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This paper has two aims. The first of these is to provide a better understanding of New Caledonia as it was in the
past and as it is today, while outlining its prospects for the future. The second is to offer an analysis of New
Caledonia’s situation and role in the region and to draw out the geopolitical and economic issues which flow
from that.

Yesterday

New Zealand’s closest neighbour is New Caledonia, discovered by James Cook in 1774. But it is not well known
by New Zealanders even if a large contingent of Kiwi soldiers was stationed there at the end of the Second
World War to contribute to the allied war effort against the Japanese.

The main island of New Caledonia, situated 1,500 km north-east of New Zealand, is in the shape of an elongated
cigar. It is 400 km long with an average width of 42 km. On its north-eastern side the Loyalty Islands fall within
its domain, as do the Isle of Pines to the south and the Belep Islands directly to the North. The total land area of
this archipelago comes to a little more than 19,000 km2, which is similar to the land area of the Solomons or the
archipelago of Fiji. New Caledonia is a land of mineral wealth: it has the third largest nickel deposits in the
world.

The first occupants of the country are descendants of Austronesians who started out on a long migratory journey
which continued over generations. They departed from Papua New Guinea and, travelling by way of the
Solomons, Vanuatu and Fiji, they reached New Caledonia around 1,500 years B.C. These countries form the
Melanesian arc of islands and their inhabitants are described by the term “Melanesian” which means the islands
of the Blacks.1 More recent migratory movements issuing from the Polynesian archipelagos have added to the
populations of the Loyalty Islands and the Isle of Pines. Today, and for reasons of identity and politics, the
Melanesians of New Caledonia have claimed the name Kanak2 for themselves. There are 333 Kanak tribes
spread over the whole of New Caledonia.

The French Navy took possession of New Caledonia in 1853 in the name of Emperor Napoleon III, to the great
displeasure of Australia and New Zealand who called for radical action from London to prevent France from
establishing a regional presence so close to them. Just as in Australia in 1788, New Caledonia became a convict
colony where, from 1863 until 1897, some 30,000 convicts and deportees arrived to populate the country. Penal
colonisation was the first mode of a non-Kanak influx of population into New Caledonia. The second was free
colonisation. At the end of the 19th century, the non-Kanak population was approaching 20,000 people. New
Caledonia’s principal area of production was agriculture. From 1874 this was overtaken by mining activity
following the discovery of significant deposits of nickel, chromium and cobalt. The mines needed a labour force:
it was to come from Japan and Indonesia, or from other French colonies like Indochina. That is why the French
territory of New Caledonia is a true ethnic melting pot, and rare are the inhabitants who can claim that they are
not of mixed blood. At the last census in 1996, the total population of New Caledonia was around 197,000
inhabitants made up of 87,000 Kanaks, 67,000 Europeans, 18,000 Wallisians and Futunians, 5,000 Tahitians3,
5,000 Indonesians, 3,000 Vietnamese, 2,200 Ni-Vanuatu and 9,800 others.

The impact of the French colonisation of New Caledonia is similar to that of the British Empire in its colonies:
disputes over land between Kanaks and settlers, the displacement of indigenous populations as a result of
rebellions or revolts, the restriction of indigenous groups to particular areas, and the like.

                                                            
1 It was the French navigator Jules-Sébastien Dumont d’Urville who, in 1832, named the three ethnocultural
areas of the Pacific Ocean. It is interesting to note that the names of the two other areas define them according to
geographical and not anthropological criteria: Polynesia (a multitude of islands) and Micronesia (small islands).
2 This word is a grammatically invariable word in French according to a political decision taken by Kanak
leaders in the early 1990s.
3 This is a generic word for French Polynesian people in New Caledonia.
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The Second World War brought about drastic changes in New Caledonian ways of thinking: more than 100,000
American soldiers were permanently stationed on the main island of the territory from 1942 to 1945. An
inevitable consequence of the power that America exerted throughout the Pacific Islands was the progressive
relaxation of inflexible colonial structures. And, through the democratic ideals which it helped to promote,
American influence in the region led on to the independence movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In 1953, after
European women in 1945, Kanak adults were able to vote, in the same constituency as the settlers, in territorial
and national elections. France found that its overseas territories were heading for independence whether they
were in Africa, in Asia or in the Pacific. Laws to this effect were drafted by the parliament in Paris.

On the return to power of General de Gaulle in 1958, it was a matter of defending the higher interests of the
French Nation, amongst other measures by the force of nuclear deterrence. Military designs of this kind focused
on French Polynesia and, in 1963, Paris decided to apply the brakes to the moves towards independence in its
two principal territories in the Pacific. Nickel became a strategic material and Polynesia a strategic centre,
thereby coming exclusively under the higher authority of the French State. The local political authorities who,
from 1958, had benefited from a certain autonomy in exercising power were eliminated and the State resumed
executive power. France rapidly came to be considered a regressive country by its Western partners in the
region.

Indeed, independence was no longer on the agenda either in New Caledonia, or for French Polynesia in 1963, at
a time when constitutional independence was being achieved in one state after another in the other colonies of
the South Pacific.4 Paris was therefore swimming against the tide even if, little by little, a number of steps were
taken which aimed to give a small measure of increased autonomy in some areas. For 25 years, from 1963 to
1988, New Caledonia sought a balanced political representation without achieving it. The Kanaks intended
sharing power with the white community but the resistance tactics exacerbated patterns of behaviour which
became more and more extremist in character. And within the Loyalist community the time was not yet ripe to
accept such an outcome.

There was no way of avoiding the events which occurred in this territory of the French Republic between 1984
and 1988 causing utter havoc. Two opposing positions confronted each other: that of the independence
movement, composed essentially of Kanaks, and that of the Loyalists, whose attachment to France was shared by
the other communities but also by some 20 per cent of Kanaks.

Right in the centre of the Pacific region, France was therefore decried for its colonial administration of New
Caledonia no less than for its nuclear tests in French Polynesia. For its critics, the aim was to hound France from
the Pacific Ocean so that its nuclear testing would cease and so that the Kanak brothers of the indigenous
inhabitants of the other Pacific islands could also gain their independence. It was at this time that Walter Lini led
the decolonisation crusade and he and his Melanesian partners created the Melanesian Spearhead5 whose main
aim was to create the right conditions for the only Melanesian country that was still colonised to accede to
independence. It was also the time when, at the end of his mandate as Secretary-General of the South Pacific
Commission, Francis Bugotu, from the Solomons, registered with the United Nations the demand that New
Caledonia be placed back on the list of countries to be decolonised. Paris resisted and would not hear of small
island countries dictating to France what its position should be.

And at this time, too, France seized on the opening created by the coup in Fiji which had been caused by Colonel
Rabuka. The Indian Fijians won the election in 1987, led by Dr Timoci Bavadra, medical practitioner and
Labour candidate, and a Fijian by birth. Then it was proposed that land ownership be granted to Indian Fijians
who worked the land and paid rent to the Fijian owners. The underlying reason for the 1987 coup can be found
in this radical change: that the Fijians would no longer be the sole owners of the land. Bob Hawke and David
Lange could not grasp the principle involved here, that God had given the earth to the people of Oceania over
which, from that time, they have enjoyed exclusive ownership. The two leaders played the card of Labour
solidarity by supporting Timoci Bavadra and threatening Fiji with economic and monetary, and indeed military,
reprisals.6

                                                            
4 Western Samoa became independent in 1962, Nauru in 1968, Tonga and Fiji in 1970, Papua New Guinea in
1975, the Solomon Islands and Tuvalu in 1978, Kiribati in 1979 and Vanuatu in 1980.
5 Set up in 1987 by Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea. Initially, Fiji refused to join but did
so when Sitiveni Rabuka became Prime Minister.
6 David Lange had advocated sending New Zealand troops to Fiji to overthrow Colonel Rabuka. The chief of
staff of the New Zealand armed forces warned him that the New Zealand soldiers, Maori for the most part, had
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Gaston Flosse, then a minister in Jacques Chirac’s government, grasped the opportunity that this divisive
situation had created by proposing France’s help to Ratu Mara. The whole of the Pacific region supported him: a
Polynesian, and a minister in a central metropolitan government, was coming to give his support to a Pacific
country that found itself in trouble. It was a noble gesture, said most of the Pacific heads of state – in private.
Ratu Mara thanked France for its financial and political assistance. The region would never again have the same
cohesion. Indeed, they were rare souls who accepted that Canberra and Wellington intended intervening in Fijian
internal affairs but advocated that only the Kanaks could vote in elections in New Caledonia. The contradiction
was patently obvious.

Nevertheless, New Zealand, like Australia as well as the independent Melanesian countries, took the side of the
Kanaks and supported Kanak aspirations for independence at regional forums. At the time New Caledonia was
thought of as a sort of Rhodesia in the Pacific. Kanak leaders like Tjibaou or Yann Celene Uregei were
welcomed in university circles in Auckland and Sydney, in Wellington and Canberra. The message was clear:
New Caledonia must throw off the French colonial yoke and be liberated.

Created at the instigation of Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara in 1971 for economic reasons,7 the South Pacific Forum
lent its support to the Kanak cause in the 1980s.

In 1987, Canberra and Wellington expressed certain reservations when members of the Kanak independence
movement passed through Australia to go and train as guerillas in Libya with Colonel Gaddafi. Deaths mounted
up on both sides and the climax was reached in the midst of the French presidential campaign in April/May 1988
when 19 Kanaks were killed by French soldiers in a cave on the island of Ouvea. Several gendarmes died during
the assault. François Mitterrand defeated Jacques Chirac and was re-elected President of the Republic for a
second term.

It became essential to bring a pacifying solution to bear on the New Caledonian problem.

Today

The Matignon Accord

Michel Rocard was the man to whom Mitterrand entrusted the post of Prime Minister to repair, once and for all,
the shattered relations between New Zealand and France caused by the Rainbow Warrior affair and to restore
peace in New Caledonia.

In Paris, Michel Rocard brought the two principal opposing groups in New Caledonia to the negotiating table
and managed to get them to sign the Matignon Accord in June 1988. This Accord was symbolised by Jacques
Lafleur, the Loyalist leader, and Jean-Marie Tjibaou, the Kanak leader, shaking hands. This gesture was
unimaginable a few months earlier given the strength of the opposition between the two sides.

The objective was to pacify the territory which had been devastated by the recent events, leaving its morale in
tatters. To this end, the State resumed direct administration of the territory so that a sense of calm might return
with the promise, contained in the Matignon Accord, to proceed, in ten years’ time, to a referendum on the
question of whether New Caledonia should become independent or remain part of the French Republic. This
Accord was put before the people of France through referendum and approved.8 A year later, Jean-Marie Tjibaou

                                                                                                                                                                                             
such admiration for the Fijian soldiers, that they were at risk of inciting a coup in New Zealand if they were
given the order to leave for Suva.
7 Ratu Mara, immediately after his country was granted constitutional independence, saw the need to create a
regional organisation to plead the cause of the independent countries of the Pacific Islands, mainly before the
European authorities in Brussels, in order to obtain financial support for development in these countries. Later
on, at the end of the 1970s, the Forum took on a more political and anti-French complexion. The conclusions to
the annual conferences began to include more and more articles critical of the French presence in the Pacific,
first of all in relation to the French nuclear tests in Polynesia, and subsequently to oppression of the Kanaks of
New Caledonia.
8 The question was: Do you agree to the law put to the French people by the President of the Republic
containing statutory arrangements preparatory to self-determination in New Caledonia? 80 per cent voted “yes”
but, something never before seen in a French national referendum, with an abstention rate of 63 per cent. In New
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and Yeiweine Yeiweine were shot down on the island of Ouvea by a Kanak who had never accepted the
handshake between Tjibaou and Lafleur symbolising a mutually agreed way ahead.

At the same time, the question of land ownership was tackled in a way which attempted to repair the abuses of
the past by redistributing land to Kanak communities whose land had been stripped from them. Jacques Lafleur
himself sold a part of his mining interests to the French State which ceded them back to Kanak interests in the
Northern Province. This gesture, also highly symbolic, had as its aim to encourage the participation of the
Kanaks in the economic and financial processes of the mining sector. Finally, from 1988, a policy of positive
discrimination looked to provide professional training to 400 Kanak managers in the interests of what it is
referred to in French as rééquilibrage, or creating a more level playing field.

In 1989, Michel Rocard travelled to New Zealand, Australia and Fiji to announce the changes that had been
made to French policy in the Pacific. On this trip, he sold the assets of the Indo-Suez Bank to Westpac, and some
Airbuses, and he established the French-New Zealand Friendship Fund to restrengthen the ties between the two
countries through French financing of cultural and scientific cooperation. New Zealand and Australia appeared
satisfied with this development. And Suva was pleased about France’s financial contribution, mainly as a result
of the two coups by Colonel Rabuka in 1987 and 1988.9 Tonga, American Samoa, Niue and the Cook Islands
declared their view that France held its place in the Pacific by virtue of its territorial entities.

The Noumea Accord

Several years later Jacques Lafleur realised that the proposed referendum about accession to independence
would only result in new tensions since one side would have to be the loser. A plan was therefore made for a
new Accord which was negotiated by the new socialist Prime Minister, Lionel Jospin. This Accord was officially
signed in May 1998 in Noumea by the major political parties.10 The new Noumea Accord made provision,
irrevocably, for a process leading ultimately to independence for New Caledonia if the New Caledonian people
wanted it.

Today New Caledonia is split administratively into three provinces: those of the Islands (20,877 inhabitants in
the 1996 census), the North (41,413 inhabitants) and the South (134,546 inhabitants). Each of them has its
provincial assembly whose members are elected by universal suffrage according to voting ticket. The Congress
of New Caledonia numbers 54 members drawn from the assemblies of the three provinces.11 It is led by a
president, assisted by several vice-presidents and two parliamentary administrators. New Caledonia also has its
own government which functions in a collegial fashion. It is able to legislate in areas that do not affect the
regalian prerogatives of the French State (defence, currency and justice among others). The Noumea Accord also
set up a customary senate composed of 16 members, with two members coming from each of the eight
customary lands that make up the country.

New Caledonia has become a country within the French Republic. It is no longer a territory, neither is it a
department. It exercises numerous fiscal, commercial and regulatory functions, as well as those concerned with
air and sea transport and public health. These responsibilities can only increase as new administrative functions
are devolved to New Caledonia by the French State. Such a devolution is provided for in the Noumea Accord.
Lastly, the electoral body for elections relating to New Caledonia is restricted to French citizens who can prove
ten years’ continuous residence in New Caledonia from the date of signing of the Matignon Accord. These
French citizens are equally citizens of New Caledonia and they have the benefit of the laws of the country which
protect and favour local jobs. In relation to French law, New Caledonia is today quasi-independent.

                                                                                                                                                                                             
Caledonia the Kanaks voted massively in favour while more than 60 per cent of the other ethnic groups voted
“no”.
9 Thanks to the influence of Gaston Flosse, then Secretary of State in the Chirac Government (1986-1988), Fiji
obtained loans, at favourable rates, of material described as being for civil protection (helicopters, trucks and so
on). Ratu Mara said in Paris that France was the only power which had wanted to provide concrete assistance to
Fiji at the time of its internal troubles.
10 The socialist Kanak National Liberation Front (a coalition of parties seeking independence) and the United
People’s Party for New Caledonia in the Republic (a party described as loyalist in relation to France, and
therefore anti-independence).
11 Made up of 7 members out of a total of 14 for the Province of the Islands, 15 out of 22 for the Northern
Province and 32 out of 40 for the Southern Province.
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Economy and finance

By contrast with the two other French entities in the Pacific, French Polynesia and Wallis and Futuna, New
Caledonia has resources, chiefly in minerals, which contribute to its economic development. For a considerable
time, only the Société Le Nickel treated the ore that it had extracted itself or that the other mining companies had
extracted. The economy of New Caledonia thus basically revolved around that very Society which, at the end of
the 1970s, employed some 6,000 people. In the years to come, two new mining projects will be created. In the
Northern Province there is a pyrometallurgical project with the Canadian company Falconbridge piloted by a
Kanak semi-public mixed investment company. In the Southern Province the project involves a metallurgical
factory, Goro Nickel, backed by the Canadian company Inco. These two new factories will triple the production
of nickel in New Caledonia and, when they come into full production, will increase GDP by a third.

For several decades, aquaculture has been developing and the export of prawns also adds to GDP. In terms of
livestock12 and agricultural production, the general estimate is that New Caledonia can be sure of producing 50
per cent of its total consumption needs, including from fishing. Tourism is also a source of income, but is limited
by geographical distance and the cost of air travel.

As to the national accounts, in 1999 New Caledonia had a GDP of US $4 billion, that is more than US $20,000
per person, which is equivalent to that of New Zealand. In Australia and France the figure is $27,000 per person.
But it must be said that the way this average figure is arrived at does not represent provincial, ethnic and social
disparities.

The monetary unit in New Caledonia is the French Pacific franc (CFP): one Euro at fixed parity is equivalent to
119.33 CFP and 1000 CFP are equivalent to 8.38 Euros. There is increasing talk of giving up the CFP in favour
of the Euro which, by devaluing the CFP, would allow the economies of the three French entities in the Pacific,
where this currency has been in circulation since 1945, to be stabilised. But the overvaluation of the currency in
New Caledonia is not the same as in French Polynesia or in Wallis and Futuna. Therefore a median devaluation
between the three entities will need to be found, and this would automatically harm the assets of New
Caledonian nationals for whom the rate of overvaluation is generally estimated at some 5 per cent whereas it is
running at 25 per cent in Tahiti. But such a measure would have the advantage of making New Caledonian
exports more competitive.

For the year 2002, French government spending in New Caledonia rose to more than a billion Australian dollars
(760 million Euros). In terms of outlays, New Caledonia’s budget from 1993 to 2002 went from 950 million to
1.2 billion Australian dollars, while income, for the same period, went from 960 million to 1.15 billion
Australian dollars.

New Caledonia’s principal exports are still mining products, accounting for up to 56 billion CFP, and fishing
products for 2,75 billion CFP, together amounting to 90 per cent of total exports. In terms of the value of imports
which rose, in the period 1993 to 2002, from some 88 billion CFP to 127 billion CFP, 39 per cent came from
France, 13 per cent from Australia, 13 per cent from the European Union, 5 per cent from New Zealand, and the
remaining 20 per cent being shared between Singapore (10 per cent), the USA (4.3 per cent), Japan (3.3 per cent)
and other countries combined (12.4 per cent).

As an example, and so as not to overload the picture with figures, the balance of trade between Australia and
New Caledonia is negative for the latter (with an export/import cover rate of 20.7 per cent in 2002 and a deficit
in the balance of trade with Australia of 13 billion CFP). Australia is second largest supplier of goods to New
Caledonia after France. 6.6 per cent of New Caledonian exports go to the Australian market, ranked sixth out of
countries that import from New Caledonia, behind Japan, France, Taiwan, South Korea and Spain.

As for trade with New Zealand, the balance is even more negative. In 2003 New Caledonia imported goods to
the value of 6.9 billion CFP from New Zealand whereas its exports the other way amounted to barely 51 million
CFP, that is an export/import cover rate of less than 1 per cent. The fourth-ranking supplier of goods to New
Caledonia behind France, Australia and Singapore is New Zealand which supplies 4.2 per cent of New

                                                            
12 Meat production from cattle, pig, chicken and deer.
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Caledonian imports. The main imports are food products, machines and mechanical appliances, paper and
cardboard, and objects made of wood or aluminium13.

Aside from its two bigger neighbours, New Caledonia conducts some trade with Vanuatu and Fiji and, of course,
French Polynesia and Wallis and Futuna. The French-Pacific economic market has yet to come to fruition.

Tomorrow

The recent electoral results in New Caledonia, as, too, in French Polynesia, have radically transformed the
political landscape. The Kanak parties have not returned a single member to the assembly of the Southern
Province which will therefore be run exclusively by the Loyalists. In the Northern Province the assembly is
almost exclusively composed of pro-independence Kanak members. And in the Province of the Islands the full
spectrum of political parties who stood candidates for election in April 2004 will henceforth be represented in
the assembly.

The country will undoubtedly be difficult to govern as there is no longer an absolute majority in the Congress of
New Caledonia. It will therefore be a question of constantly forming new alliances between the different parties
and of the Congress proceeding item by item in order to have every piece of legislation put before it approved.

The change in the majority in the Southern Province can be explained by the erosion of power experienced by
Jacques Lafleur, as well as by the fact that a new generation of politicians has sought to achieve a transformation
of the power base by advocating increased social justice, increased equality, and an increased sharing of
resources. Indeed, New Caledonia faces the possibility that deep social divisions will spring up between those
who have economic power (business people, civil servants, members of the liberal professions and so forth) and
those who live in poverty on minimum wages and with only very limited access to consumer goods as a result.

But as well as that we have still to acknowledge the incredible disappearance of the pro-independence members
from the assembly of the Southern Province and, at the same time, that the two partners in the Noumea Accord
have lost the elections.

At base, the relationship between the French metropolis and New Caledonia will not be upset by the change in
the political situation. But that is not the case in French Polynesia where, in May, it was the pro-independence
parties who won the elections against the party of Gaston Flosse, who was in favour of French Polynesia
remaining in the French fold.

The Matignon and Noumea Accords support New Caledonia being more firmly grounded in its geographical
region, namely in the Melanesian arc. Links with the Republic of Vanuatu, where more than 30 per cent of the
population is French-speaking, would seem to be natural, but the paths to cooperation are not always easy.
Cooperation agreements have been signed in terms of education, training and economic exchanges. But putting
these into concrete effect has encountered difficulties for a number of different reasons, one of these being the
political instability experienced by Vanuatu since the beginning of the 1990s. New Caledonia is also looking to
establish itself in the Pacific market and takes part in a number of trade fairs held in Suva by the chambers of
commerce of the region. But New Caledonian exports find it difficult to compete in terms of price with products
exported by other countries from the Melanesian arc which are also situated in the commercial sphere of
influence of Australia and New Zealand.

For New Caledonia, its regional trading possibilities lie on a different plane. It is true that this potential will be
realised within the Melanesian arc, but in close partnership with Australia and New Zealand.

Indeed, analysts are unanimous in saying that political instability in Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands,
Vanuatu and Fiji in itself represents risk factors with regard to civil unrest and corruption, whether active or
passive (money laundering or hard drug trafficking). Successive Australian governments have shown particular
concern for the safety of their nationals who travel in the region as tourists and have therefore sought New
Caledonian cooperation from both the police and the military. The efficiency of the French police is recognised
by police forces around the world. It comes as no surprise then that regional meetings are being held in Noumea,
enlisting the services of the French national police who are present there, to exchange policing methods or

                                                            
13 Thanks to Peggy Roudaut, I was able to get all these statistical data from the Statistical Institute of New
Caledonia (ITSEE).
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information and to encourage the setting up of police networks within the States of the Southwest Pacific,
including, of course, Australia and New Zealand.

As has been going on for ten or so years now, a joint military operation between the French, Australian, New
Zealand, Tongan, Fijian and Papua New Guinean armies has just been held in New Caledonia. Its aim is to bring
together soldiers and officers from each of these countries and to organise a simulated inter-army commando
operation on one of the Loyalty Islands. This exercise is intended to establish a common skills base and to
prepare for a possible intervention against external threats in relation to populations in the Pacific Islands. War is
no longer anticipated as it once was. Now instead the focus is on disturbances related to civil war or acts of
terrorism and the ways in which they might occur. These exercises involve a number of warships, aeroplanes,
helicopters and light military matériel from these countries. More than 1200 men have taken part in them. When
the United Nations entrusted an Australian general with overseeing the military operation in East Timor, France
cooperated in this mission by sending field officers and a contingent of soldiers from New Caledonia.

Since 1988, Canberra and Wellington have had a better understanding of how France in the Pacific, through its
overseas entities, is their obvious ally. France has not insignificant means available to it to foster the
maintenance of regional cohesion, while keeping on good terms with the two countries concerned. Tahiti and
Noumea are also important trading partners of New Zealand and Australia as they derive greater commercial
benefits from trade with French Polynesia and New Caledonia than with the rest of the Pacific Island States.

Certainly the page on nuclear testing and on civil unrest in New Caledonia has now been turned and the image
that France conveys by means of her two territories is wholly positive among its neighbours. Nevertheless,
among the bureaucrats stationed in the different archipelagos old reflex reactions persist: the Australian
bureaucrats see the French bureaucrats, mainly diplomats or aid workers, as intruders in their sphere of influence
and vice versa. In this respect it is difficult to change mindsets and the weight of history even if the ministerial
authorities at the highest level might wish it.

Finally, as regards the question of regionalism in relation to the Pacific Islands and their future, it is appropriate
to refer to the Pacific Community which, in name and function, replaced the South Pacific Commission (SPC) at
the end of last century. This regional body, whose mission is to advance the development of the islands of the
Pacific, has been based in Noumea since its creation in Canberra in 1947. It gathers funds for regional
development from the initial, and continuing, sponsors of Australia, New Zealand, the United States and France,
without forgetting new partners such as the European Union and Japan among others. France has been an
important economic and financial partner of the regional organisation. At the beginning of the 1990s, when it
was still a question of moving the seat of the regional body to Suva, France militated for it to remain in Noumea
and it offered to finance the construction of new quarters in the most beautiful cove in the capital. This is an
architectural marvel, conceived and realised by a Fijian architect. It is true that the cost of living is expensive in
Noumea, despite the allowances paid to the bureaucrats and technical advisers of the Community, and the
temptation is therefore great to transfer it to Suva to make savings. Already certain services are now set up there.
It seems impossible to me, in the middle term, for the offices of the Pacific Community to be closed, merging it
with the South Pacific Forum in order to form the single regional organisation which certain countries, mainly
the Melanesians, have been demanding since the end of the 1980s.

Clearly, economies of scale would be made, redundancies avoided and a better structuring of development could
be brought about. But this not where the basic structural difficulty vis-à-vis the creation of the sole regional
organisation lies. Indeed, the South Pacific Forum has a political rather than technical mission while the Pacific
Community is essentially a technical body directed towards development. Resistance to the merging of the two
bodies is coming more from the Polynesian countries whose economic resources are poor in relation to those of
the Melanesian countries. These Polynesian countries have a greater need for development aid from the
metropolises and from the new partners of the Pacific Community than do the five Melanesian countries whose
resources are not comparable with Polynesia and Micronesia. They all know too that if the sole regional
organisation came into being, the States with small populations would be disadvantaged in different ways.
However, there is nothing to prevent the two organisations from working together more effectively and from
sharing some of their development programs.

Through a united group of Kanak pro-independence political parties, New Caledonia is an observer member at
the South Pacific Forum. For several years French Polynesia has claimed this status but without being granted it.
Now that the pro-independence side holds the political majority in Tahiti, it is foreseeable that the new president
of French Polynesia, Oscar Temaru, will take a seat as an observer. France in the Pacific would then be better
integrated into its English-speaking Pacific environment.
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Since the Matignon and Noumea Accords, each year the Forum and the Melanesian Spearhead, with the
approval of the UN Committee of 24, send investigative missions to New Caledonia to assess the political
climate and to verify that the terms of the two Accords are being adhered to. At the end of their visit as part of
these missions, some high-ranking Pacific leaders have come to declare publicly that France has been right to
make preparations for the emancipation of its territories without thereby hastening their accession to
constitutional independence in the way that certain other colonial powers have done.

What a surprising reversal in the way that history has unfolded!

Conclusions

The Melanesian arc is now undeniably facing difficulties. Are these difficulties structural?

It is true that Melanesia, by contrast with Polynesia, is made up of countries which became a State before there
was a Nation to go with it! This involves huge difficulties in terms of governance, and the lack of qualified
personnel  to get the machinery of State to function as it should is patently obvious. It is not being provocative to
state that Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are going to continue to evolve in a state of
persisting under-development.

During a seminar organised by the United Nations in Tonga in 1990, I proposed with a friend14 that, in the
interests of good governance in the countries of the Pacific, regalian matters should be conducted using a limited
form of centralised state machinery and that in other respects the running of these communities should be as
decentralised as possible. The idea is still a topical one, but political and administrative incompetence becomes
more entrenched from year to year and now calls for the intervention of the former colonial powers both to
maintain law and order and for the surveillance of the exclusive maritime economic zones (EEZ) of these island
States.

The Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs often states that, since the end of the 1980s, the economic
development of Papua New Guinea has no longer been progressing despite financial assistance from Canberra.
Demography is partly responsible, but so is bad governance.

Surely it is now time to reflect on the best way to contribute to the future development of these Pacific States? In
my view, everything revolves around education as a first step because citizens who have had the benefit of a
good education will have the requisite intellectual tools to foster the development of their country or their
archipelago. Given the challenges posed by globalisation, there is a need to bring forecasts about future
development into line with the realities of each local situation.

Most of the independent States of the Pacific are part of a network recognised by the European Union: the ACP
(Africa, Caribbean, Pacific) Group. It will be recalled that Ratu Mara had founded the Pacific Islands Forum to
strengthen the representation of Pacific States as a body in relation to the African and Caribbean countries. New
Caledonia and French Polynesia are associate members of the ACP Group.

The European Union has substantial financial resources available to spend on regional cooperation. It is
sufficient that three island countries of the Pacific region make a joint request in their respective indicative
programs for Brussels to examine it. I have not the least doubt that the European authorities would give support
to joint projects that are constructive and forward-looking for the region. Good governance – administrative,
accounting, financial and legal – has been in fashion for several years now. Why then not ask Brussels to fund
suitable tertiary-level training programs in governance, taking into consideration, naturally, the particular needs
and circumstances of the societies concerned and whether they support it? These could be run as a university
summer school in Suva, Port Vila or Noumea. This is of course just one suggestion among a number of others. It
is for those in the governments and administrations of the region to give serious consideration to the way
forward in terms of their education and training needs.

                                                            
14 Bonnemaison, J. & de Deckker, P., "State Needs and Stateless Societies" in Development and Planning in
Small Island Nations of the Pacific, UNDP, Nagoya, 1993, 281 p., pp. 19-26
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