello. [Name…] is my name. 
4. I am calling about a project approved by the Chief Magistrate and SPMs. The project is being 

run in partnership with VC&LMS. It is funded by AusAID. 
5. Are you the clerk who usually deals with VC matters? 
6. What is your name?  
7. I am [Name…]. I am from [place]. Where are you from? 
8. I am calling to explain a mobile phone project to you. Do you have a few minutes for me to 

explain this to you now?  
ALSO: Please ask your magistrate for a laminated instruction card (given to magistrate at 
Moresby meeting). 
START timer 

9. EXPLAIN PROJECT – its purpose, benefits. 
Mobile Phone Trial Project: Data from District Courts on Village Courts matters  
 
The aim of this mobile phone trial is to see if data collection via mobile phone is more effective 
than other data collection methods, for example the paper forms typically used. In the trial, 
questions will be sent via mobile phone text messaging to people like you around the country, 
that is the clerks at District Courts who usually deal with Village Courts matters.  
 
The data collected from the text messages will specifically be about Village Court Imprisonment 
Orders.  
 
This trial is not intended to fix the problems immediately, but to provide data on the problems 
and opportunities for improvement.  
The data collected will be available for both Magisterial Services and also VC&LMS, to better 
inform future activities, such as training and implementation of procedures.  
 
The data collection will be for a two-month-long period.  
What that means is that for two months you will be asked to respond to text messages about VC 
Imprisonment Orders.  
The two months will be from May 13 to July 13.  
Before the trial starts, you will receive some over-the-phone training about what to do.  
You will also have time before Monday May 13 to send in test messages to see how it works. 
 
It will be free for you to send and receive messages in this trial.  
It will not use up any of your credits.  
You can participate even if your phone has no credit in it. 
 
It’s like a conversation….questions come to you [explain]. 
 
There is no time limit on replies… if you need to attend to a client, or it’s time to leave the office, 
or something else comes up, you can continue answering the questions when you’re next free. 
Just answer the last question you received and keep going.  
 
We will also give you a phone number to text or phone if you have any questions or concerns 
during the trial. 7068 1883. You can use ‘ please call me’. 
 

10. Do you have any questions about what I have just said about the project?  
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11. In preparation for the project, we need to confirm which mobile phone or CUG phone you 
will be using for responding to the text messages.  
It should be a phone you’re used to using for sending SMSs.  
Which phone number will you be using? 

12. We will offer some over-the-phone training to you. This training will take about ten minutes. 
You will need to have your mobile phone with you for the training. Would you like to do the 
training now, or at another time? [If not now, make an appointment for the training call time 
and day. Check which phone number to phone on. Thank you for your time today. We will 
call you on [phone number] and talk to you at [day, time]. Please make sure you have your 
mobile phone with you at that time as we will use it in the over-the-phone training. Please 
also try to have your phone’s battery charged at that time. Thank you again. Goodbye.] 

13. TRAINING – about ten minutes. Get your mobile phone before we start. 
[Trainer: open 4 things: this doc, new clerk record, SMS qs doc and Mobimedia interface.] 
START timer 

14. Does your phone have some battery power at present? 
15. To start the SMSs, we are going to send a message to a number, from your phone. It will be 

free for you to send this message. It will not use up any of your credits in your phone. We 
can still do this even if you have no credit in your phone. 
Please create a new text message or SMS. Please type ‘start’ (S.T.A.R.T). Send this one word 
to 16357. 

16. Now we will wait until you receive a reply. Please let me know when you receive a reply. 
17. What does the reply say? 
18. So, what do you have to do now? 
19. [Go through answers and replies with one or two made up Imprisonment Order numbers. 

Get them to say ‘n’ for no Imprisonment Orders dealt with this week. Then get them to read 
out the thank you message.] 

20. Do you have any questions about what we have done so far? 
21. We said ‘no’ when asked if the magistrate had dealt with any matters this week. If the 

answer was ‘yes’, you would have had more questions to answer about any Imprisonment 
Orders dealt with by the magistrate. You would go through the questions for one 
Imprisonment Order and then you would be asked if the magistrate dealt with any other 
Imprisonment Orders this week. You would go through the questions for each Imprisonment 
Order, until you have no more that were dealt with that week. 

22. If your phone fills up with messages, you may need to delete some. 
23. There will be two ways to start off the texting during the two-month trial.  

a. You can text in ‘start’ to 16357, like we just did. You could do this when you have spare 
time or when an Imprisonment Order has come in that you want to report. Please write 
down ‘text START to 16357’, on a piece of paper. 

b. Or you can wait til a message comes out each week to ask you about Imprisonment 
Orders received and dealt with during that week. The weekly message asking you this 
will come out at the same time every week, during the two-month-long trial. It will come 
on Fridays at about 10am. When that message comes, it will be asking you about all 
Imprisonment Orders in the last week. You will respond with everything that has come 
in since the last time you texted in. If you did not initiate SMSs yourself that week, you 
will respond on everything since the last Friday when the prompt came in. If you sent 
some in yourself (by sending in ‘start’ to 16357), you do not need to do them again.  

24. Do you have any questions about anything we have said or done so far? 
25. If you are texting in and you are confused or you have made a mistake or the system has an 

error, you can always text or call 7068 1883 for assistance.  
26. Please write down this phone number, 7068 1883 and keep it in a safe place (e.g. stuck up 

on your office wall) until the trial is over. 
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You can also use this phone number if your mobile phone is stolen or you change your 
phone number or have some other problem. 

27. I want to remind you that the Chief Magistrate has approved this trial and the SPMs have 
also been informed about it. Your participation would be very much appreciated. The data 
collected from you and from other clerks around the country will increase understanding 
about VC matters and will ultimately help to improve the system. 

28. Do you think you will be happy to participate in the trial by texting in answers? 
29. Fill in clerk record sheet. [NB: This includes contact details, a colleague’s contact details, 

questions about available communication options and a question as to whether the clerk is 
happy to participate in the trial.] 

30. I do not have any other questions. Do you have any questions or comments? 
31. The trial will start on May 13. Please text in before that date to practice and play around. 

Practice lots, but do not give others the number 16357. Real answers that will be analysed 
and used for service improvement will be from May 13 to July 13. Please write down May 13 
to July 13 on your piece of paper or in your diary. 

32. Thank you for your time today. I really appreciate it. Goodbye. 
 
 


