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Deep in the sago swamps of the Sandaun Province in northwest Papua New 
Guinea, the Momu Baibai people live in three small villages.  They are isolated 
from the outside world by a two day hike over mountains, across log bridges and 
through swampland from the nearest government station at Amanab. In spite of 
their isolation, however, this small group (population 345) has been strongly 
influenced by some aspects of Western culture. Most of the people dress in 
Western-style clothing and use many Western tools and implements in place of 
their traditional counterparts.— Metal dishes in place of wooden or clay ones and 
manufactured axes in place of stone ones. Though the people no longer know how 
to make these and other traditional items, they continue to make their homes from 
bush materials, to carve some traditional drums and flutes, to weave baskets from 
palm fronds and to make string bags from tree bark. Fear of sorcery permeates the 
lives of these people. Though they claim to have discontinued the practice 
themselves, deaths are attributed to magic, shooting stars are thought to be an evil 
spirit coming to earth, and crocodiles are thought to be the instrument of death, or 
in some cases, the embodiment of the sanguman or sorcerer himself. A local 
pastor asked one of the surveyors, “Is the resurrection for everyone or just for 
whiteskins?” Church services where the Scriptures are read and praise songs sung 
in Tok Pisin also do little to reach the women and children who speak only a few 
words of this trade language. The hunger for God’s Word, however, is evident. In 
each village, churches made from simple bush materials are packed with the 
people of Momu Baibai who repeatedly told the survey team, “We need God’s 
Word in our language so that we can understand it.”

Disciples (Matt 28.19):
5 - 80%

Scripture Status (Matt 28.20):
Bible translation needed

Primary Religion:
Christianity

3
Churches:

Population (date):
345 (2000)



Item Name Item Note

The Baibai of Papua New Guinea

Have They Heard The Gospel? Profile Summary
Call Themselves Christian (%) >50%

Believe In Jesus As God & Only Savior (%) 5 - 80%

   Comment (Jesus As God & Only Savior) This is a churched area, but surveyors found that the Gospel message is not clearly 
understood. Though many people might class themselves as “Christians,” only a few 
people are probably true believers.

Believe In The Local Traditional Religion (%) 80

Have Not Heard Who Jesus is (%) less than 20

Number Of Pastors 3

Number Of Missionaries Working 0

Response To The Gospel Who is Jesus Christ to them? It is difficult to answer this question. Most of the people 
would probably say that they are believers, but that does not mean that they have 
completely abandoned traditional practice or beliefs. In fact, traditional beliefs in 
magic, sorcery and spirits still have a stronghold among the people and incite fear in 
the hearts of all. Someone would need to live and work among the group for some 
time in order to draw any real conclusions in this regard.

Response To The Gospel In all three villages of the language group, the church meets for Sunday morning 
services and devotions three times a week. The Baibai congregation also has a 
Saturday prayer meeting. Services were quite charismatic in nature, but the survey 
team wondered if the frenzied pitch of these meetings related more to traditional 
beliefs than to actual worship of God. Services were well attended and the team did 
observe people studying the Tok Pisin Bible, both in church and on their own. 
However, magic/sorcery is still a stronghold in the community. For example, deaths 
that occur within the community are blamed on sorcery, although the people say that 
they themselves no longer practice it.— They blame neighboring language groups. 
They no longer hold traditional “singsings.”—The last one was performed in the early 
1990’s,— but they do remember how to do them and what they were for.

Number Of Communities 3

   Comment (Number Communities) There are three Baibai villages, each of which has a Christian Brethren Church (CBC).

Number Of Churches 3

Is The Word Of God Translated? The Momu Baibai people have been placed on the PNG Priority Allocation list for a 
translation program. At this time, however, the Baibai people have only two Scripture 
shell books in their own language.— The parable of the lost coin, Luke 15:8-10 and 
the parable of the good Samaratin, Luke 10:30-37. Fifty copies of the first and thirty-
five copies of the second were printed.

Any Hinderance To Scripture Distribution? Limited education and a low literacy rate (<10% according to the 2000 Census) are a 
primary hindrance to Scripture distribution.  Educational opportunities are limited for 
the Momu Baibai people. The distances required to travel to community school 
preclude most children from ever having the opportunity to study. Further, the schools 
available to the people in the area teach in English, although some Tok Pisin is also 
used. Most of the people who have attended school at all have not completed any 
grade higher than grade 4, and most of these have been men. The women encountered 
by the survey team often spoke only their mother tongue and the Baibai language. 
(Many of the men have married outside their own language group).  The Baibai 
women did not know either English or Tok Pisin. Among the women, community 
school education is almost unheard of, and the team heard of only one young woman 
who had attended school, completing grade 3. In order to make effective use of 
vernacular Scriptures, the people would need to be educated further in their own 
language.

Forms Of Gospel Presentation Available (Summary) The Buk Baibel—the pidgin Bible—is used among the Baibai  people who are literate 
in Tok Pisin (mostly the men) and is also used for church services.

What Kind Of Missionaries Are Needed? The Baibai need outside assistance to translate Scripture into their language, and all of 
the local churches have pledged to support a translation team. The survey team was 
given the names of 29 people from the language community who were willing to help 
with translation. Medical assistance is also sorely needed throughout the Momu Baibai 
region as malaria and tropical ulcers were endemic among other illnesses. Medical 
help is a two day walk away from the area.

Population All Countries Group Description
World Population For This People 345

Countries Where People Group Lives Group Description
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Country Name Papua New Guinea

Geography & Environment Group Description
Location Sandaun Province

Country Papua New Guinea

Ecosystem Type Tropical Forest

Geological Type Swampy

Longitude 3.464 degrees S

Latitude 141.358 degrees E

Climate Tropical

   Comments (Geography & Environment) Wetlands/Sago swamps are also present

Language & Linguistics Group Description
Primary Language BAIBAI

Attitude Towards Mother Tongue Very receptive

Percent Monolingual (%) 70

Second Languages some English

Second Languages Tok Pisin

   Comment (On Other Mother Tongues) Another mother tongue is Auwe (not in Ethnologue list), and many of the women are 
from Auwe speaking villages and are married into the Baibai group.

Linguistically Related Languages FAS

Neighboring Languages KWOMTARI

Neighboring Languages VANIMO

   Comments (Neighbor Languages) Auwe, Momu Fas, Awai, and Bewani are also neighboring languages, but are not in 
the Ethnologue

Literacy Group Description
Adult Literacy Percentage <10

Active Literacy Program No

Publications In Vernacular Two scripture shell books and an alphabet book

   Comment (Literacy) Literacy Attitude is positive

Economics Group Description
Subsistence Type Agriculturalists

Subsistence Type Hunter-gatherers

Occupation subsistence farmers

Income Sources They sell wild game and feathers of wild birds at the government station of Amanab. 
Two local trade stores generate some income for the families who own them.

Products / Crafts Men continue to carve some traditional instruments including garamut drums and 
bamboo flutes called tavul as well as carving bows, arrows and spears from bush 
materials. Women make bilums—
string bags—and purpur—grass skirts—from natural fibers.

Trade Partners There are no apparent traditional trade partners

Modernization / Utilities Western cooking utensils and implements such as axes have taken the place of items 
traditionally carved or made from bush materials.. No utilities are available in the area.

   Comment (Economy) The Momu Baibai people are essentially subsistence farmers surviving on the produce 
from their gardens—taro, sweet potato, pitpit, and greens are the main crops. To 
supplement this starchy diet, hunters occasionally bring home a wild pig or cuscus.  
Sometimes, though, the meat is smoked and sold in Amanab. The highly prized 
feathers of wild birds are also sold for cash, but aside from this and two small locally 
owned trade stores, there are no other commercial ventures in the Baibai area.

Community Development Group Description
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Health Care  (Quality) Poor

Diet  (Quality) Poor

   Comment (Diet) The local diet is high in starchy foods and low in protein which contributes to illnesses 
of various kinds. Food was in short supply in the area during the survey due to heavy 
rains that affected crops.

Water  (Quality) Poor

   Comment (Water) Though water is readily available, it is untreated and carries water-born illnesses. Both 
members of the survey team came down with dysentery from the water supply.

Shelter Description Houses are made from bush materials: split palm floors and walls and thatch roofs.

Electricity None

Energy/Fuel (Quality) Poor

Clothing Second hand Western-style clothes were seen in all three villages.

Transportation The nearest operational airstrips are two days’ walk from Baibai territory, but the 
people recently built a new airstrip at Yeftimbi that has yet to be approved and opened. 
Although not yet open for fixed wing aircraft, the Yeftimbi airstrip is the ideal site for 
a helicopter landing, and there is another good site in the middle of Baibai village. No 
roads run into the area, and the only well used trail goes from Baibai to Yeftimbi.

Infant Mortality Rate High. In Baibai, the survey team noted only one infant girl in the entire village—we 
were told that the rest had died because of the sanguman or sorcerer.

Life Expectancy 40-50 years. In Yeftembi, there was no one over the age of 40 living in the village. 
Once again, deaths were attributed to sorcery.

Leading Cause Of Death According to the people, it is sorcery. Most probably die of malaria.

Society & Culture Group Description
Family Structures Polygamy is still practiced among the Baibai. A man can take up to three wives, but a 

woman can only have one husband. Marriage is accomplished through sister exchange, 
so brothers value, protect and provide for their sister’s welfare. In spite of this 
exchange practice, however, bride price is still paid to each family. It ranges from 
K100-150 and is paid with traditional ring money, paper money, weapons and food.

Neighbor Relations The Baibai people seem to have good relations with their neighbors though they are 
often suspicious of them and blame them for the practice of sorcery.

Authority / Rule The language area is governed by an elected councilman. Village councils arbitrate all 
local clan disputes.

Social Habits/Groupings Traditional clan roles remain strong in Itomi/Piemi and Yeftimbi, while the team was 
told that the clan structure has broken down in Baibai village. Though clans can work 
together and feast together, there are strong taboos against intra and inter-clan fighting 
including murder, marriage within the clan, stealing from another clan and destroying 
the property of another clan.

Cultural Change Pace Medium

Identification With National Culture Similar

Celebrations Wedding and funeral feasts were the only celebrations mentioned to the team.

Recreations Soccer and volleyball are popular sports in the area.

Media None

Attitude To Outsiders Very receptive

Attitude To Change Very receptive

   Comment (Culture) SELF IMAGE: Attitudes towards the vernacular and language development are 
positive. Though the community strongly adheres to their identity as Momu Baibai, 
other factors such as the infant mortality rate, life expectancy, illness and the lack of 
income sources present a picture of a depressed group.

Education Group Description
Primary Schools The nearest schools are at Kwomtari and Watape.

Secondary Schools The nearest high school is two days away from the Baibai community at Green River.

   Comment (Education) Less than 20 people from the area have had any education—all of these are men. 
Those who can read, read the Scriptures in Tok Pisin, the trade language. It is evident, 
though, that they cannot fully understand the Gospel message from what they have 
read or from what they have been taught by itinerant pastors.
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   Comment (Education) English is the language of instruction and of textbooks.

   Comment (Education) Because of the distance separating the Baibai from the community schools in the area, 
most of the people never attend school. There are, however, several people who have 
made it through grade three and three people who have made it to grades 7, 8, and 9.

Church Growth Status of Christianity
Reached Status Evaluated

Total Baptized Unknown

Bible Schools Christian Brethren Church Bible Teacher’s Training School in Amanab—two days’ 
hike from the Baibai language area.

Christian Clinics/Hospitals None

Christian Literacy Centers None

   Comment (Church Growth) Though churches have been planted in the area and the group could be considered 
“evangelized” in that sense, traditional practices remain a strong influence in the area, 
and the people greatly fear sorcery and magic. It is clear that the Gospel message has 
not been understood completely even by pastors who are shepherding these 
congregations, so the number of true believers is uncertain.

Religion & Response Status of Christianity
Attitude To Christianity Very receptive

Attitude To Religious Change Very receptive

History Of Christianity In Group Status of Christianity
Year Began 1975

   Comments (History of Christianity) Though an evangelical mission entered the area in 1975, the only teaching that the 
Baibai people have received has been via itinerant national pastors with marginal 
training and little or no education. Access to education has been limited for the Baibai 
people because of their remoteness.

   Comments (History of Christianity) Christian Brethren Church of PNG began the work.

Scripture Status of Christianity
Scripture Use Unknown

   Comment (Scripture) No translation available;  2 Scripture shell books have been made.

Other Forms Of Gospel Available: Literature yes

Other Forms Of Gospel Available: Recordings no

Other Forms Of Gospel Available: Film/Videos no

Other Forms Of Gospel Available: Radio no

Missions and Churches Status of Christianity
Organization Name Brethren

   Comment (Organization) All three pastors are Momu Baibai men. They use a combination of Baibai 
and Tok Pisin to preach, give announcements, pray and sing during services.

Number Of Adherents 5-80%

Number Of Congregations 3

Number Of Local Workers 3


