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EM208A 2020 SEPIK CROCODILE FESTIVAL & MT HAGEN SHOW TOUR TUE04 – MON17 AUG 
13 nights Port Moresby (1 nt), Sepik River/Crocodile Festival (3 nt), Wewak (1 nt), 
Madang (2 nt), Goroka (2 nt), Mt Hagen/Mt Hagen Show (4 nt) 
Escorted sign-up (open) tour for solo travellers and couples – includes accommodation with some 
meals, all excursions and our experienced local tour leader to manage all arrangements.  
Group size is limited to 8 for this particular tour because of charter aircraft load limits. If there is enough demand two 
parallel groups with separate guide will operate. 
 
The Sepik Crocodile Festival is a small rural festival with amazing local tribal dances that you won’t see at 
the Mt Hagen Show or other festivals, and very few tourists. The event is an initiative of WWF and aims to 
promote sustainable harvesting of the wild crocodile population. The Festival takes place at Ambunti a 
small township on the border of the Middle and Upper Sepik where WWF’s conservation activities are 
focused, and is scheduled 5th – 7th August each year which falls in the middle of the local “dry” season 
when there is less rain than other months, and less mosquitoes. 
Reaching Ambunti overland from Wewak by road and river transport takes about 8 hours which is why a 45 
minute flight by light aircraft is much preferred for at least one way. Travel challenges plus the limited, 
Spartan accommodation options at Ambunti are the main issues discouraging conventional tourists from 
attending this festival. Consequently less than 100 intrepid tourists make it to the festival each year. 
Our escorted small group tour is designed for hardy cultural tourists and serious amateur photographers 
who can cope with simple accommodation, basic local food and the hot humid weather of the steamy 
Sepik Basin without the comforts of air-conditioning and cold beer. The payoff is excellent close-up ethno-
photography with opportunities for unique shots not captured before as some of the cultural groups from 
very remote Sepik villages will perform only once a year at this festival and nowhere else.  
Apart from the festival, the 13 nights tour itinerary also takes other iconic PNG cultural destinations 
including Madang, Goroka and Mt Hagen finishing with the Mt Hagen Show. 
Accommodation in the towns is in comfortable mid range hotels.  
 
NOTE: 
This is a “wet foot” tour that involves climbing in and out of motor canoes, some squelching in mud, some scrambling 
up riverbanks and sleeping in basic accommodation without electricity several nights in a row, so some physical 
agility and mental resilience is required. Note that this is a unique small group tour program originally designed and 
operated by Ecotourism Melanesia and not offered by any other tour company. The tour price includes a tour 
development levy to recoup our outlays for designing, reconnoitring, organising and monitoring this remote area 
program, plus a share of the tour escort’s travel costs and various hidden costs like local permits and insurances, 
retainers for local guides, air-freighting of gear and supplies from Port Moresby etc. 
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TOUR COST (13 nights) 
USD 7,720 (AUD 10,490) per person twin-share or willing-to-share, includes all accommodation, all 
breakfasts, some lunches as specified, daily guided excursions, charter air.  
Single supplement (10 hotel nights) USD1200 (AUD1630)  
plus 
Internal airfares Port Moresby-Wewak + Wewak-Madang + Mt Hagen–Port Moresby = total USD 770 (AUD 1040) 
purchase tickets through us at above flat rate or purchase elsewhere or use your mileage points  
The tour price is subject to change at any time prior to final payment if there are unexpected increases in costs of package components 
or any major deterioration in exchange rates. 

 

 
TOUR INCLUSIONS 
 Port Moresby – airport meet and greet, transfer to hotel, optional city tour 
 Port Moresby – 1 night minimum 3 star accommodation with full breakfast 
 Wewak – charter flight to Ambunti  
 Ambunti - 3 nights local guest house accommodation (1 star twin-share or multi-share with clean 

bedding, outdoor bathroom, local-style meals (incl dinner), bottled/boiled water, some electricity) 
 Ambunti – two daily walking excursions to Sepik Crocodile Festival with guides and bottled water only 
 Ambunti – half day boat excursion to Wagu Lakes 
 Ambunti – overland (motor canoe and bus) transfer from Ambunti to Wewak with village stop 
 Wewak – 1 night minimum 3 star accommodation with breakfast 
 Madang – 2 nights minimum 3 star accommodation with breakfast 
 Madang – 2 days excursions with lunch 
 Madang – full day road transfer to Goroka with stops and packed lunch 
 Goroka – 2 nights minimum 3 star accommodation with breakfast 
 Goroka – full day town and village excursion including Asaro Mudmen, with lunch 
 Goroka – full day road transfer to Mt Hagen with village stops  
 Mt Hagen – 4 nights minimum 2 star accommodation with breakfast  
 Mt Hagen – full day excursion to Paiya village private sing-sing with lunch 
 Mt Hagen – two days excursions to the Mt Hagen Show with tourist pass and snacks 
 Mt Hagen – departure transfer to airport and check-in assistance 
 Port Moresby – assistance with departure connection / onward arrangements  
 Throughout the tour we provide:  

- services of an experienced tour leader 
- all fees and gratuities for local villages, guides, demonstrators and helpers 
- all airport/hotel transfers  
- all road travel by late model mini bus or four wheel drive vehicle with bottled water on board  
- all water travel by open speed boat, skiff or motor canoe with life vests supplied  
- various additional gear that may be required for your safety and comfort in remote areas such as 
mobile satellite phone, tropical first aid kit, mosquito net, supplementary food supplies  
- daily coordination of flights and arrangements by our Port Moresby office 
- 24 hour emergency backup assistance from our Port Moresby office  

 
TOUR EXCLUSIONS 
 international airfares 
 domestic airfares (extra cost as quoted or provide your own 
 dinners (except at Ambunti) and lunches on travel days 
 bar drinks and bottled water in hotels 
 tips (not expected, and only appropriate for exceptional service) 
 excess baggage charges - your free allowance on scheduled domestic flights is 23kg + 5 kg = 28kg  

- you can check in extra kilos at your own cost. On the charter flight the same allowance applies 
 personal items - bring your own favourite snacks, favourite bath soap, favourite toilet paper, quick-dry 

bath towel, personal medications, personal hygiene requirements, brimmed hat or cap, 
“amphibious footwear” (sandals or quick-dry canvas shoes), insect repellent, sunscreen, personal 
flashlight, battery-operated personal fan. NB Aerosol cans are not permitted on some domestic 
flights in PNG so bring roll-ons or pump-action sprays. 
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ITINERARY 
 
DAY 1: TUE 04 AUG 2020 PORT MORESBY (arrival and optional city tour) 

International flights today arrive early morning from Asian ports (SIN, HKG, 
MNL) and early afternoon from Brisbane and Cairns.  
On arrival at Port Moresby airport, pass through passport control and 
customs checks then after exiting the Arrivals Hall meet up with staff from 
Ecotourism Melanesia who will be waiting holding our sign. (If you do not 
see anyone waiting for you, please wait at the Tourism Information counter 
and our staff will find you there. If all else fails our local “panic number” is 
7204 6950). Our staff will assist you to transfer to the hotel and check in.  
 
NOTE: If arriving on an early flight your room may not be ready (check in time is normally 
14:00) and you may have to pass some time having breakfast in the restaurant (not included), 
snoozing in an armchair in the lobby or sunning in a deck chair at the poolside until your room 
is ready. Lunch today is also “own arrangement” – pay as you go in the hotel restaurant or 
pizza joint, order room service or you may have lunch on your flight if coming from Australia.  

 
13:30 The tour officially begins with a short city tour (optional if you are 
feeling tired after your flight). The tour will include a drive around the city 
and harbour and possible stops at the National Museum and Art Gallery, the 
Parliament House and the botanical gardens, all depending on time and 
weather. 
19:00 Dinner in the hotel restaurant (pay as you go, cash or card) - your 
tour leader will host the table with a round of drinks and make 
introductions.  
Overnight hotel, Port Moresby with breakfast  
 

 
 
  DAY 2: WED 05 AUG 2020 PORT MORESBY / WEWAK / AMBUNTI (travel day) 

08:30 Enjoy a leisurely breakfast in the restaurant and check out of your 
room. Large bags not required on the tour may be stored at the hotel 
reception until you return, or alternatively stored at our office.  
09:45 Meet up with your tour leader and other group members in the lobby. 
10:00 Hotel shuttle departs for the domestic terminal in time for bag drop, 
security screening and boarding. 
11:50 Air Niugini flight PX120 departs Port Moresby for Wewak (direct)  
A boxed lunch is provided by the tour leader to eat on the flight. 
13:10 On arrival at Wewak airport, collect bags and walk a short distance to 
the MAF charter terminal. 
14:00 MAF light aircraft charter (Cessna C208 Grand Caravan 10 seater) 
departs for Ambunti airstrip on the border of the Middle and Upper Sepik.  
14:45 On arrival at Ambunti airstrip carriers will help carry your bags about 15 
minutes walk to your accommodation where you will settle in then have time 
for an orientation walk around the little township before sunset. 
Although the 5th August is officially the first day of the festival it is usually 
taken up with speeches, games of tug-of-war, races for school children and 
other community events. The sing-sing program (traditional dancing) usually 
commences on the second day. 
Overnight local guest house, Ambunti with local style meals and bottled 
water, intermittent electricity from generator. 
 
NOTE: Two charter flights may be operated if you are a larger group, and in the event that 
weather conditions or operational problems preclude uplift today, you will be overnighted at a 
hotel in Wewak and fly to Ambunti early tomorrow.  
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DAY 3: THU 06 AUG 2020  AMBUNTI (crocodile festival) 
Today is the second day of the festival which is usually the first day of 
cultural programs and there will be performances in both the morning and 
afternoon.  
After breakfast our tour leader plus some local guides will escort the group 
to the festival venue then attach themselves to you individually to help 
you navigate the crowds, hold your stuff for you while you chase the best 
shots with your camera, and “gopher” food and drinks for you on request. 
The tour leader will have a carton of bottled water available at the venue 
for you to help yourself to, but no formal lunch is provided today – this will 
give you you an opportunity to buy and try local foods from the many food 
stalls at the venue which will include fresh fruit, cooked fish and 
vegetables, scones and puddings, local style donuts etc.  
Late afternoon, return to the guest house. 
Overnight local guest house, Ambunti with local style meals and bottled 
water, intermittent electricity from generator.   
 
See detailed trip notes on last page about the Sepik Crocodile Festival 
 

 
 
 
DAY 4: FRI 07 AUG 2020  AMBUNTI (crocodile festival / trip to Wagu Lakes) 

This morning you’ll enjoy the morning program of the last day at the 
crocodile festival. Be prepared for rain to interrupt the program. 
Lunch once again is pay-as-you-go at the venue. 
In the afternoon you may choose between more time at the festival or an 
excursion to Wagu village and the Wagu Lakes, a fishing and birding hotspot. 
Motorised canoes will take you on a one hour journey through a narrow 
channel off the main river to the collection of shallow ponds and 
watercourses known collectively as Wagu Lakes.  
During the wet season (December to April) all the smaller waters link up and 
it becomes just one huge lake.  
Here you can do some water bird spotting, take a walking tour of Wagu 
village and hike through the rainforest to a known nesting spot of Raggiana 
bird of paradise where you should be able to see and photograph the birds 
doing their courtship display and dance (jumping from branch to branch) 
from about 10 metres away using field glasses and zoom lens.  
At dusk your canoe will motor you back to Ambunti, arriving well after dark, 
so bring your flashlight or head-lamp plus insect repellent.  
Overnight local guest house, Ambunti with local style meals and bottled 
water, intermittent electricity from generator.   
 
NOTE: Mosquitoes are not usually too bad along the Sepik in August because it is dry season 
which prevents breeding in the brackish water they prefer, but the situation can vary from year 
to year and from place to place so no promises  ). You should take a dose of presumptive 
treatment for malaria before you travel home. 

 
 
 
 
© Ecotourism Melanesia. This original itinerary is commercial-in-confidence and contains original, creative travel product concepts, 

plans, activities, sequencing and descriptions based on extensive destination knowledge and 
experience accumulated by Ecotourism Melanesia. This document may not be forwarded, 
distributed or replicated in total or in part for use by other travellers, travel agencies or 
tour operators for any commercial purposes including comparative quotations or tour design. 
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DAY 5: SAT 08 AUG 2020 AMBUNTI / WEWAK (travel day) 

After breakfast, pack up and depart Ambunti by motor canoe downstream 
(2 hours trip) to the Pagwi, a riverside township with a 6 hour road 
connection to Wewak.  
On the way, stop at Avatip, one of the largest villages on the Sepik, for a 
village walk-around, a look at the little village market and a coconut drink.  
At Pagwi board a waiting bus for the 6 hour drive across the Sepik Plains 
and up through the Prince Alexander Range to Wewak, with a couple of 
stops at roadside markets along the way where you can buy some fresh 
fruit or cooked food for your lunch (pay for your own lunch again today).  
Overnight hotel, Wewak with breakfast. 

 
 
DAY 6: SUN 09 AUG 2020 WEWAK / MADANG (town and lagoon sightseeing) 

06:00 Breakfast and check out of the hotel 
06:30 Transfer by hotel shuttle to Wewak airport. 
08:10 PNG Air flight CG8573 departs for to Madang  
09:05 on arrival in Madang, transfer to your accommodation and settle in 
then commence today’s touring: an exploration of Madang town and lagoon.  
First up see a fine array of Madang handicrafts at the Madang Resort carver’s 
hut and orchid gardens then stop at the town centre for a browse through 
the fresh produce market and a poke around in a typical Chinese store. 
Also in the town centre you will see Madang’s resident flying fox colony, a 
love-them-or-hate-them crowd of noisy bickering creatures that inhabits a 
copse of trees in the town square.  
Down on the foreshore, stop at the Coastwatcher’s Lighthouse, Machine Gun 
beach, and see the tidal lily ponds of the Madang inlet and the Gold Club. 
Further out of town you’ll visit the pretty Balek Grotto which is a cold water 
sulfur spring where you can feed turtles and eels - the site was used for 
some outdoor scenes in the Pierce Brosnan film Robinson Crusoe. You can 
take a short walk through the surrounding tropical gardens and patch of 
rainforest where you may come across birds and other fauna. 
13:00 Return to the hotel for lunch (included) 
14:00 Take a banana boat (small motorised skiff or fibreglass dinghy) for a 
sightseeing and snorkelling excursion in the Madang lagoon.  
First explore the Madang inner harbour and port with its many sheltered 
waterways and tiny tidal lagoons and then the giant outer Madang Lagoon 
which has many small islands, some inhabited by village communities while 
others are home to birds and crabs only.  
Stop at Pik Island to swim or snorkel over the colourful reef (mask/snorkel 
supplied).   
Overnight hotel, Madang with breakfast 
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DAY 7: MON 10 AUG 2020 MADANG (seaside village and rainforest bat cave excursion) 
08:00am Commence today’s guided touring with a drive out of town past 
the airport and turn off at the side road up Nobnob ridge to the Nobnob 
lookout which offers panoramic views of the Madang coastline - Madang 
town and lagoon to the south east and Karkar Island to the north. 
Back on the main road, drive further out the North Coast road and turn off 
to the historical Alexishafen Catholic mission which during WW2 was 
occupied in turn by both the Japanese and the Allies, with all original 
mission buildings destroyed and later rebuilt. There are many war relics to 
be seen here, and the old mission cemetery. 
Continue another 20 minutes drive out the north coast road to Rempi 
Lagoon, a picturesque coastal lagoon protected by a line of tiny islands 
running parallel to the beach. More of the Robinson Crusoe movie was shot 
here at Rempi Lagoon and in the adjacent rainforest on shore. On arrival at 
Rempi village the locals will welcome you with a sing-sing then paddle you 
out to the little islands in a native dugout canoe and you can explore the 
tiny islands – walk around one in just a few minutes - then paddle back to 
shore again. Don’t hesitate to ask for your turn with the paddle, it’s great 
fun paddling even if you go around in circles  The local dugout canoes 
have stabilising outrigger arms which prevent them from tipping over. And 
wherever you see a flash of brilliant colours in the water you can jump out 
with a mask and flippers for a spot of reef snorkelling.  
Back at Rempi village a local style seafood lunch is prepared for you 
(included), some fish barbequed under hot stones or coals and some local 
vegetables cooked with coconut and seafood in traditional clay pots. 
After lunch, say farewell to the lagoon and head inland 10 minutes drive to 
the Warwin Creek rainforest. Here a 2 hour hike through the pristine 
rainforest is available if you enjoy reasonable physical fitness. There is a 
steep descent to the creek at the start and a steep climb out of the gully at 
end, with most of the hike following the verdant creek itself – the walking 
track crosses the creek many times so you will be up to your ankles or knees 
in water a lot of the time and your shoes will get thoroughly soaked 
(fortunately there are no leeches or other nasties as the creek is quite fast-
flowing). The hike includes a foray into a limestone cave with stalactites 
and a small stream running through it. The cave is inhabited by thousands 
of tiny bats which feed off gnats and other insects in the cave. You may 
also spot the occasional small python lying in wait for a hapless bat. Your 
guide will provide flashlights for exploring the cave. Further downstream 
from the cave is a lovely swimming hole with a series of pretty cascades 
where you can jump in for a fun swim before completing the hike by 
climbing back up to the road. (If you are not a good hiker, a shorter forest 
walk on flat ground is available, skipping the creek and the bat cave.) 
Late afternoon, drive back to your accommodation in time to catch the 
tropical sunset before dinner.  
Overnight hotel, Madang with breakfast 
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DAY 8: TUE 11 AUG 2020 MADANG / GOROKA (full day scenic road transfer / tour) 
07:00 Breakfast and check out 
08:00 Board your private bus for the 8 hour drive to Goroka, with stops. 
The first half of the journey follows the flat coastal highway with Astrolabe 
Bay on the left and many roadside villages with market stalls to your right.  
The road passes through some delicious patches of tropical jungle but these 
soon give way to the open ground of the Transgogol, a wide river plain 
enveloping the Gogol and Nuru Rivers and their mess of tributaries which 
dump mud everywhere during the wet season. Fortunately the mud is 
nutritional volcanic soil from upstream and much of the Transgogol 
floodplain is been planted with hardy oil palms that cope well with floods.  
The highway loosely follows the Nuru River south west for fifty kilometres 
through hilly terrain as far as Usino where the river peters out and the 
highway takes a wide bend through 90 degrees to follow the Ramu River 
valley south east towards Lae. The Ramu Valley is an agricultural 
wonderland with farms galore. Sugar cane fields, cattle grazing country.  
Shortly after the Ramu Sugar Factory the highway crosses the Ramu River 
for the first time and enters the Morobe Province for about 10 kilometres 
until the highway forks with one prong heading straight down to Lae and 
the right turn taking you up through the precipitous Kassam Pass to the 
Yonki Dam. As your bus climbs up into the PNG Highlands you may notice 
the change in atmosphere as you pass through the temperature inversion 
layer from the steamy coastal tropics to the cool dry air of the highlands.  
There will be a number of stops at roadside markets to buy fresh fruit and 
cooked snacks. There will also be a scheduled lunch stop somewhere along 
the route where where you can eat your packed lunch (supplied by the 
hotel) if you have not already devoured it in the bus. There will be some 
toilet opportunities during the journey but don’t expect anything flash  
16:00 On arrival in Goroka settle into your accommodation then your guide 
will lead you on a leg-stretching walk around the nearby streets to check 
out any lingering markets and visit a shop for any needful things. 
Overnight hotel, Goroka with breakfast  
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DAY 9: WED 11 AUG 2020 GOROKA (full day village touring) 
07:00 Breakfast at the hotel 
08:00 Meet up at reception and commence a full day touring Goroka and 
surrounding villages including: 
 - Mt Kiss lookout (see most of Goroka town and the adjacent Asaro Valley) 
- JK McCarthy Museum of Highlands Culture 
- fresh produce market (vegetables, pigs, chickens) 
- handicrafts market (woven bilum bags are the best buy) 
Later drive 30 minutes out of town to the Asaro Valley, home of the famed 
Asaro mud men. Here you will be treated to a private mud men performance - a 
little corny but a lot of fun and great photography. The Asaro people have long 
had a tradition of crafting fierce looking clay helmets worn during tribal fights 
in the old days to frighten the enemy. The helmets are also worn for traditional 
dancing and drama performances demonstrating how their ancestors confronted 
enemy tribes wearing their scary mud helmets, their bodies smeared with grey 
mud, looking like evil ghosts. After the dance (or “prance”) you’ll be shown 
how the clay helmets are made, and you’ll have an opportunity to try one on 
yourself. As an added bonus you may also witness a cane-swallowing ritual. 
Local style lunch is served at Asaro. 
From Asaro, drive another 30 minutes to Kennedy village where the people 
live an even more traditional lifestyle in round huts made of bush 
materials. The village is a typical rural highlands community with smoky 
cooking fires and pigs wandering around. At the village you’ll be welcomed 
by locals in traditional dress and walk by a number of homes to see people  
engaged in different daily chores and activities including cooking, house 
building, making and using bows and arrows, weaving “bilum” string bags, 
fashioning “kundu” hand drums from hollow logs and a special 
demonstration of funerary rites. On the land around the village you’ll see 
people engaged in vegetable gardening (the highlands climate is perfect) 
and tending their coffee crops. Organic coffee grown on smallholder blocks 
is the major local cash crop.  
Overnight hotel, Goroka with breakfast 
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DAY 10: THU 12 AUG 2020 GOROKA / MT HAGEN (full day road transfer with stops) 
07:30 Breakfast and check out. 
08:00 Meet up with your group at reception and commence a full day road 
transfer to Mt Hagen with stops. From the hotel it is a one hour drive up the 
scenic Highlands Highway to Daulo Pass, a high altitude biodiversity hotspot 
where the highway curls through swirling mists past giant tree ferns and 
trickling waterfalls. Near the peak of the pass, you will leave your vehicle 
at the road side and a village guide will lead you on a 30 minute walk 
through the moss forest, still enveloped in morning fog and dripping with 
condensation. The forest is populated by flowering trees and tree ferns 
which form a substrate for the growth of a wide variety of saprophytic 
native orchids, green mosses and colourful fungi, lichens, liverworts and 
leafy epiphytes. From Daulo the highway continues climbing in a westerly 
direction, across the border into Chimbu (Simbu), an alpine province where 
the people are jokingly said to have one leg longer than the other to enable 
them to work in their gardens on the steep hillsides.  
One of the first Chimbu villages encountered is the “snake village” where 
locals have a penchant for keeping snakes in cages as pets and, yes, taking 
them out of their cages to play with them. You can watch the people 
handling their serpents and talk to them about their unusual pets, or, if 
snakes are not your thing, you can cower in the bus  
Around noon, stop at the “pub” (hotel) in Kundiawa town for lunch (buy 
your own – there is a basic short-order menu to select from).  
One hour’s drive further west brings you to Mindima village.  
The people here are of the Omo Masalai tribe and, like the Asaro mud men, 
have a tradition of painting their bodies to frighten their enemies. But the 
Mindima version of body painting is all about skeleton art.  
Both men and women paint macabre skeleton designs on their bodies and 
even have a number of dances to go with the image.  
The Mindima skeleton dancers are very popular at the Mt Hagen and Goroka 
Shows (festivals) each year and often walk away with the top prizes in the 
sing-sing competitions. Today you’ll see an exuberant performance of 
skeleton dancers who will later be happy to pose for photographs, and also 
see a demonstration of the tribal courtship tradition called “karim leg”. 
Back on the highway you’ll soon cross the border into Jiwaka, a rather 
nondescript province that is bisected by the Wahgi River valley. Here you’ll 
make a final stop at Kindeng farming community and have a candid 
opportunity to meet and chat with local people engaged in small scale 
farming activities such tending market gardens and aquaculture ponds of 
freshwater fish (tilapia and trout). Families from a number of  different 
areas of the highlands have settled at Kindeng which makes it a diverse 
community. Children here sometimes sing or dance on request. 
From Kindeng the highway crosses into Western Highlands province and on 
to Mt Hagen city less than an hour away.  
On arrival at your accommodation, settle in. 
19:00 Dinner at the hotel or other venue (not included except 4 star 
package). 
Overnight hotel, Mt Hagen with breakfast 
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DAY 11: FRI 14 AUG 2020  MT HAGEN (Paiya village sing-sing) 
07:00-07:30 Pick up at your accommodation for the scenic drive through 
typical highlands countryside to Paiyakona (Paiya) village where a private 
sing-sing performance for overseas visitors is held the Friday before each 
Mt Hagen Show. Arriving before the sing-sing commences you can watch 
the performers adorning themselves with feathers, shells and ochre paints 
in preparation for dancing. The performers will be happy to show and tell 
about their traditional dress (“bilas”) and pose for photographs without 
expecting payment. About 10 different dancing groups will perform, mainly 
from the Highlands, including the Huli wigmen, the Melpa tribe stompers 
and the Enga tribe with their wide black wigs. Some of the groups will also 
perform at the Mt Hagen Show on the weekend.  
The Paiya sing-sing includes a “mumu” lunch cooked under hot stones at 
the sing-sing grounds, and a tour of the cultural displays at Paiya village 
including the men’s spirit house and the ancestors’ skull house which really 
is an ossuary full of dozens of skulls. Some traditional customs like 
courtship ritual and mourning rites may also be demonstrated. 
The advantage of attending this private sing-sing in addition to the Mt 
Hagen Show itself is the village environment which makes the experience 
more authentic, the smaller crowd from just the one village area is easy to 
socialise with, and the photography in the bush setting without buildings, 
fences and advertising signs in the background is much more rewarding. 
If the afternoon rains hold off after the sing-sing your tour bus will drive 
you further west along the Highlands Highway as far as the border between 
Western Highlands and Enga Province, then return to Mt Hagen. On the 
outward drive please note any photo stops you’d like to make on the way 
back and notify the guide or driver.  
Overnight hotel, Mt Hagen with breakfast 

 
 
DAY 12: SAT 15 AUG 2020 MT HAGEN (Mt Hagen Show) 

07:00-07:30 Pick up at your accommodation for the 30 minute drive to the 
show grounds. Our staff will have already been out there earlier in the 
morning to set up a marquee and chairs for you. Arriving before the start 
of the show, you’ll be able to walk among the performers and capture 
some candid photos as they apply their face paint and body decorations. 
The program usually begins around 09:00am with half an hour of speeches 
followed by a grand parade with all participating cultural groups marching 
around the arena several times. The rest of day will loosely follow a 
printed schedule of individual group appearances, usually with three or 
four different groups performing in different areas of the arena at the 
same time because with 80-100 different cultural groups attending each 
year there are too many to fit in a weekend program if performing one by 
one. Tourist pass holders are permitted to enter the arena to take close-up 
photographs but do try to avoid getting in the way of other tourists’ 
cameras. We will have extra guides on hand to describe and explain the 
dances for you and accompany you around the arena (and side shows) if 
you need help with your camera gear etc. 
Bottled water and a supply of fruit and snacks is supplied for lunch today 
(fresh lunches cannot be delivered because of the crowd and traffic 
gridlock outside the show ground gates by mid-morning). Food is also 
available from local stalls at the Show.  
Mid-afternoon as the daily downpour looms, your group will pack up and 
depart the show before the end of the program in order to beat the exit 
chaos in the carpark and street outside. Drop off at your accommodation. 
Overnight hotel, Mt Hagen with breakfast 



ECOTOURISM MELANESIA LTD 

 

DAY 13: SUN 16 AUG 2020 MT HAGEN (Mt Hagen Show) 
07:00-07:30 Pick up at your accommodation for the second day of the Show 
which will feature different cultural groups from yesterday and of course 
the judgment and prize-giving at the end of the day. However your group 
will again leave a little early to beat the crowds and avoid getting stuck in 
gridlocked traffic and doused by afternoon rains. If there is time remaining 
in the afternoon and the weather stays dry your guide may offer a short 
excursion. 
Overnight hotel, Mt Hagen with breakfast 
 

 

DAY 14: MON 17 AUG 2020 DEPART MT HAGEN  
After breakfast, check out of your hotel and either your guide or your hotel 
shuttle (by arrangement) will transfer you to Mt Hagen airport for your 
flight. In Port Moresby, Ecotourism Melanesia staff will be on hand to help 
you connect with your onward flight. A packed lunch will be provided by 
your tour leader to eat on your flight or at the airport. 
NB Flights out of Mt Hagen on the Monday after the Show are often problematic. Due to the 
high demand the airlines do put on extra flights but Mt Hagen airport can’t handle the 
congestion so there are usually flight delays. Also beware that on peak days like this the 
airlines do overbook their flights and passengers may be denied boarding despite holding a 
ticket. We recommend online check-in before going to the airport and we advise against 
booking a tight international connection out of Port Moresby on this day.  
 

END OF TOUR  
OR extend to Tsendiap (festival), Rabaul or Alotau  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ECOTOURISM MELANESIA LTD 

TRIP NOTES  
 

ABOUT WEWAK 
Wewak town (population around 50,000) is the jumping-off point for the Sepik River and the Wewak 
Islands. A smaller town than Madang, Wewak is less tourist-oriented and the local economy is mainly based 
on commercial fishing and agriculture. There are three hotels and a number of smaller motels and guest 
houses. From Wewak there are two roads leading to the Sepik River - one to Pagwi on the Middle Sepik and 
one to Angoram on the Lower Sepik - and charter aircraft operate from Wewak airport to airstrips along 
the river at Ambunti (Upper Sepik), Timbunke (Middle Sepik) and Karawari (a tributary of the Sepik). From 
the Wewak waterfront open speed boats travel less than an hour to the offshore Wewak Islands, Muschu 
and Kairiru. 
 
ABOUT AMBUNTI  
Two hours motor canoe ride upstream from Pagwi, Ambunti is a pindrop-quiet district headquarters and 
township with a number of small government offices, a few tiny shops and churches, an airfield and one or 
two minor cottage industries. The population is around 3,000. There are no streets, just grassy lanes 
between houses and other buildings that are used by a few tractors with open trailers for hauling loads 
around the “station” – the rest of the time people just walk because nowhere is far from anywhere at 
Ambunti. The township normally seems asleep during the hot days, but comes alive in the late afternoon 
when various football and volleyball games sprout on the airstrip and other open spaces and draw small 
social crowds. There is a little “hotel” called Ambunti Lodge which caters for tourists and government 
travellers, plus a few other guest houses run by the church missions. Ambunti is the jumping-off point for 
the Upper Sepik and the Wagu Lakes waterbird zone. Small tradings ships are able to navigate up to 
Ambunti when the river Is deep and stable enough.  
Accommodation is difficult at Ambunti because there is only one small 1.5 star “motel” (Ambunti Lodge) 
which has about 20 air-conditioned rooms but during special events this place is always reserved for 
official guests and the media. Other accommodation is limited to basic guest houses run by the churches 
and private individuals which are hardly used most of the year and tend to become dilapidated. While we 
always try to book the best available accommodation for our tour groups you can generally expect very 
basic conditions eg sleeping on a thin mattress on the floor under a mosquito net, shared bathroom, 
intermittent electricity and possibly just a trickle of water from the shower head. Single rooms will 
probably not be available and you will likely have to share a room with one or two other tourists although 
mosquito nets will at least offer you some privacy. Bedding provided at local guest houses is usually a 
clean linen sheet or tropical sleeping bag (a cotton sheet folded and sewn up two sides like a hostel liner) 
on a thin rubber mattress, clean pillow and mosquito net. The toilet will either be a sit-down pit latrine or 
possibly a western-style flush toilet. The shower cubicle will have either running/trickling water or a drum 
full of water that you have to scoop over yourself Asian style. Whatever the case, you’ll cope     Soap 
and toilet rolls will be supplied but bring your own lightweight bath towel. Public electricity at Ambunti is 
very unreliable and most schools, churches and guest houses have a small backup generator to provide at 
least some hours of electricity each day for charging batteries if the mains power fails. We will do our best 
to arrange overnight power for lights and fans. Nevertheless we also HIGHLY recommend you bring a 
battery operated personal FAN to cool yourself under your mosquito net at night because it can get very 
hot and humid which may prevent sleep.   
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ABOUT SEPIK MOTOR CANOES 
The Sepik River and the neighbouring Ramu River are the only places in PNG where you will find motorised 
longboats or “motor canoes” still in common use. Although previously found in all large rivers around PNG, 
fibreglass dinghies are now more common along most other rivers. Up to 10 metres in length, Sepik motor 
canoes  are carved from whole tree trunks and take about 3 months to make. On the Sepik River you will 
see such canoes carrying up to 30 people or large quantities of fuel drums or other cargo weighed right 
down to the waterline but for comfort and convenience we load only 4 tourists plus baggage and supplies 
into a medium sized canoe (6-7 metres with a 30hp outboard motor) or 6 tourists plus cargo into a large 
canoe (8-10 metres with a 40hp engine). We do not own our own canoes: we hire them from local village 
operators in support of our responsible tourism policy. Sepik motor canoes are very safe and in all our 
years of operating Sepik River trips we have never known a canoe carrying tourists to capsize or sink. This 
is because when the makers carve the canoe they leave the wood at the bottom of the canoe very thick 
and carve the sides and prow thin. This way the centre of gravity remains low and the canoe tends to 
remain upright and not tip over. For stability reasons we prefer not to place cane armchairs in canoes for 
tourists to sit on (as do some other tour operators) because when passengers sit high in the canoe this 
raises the centre of gravity of the canoe and makes it roll from side to side and increases the risk of a 
passenger toppling out of the canoe when standing up to stretch a cramp or take a photograph. The local 
people normally sit cross legged right down in the bottom of the canoe and for safety reasons we prefer 
our travellers to do the same. We’ll try to provide a cushion or rolled blanket for you to sit on for comfort. 
We do provide life jackets and encourage you to wear one even if you are a strong swimmer because the 
Sepik River has very strong currents that are hard to swim against. Although none of our travellers have 
fallen out of a canoe before, if it does happen to you the best strategy is just to float in the current until 
you are washed onto a sand bank at the next river bend or until the canoe comes around to pick you up. 
The biggest danger with Sepik canoe travel is sunburn. Apart from applying sunscreen we recommend you 
wear long sleeves and hold an umbrella or wear a large wide-brimmed hat while travelling in these open 
canoes. Normally we provide umbrellas. Despite the brown colour of the river it does reflect a lot of solar 
radiation upwards under your umbrella or the brim of your hat so it is important to apply sunscreen to the 
undersides of your face and arms as well. 
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ABOUT THE SEPIK CROCODILE FESTIVAL 
The Sepik Crocodile Festival is a small rural festival with amazing traditional dancing that you won’t see at 
the Mt Hagen Show or other festivals, and hardly any tourists. The festival is an initiative of WWF and aims 
to promote sustainable harvesting of the wild crocodile population. The festival takes place every 5th-7th 
August at Ambunti on the border of the Middle and Upper Sepik where WWF’s conservation activities are 
focused, and is scheduled in August, the middle of the local dry season, when the festival is least likely to 
be disrupted by rain. The Crocodile Festival celebrates the centrality of the crocodile in the lives of the 
Sepik people and also provides a venue for WWF to conduct conservation awareness with locals who flood 
in to Ambunti from all over the Sepik Basin for the festival. A wide range of crocodile-themed handicrafts 
are available and village groups perform crocodile-themed traditional dances and dramas. To date the 
cultural performances at the festival have been superb even by exotic PNG standards. Dance groups come 
from as far afield as the Blackwater Lakes and the far Upper Sepik. The quality of the traditional costumes 
is exquisite and some groups dance with live young crocodiles. Surprisingly, each village’s traditional dress 
and dance routine is very different from the others – it’s amazing that so many diverse cultures have all 
evolved along the same river. Some of our tour group members have commented that the Sepik Crocodile 
Festival far outshines the Mt Hagen Show and Goroka Show for authenticity and photography. Apart from 
groups performing traditional dancing there will also be skits and plays presented by health, environment 
and church groups all hoping to get their messages across to the thousands of rural people from 
surrounding villages who flood in to Ambunti for the festival. The festival venue will be ringed by stalls 
selling very good Sepik artifacts and handicrafts such as crocodile carvings and crocodile tooth necklaces 
at bargain prices so buy up big. The pride and joy of your souvenir collection - if you can buy one - will be 
a crocodile-snout canoe prow. Sepik canoes normally have an animal totem carved into the prow and when 
the canoe becomes old or develops un-patchable leaks the prow is sometimes cut off with a chainsaw or 
axe and sold as a souvenir (about 40 centimetres long by 20 centimetres wide, and weighing about 3kg). Of 
course, it’s not really a tourist souvenir but a genuine cultural artifact. Fumigation and special packing 
will be required if you want to take a canoe prow home with you. Tourists and officials will be given 
priority seating with the performance area right in front so you will have ringside seats. You will also be 
able to take your camera into the performance area to get those close-up shots. There will be big crowds 
of friendly Sepik people – mingling with the masses will be half the fun for you. You won’t have to worry 
about drunks or pests as the local police will be around and they don’t tolerate trouble-makers at these 
community events. There will also be a food market at the venue where you can buy all manner of fresh 
fruit, cooked foods and coconut drinks. Ladies groups from the churches and schools will be out in force 
serving up their best traditional foods so this is your chance to sample some of the best local fare. If you 
are busy with photography, you can send one of our guides to gopher. The festival venue will be hot and 
sunny so wear a hat and plenty of sun-screen, and drink plenty of water. The three day program varies 
from year to year but in general the first day is usually a “warm up” day with church choirs, local bands, 
sports and games for local school children plus setting up the various displays and stalls. The official 
opening speech is usually on the second morning and the main sing-sing (cultural performance) program 
operates on the second and third days. However each year’s festival program is different and is usually 
decided and advertised only a few weeks beforehand. Last minute change of dates is also possible and 
unfortunately we have no control over this. If there are any last minute changes to dates and program that 
our itinerary cannot accommodate we will do our best to provide an alternative cultural program.  
 



ECOTOURISM MELANESIA LTD 

ABOUT MAF 
Mission Aviation Fellowship (MAF) is a missionary airline that operates into the remote areas of PNG with 
the primary purpose of moving people and supplies in and out of church mission stations. Missions of all 
denominations are supported. MAF operates a fleet of 10-seat Cessna Grand Caravans from bases in 
Wewak, Mt Hagen, Goroka, Kiunga, Telefomin, Port Moresby and Lae with one or two aircraft at each 
base. Most pilots are expatriate missionaries from Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Canada and the USA.  
MAF operates two types of flights: “service” flights and charter flights. Service flights operate to mission 
airstrips in designated areas on certain days of the week but these service flights only operate if there are 
enough local passengers and freight booked. These service flights to the mission airstrips are MAF’s priority 
but they also accept private charter bookings. Ecotourism Melanesia charters MAF aircraft on a regular 
basis and we find their services to be professional and their safety standards to be world class.  
In general both the service flights and charter flights depart on time, subject to weather conditions. 
 
 
ABOUT THE MT HAGEN SHOW (FESTIVAL) 
The Mt Hagen Show is Papua New Guinea’s largest cultural extravaganza. The Show has its origins in 
colonial days when government administrators sought to reduce tribal fighting by promoting inter-
marriage and channelling inter-tribal rivalry into positive forms of competition. Major sing-sing events like 
the Mt Hagen Show and Goroka Show became opportunities for tribes to gain status without bloodshed, by 
competing to put on the best cultural performance. The Mt Hagen Show today is still a competition, with 
tribal groups vying for sizeable cash prizes and of course the honour and glory that first prize at the 
“Hagen Show” brings to one’s tribe. Local crowds of up to 50,000 people throng the show grounds during 
the course of the weekend, flocking in from the Highlands as well as Madang and Lae which have road 
access to Mt Hagen. In contrast, less than 300 overseas visitors attend each year’s Mt Hagen Show, so it is 
definitely a “local” festival and not a tourist show. 
The Show attracts cultural groups from all over Papua New Guinea including Bougainville and the 
Trobriand Islands. Apart from traditional dancing there are also comedy skits and drama portrayals of 
tribal legends. Outside the arena there are agricultural and trade displays, health awareness programs, 
sideshow alley and all manner of other activities at the Show which make it the highlight of every year for 
the Highlands people. Some very remote villagers come to town only once per year, for the Show, so you 
will see quite a kaleidoscope of faces and costumes in the spectator crowd as well as the performing 
groups. Tourists are given special seats with the best view, and you will also have permission to enter the 
performance arena to take close-ups of the dancers.  
Apart from the Show itself, there is also another, private sing-sing held on the day before the Show, at 
Paiya Village about half an hour’s drive out of town. This event is a photographer’s dream, with an 
authentic natural backdrop (no visual pollution from big crowds, fences or advertising signs), and 
opportunities for portrait and group photography before and after each group perform. 
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