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New Caledonia

The year 1999 saw the first real test
of New Caledonia’s new governing
statutes, based on the Noumea Accord
of May 1998. Just before Christmas
1998, the French Parliament in Paris
passed into law provisions that would
irreversibly transfer powers to New
Caledonia over the next fifteen to
twenty years, allow for a local presi-
dent to be elected by Congress, and
also permit that legislative body to
enact “laws of the country” (pir, 23
Dec 1998), thus granting significantly
more self-government in a transitional
period of shared sovereignty. High-
lights of 1999 would be the May elec-
tions and their impact, quasi-political
labor union unrest, and debates about
the future.

Some critics of the Noumea Accord
had warned that it would empower
anti-independence politicians from the
multiethnic, industrial Southern
Province (where the capital, Noumea,
is located and 70 percent of the popu-
lation lives) to make the new “laws of
the country” and thus would relegate

the nationalist parties to a minority,
opposition role in Congress (Maclellan
1999). Rock Wamytan of the Front de
Libération Nationale Kanak et Social-
iste (flnks) and Jacques Lafleur of
the loyalist Rassemblement pour la
Calédonie dans la République (rpcr)
had both heralded the accord, but for
different reasons. Lafleur was pleased
at assuredly forestalling independence
during his career, while Wamytan was
content with the concessions made
short of independence, that is, increas-
ing autonomy as a step toward decol-
onization. As the May provincial elec-
tions neared, gamblers lined up behind
two emerging patronage systems, that
of the flnks and the rpcr, while
splinter groups took their own stands
or crossed over the political divide.

The election results were more
encouraging for the rpcr than for the
flnks, but neither could claim a clear
majority in the Congress. The rpcr
won 24 of 54 seats, but Lafleur voiced
disappointment that the right-wing
Front National, which doubled its
seats to 4, had kept his party from
clear control by scaring people about
the future. In addition, dissident loy-
alist Didier Leroux’ Alliance pour la
Calédonie won 3 seats (an increase of
one) by campaigning against Lafleur’s
monopolism. On the nationalist side,
the flnks won 12 seats, the Parti de
Libération Kanak (Palika) 6, and
Nidoish Naisseline’s Libération Kanak
Socialiste 1, for a total of 19 pro-
independence seats. Dissident moder-
ates from the nationalist camp had
formed the gradualist Fédération des
Comités de Coordination Indépen-
dantistes (fcci) and won four seats,
which provided Lafleur with the ally
he needed to form the requisite
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majority of 28 in Congress. He called
the fcci “a party of peace” (pir, 11
May 1999).

In the provincial assemblies, the
rpcr dominated the South, holding
25 of 40 seats, but the flnks and
other nationalist parties kept control
of the North (14 of 22 seats) and
Islands (10 of 14 seats), perpetuating
the quasi-partition of the country into
two political camps that has tended to
prevail for a decade and a half. For-
mer Northern Province President Leo-
pold Joredié found himself in the
opposition, as a representative of the
fcci, while Paul Neaoutyine, mayor
of Poindimié, led the largest bloc in
the North, that of Palika, which out-
polled the flnks 8–6. In the Islands,
the nationalists made enough gains to
avoid power-sharing, as Naisseline
had done with the rpcr after 1995,
but in the South loyalist parties con-
trolled all but 6 seats out of 40.
French High Commissioner Domi-
nique Bur assured people that his
office would continue to “be the
guarantor of public liberty, also of
legalities” (pir, 12 May 1999), despite
a rather biased record of Parisian sup-
port for loyalists in the courts. Les
Nouvelles-Calédoniennes, the local
daily paper, called the elections a vic-
tory for both the rpcr and the flnks
but also noted that the Front National
had established itself in New Caledo-
nia, having drawn votes away from
other loyalists (NC, 10 May 1999).

Tensions emerged as the newly
elected representatives formed a gov-
ernment. When Lafleur bragged in
advance that his coalition would
make the anti-independence mayor of
Noumea, Jean Lèques, president of
the executive, Nicole Waia, the out-

spoken head of the radical Kanak sta-
tion Radio Djiido who had just won 
a Congressional seat, proposed that
the presidency rotate between the
rpcr and flnks (pir, 13 May 1999).
Lafleur’s prediction about Lèques was
accurate, and the rpcr-fcci took 7 
of the 11 seats in the new cabinet,
including economics, education, and
labor, while the flnks received only
4, such as health and culture. The
vice-presidency went to Joredié of the
fcci. Wamytan immediately accused
the new government of “drifting away
from the spirit and the letter of the
Noumea Accord” (ran, 31 May 1999),
and he also criticized Joredié’s posi-
tion, arguing that the fcci was not a
true independence party. Raphael
Mapou, former Palika leader and now
president of the fcci, retorted that the
flnks “has fulfilled its historical mis-
sion. Today the challenge of the
Noumea Accord is to move on, to
bring people together.” He justified
the fcci-rpcr alliance, saying it
would bridge the two sides and
change people’s attitudes (pir, 7 June
1999). When the dissident fcci first
organized a year earlier, Mapou had
accused the flnks of losing touch
with its base, since the goal of a
Kanak socialist state was “no longer
relevant in the current political con-
text [and] too abstract” (abc, 19 May
1998). Sadly for the fcci, Vice Presi-
dent Joredié ended 1999 under a
cloud of financial scandal, for nepo-
tism during his tenure as former flnks
president of the Northern Province
(NC, 13 Dec 1999).

The new government began meet-
ing in early June, but French Minister
of Overseas Territories Jean-Jack
Queyranne swore it in officially on 
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21 June, hailing it as a step toward
decolonization, as the territory builds
its own identity in the region, apart
from France (pir, 21 June 1999). A
few days later, Thierry Lataste
replaced Bur as French high commis-
sioner, a promotion after two years of
service under Bur in New Caledonia
(NC, 24 June 1999). The French
National Assembly allocated the
equivalent of more than one billion
US dollars to be spent in its overseas
departments and territories in 2000,
an increase of 3.6 percent over 1999.
Queyranne explained that the French
state would not withdraw from its
dependencies simply because “auton-
omy becomes more prominent” (pir,
19 Nov 1999). In Honolulu in Sep-
tember, French Ambassador Pierre
Garrigue-Guyonnaud, permanent sec-
retary for the Pacific, announced that
his goal was to expand French
engagement with the Pacific via its
territories. In the 1980s, New Caledo-
nia had been “stumbling around in
crisis, bumping into walls,” he said,
but the Noumea Accord represented a
consensual solution of shared sover-
eignty (Garrigue-Guyonnaud 1999).
France had agreed to continue fund-
ing training courses and personnel
exchanges with Vanuatu (pir, 29 Mar
1999), and it sent a thousand New
Caledonian soldiers on a UN peace-
keeping mission to East Timor (NC, 
15 Oct 1999). 

Meanwhile, the Melanesian Spear-
head Group discussed arrangements
to facilitate free trade among its mem-
bers, which include not only four sov-
ereign states but also the flnks.
Spearhead foreign ministers voiced
concern over “the level of involve-
ment by Melanesians in the new New

Caledonian Parliament,” since the
flnks held a minority of cabinet 
seats (pir, 30 Mar, 29 June 1999). 
In August, delegations from both the
South Pacific Forum and the United
Nations visited New Caledonia to
speak to the leading political parties
about progress toward self-determina-
tion under the Noumea Accord.
Wamytan complained to them about
the lack of “collegiality” in the new
government, but Lafleur claimed that
the flnks and the rpcr were no
longer adversaries but “partners” (NC,
20, 25 Aug 1999). France attempted
to send New Caledonian President
Lèques to Palau to attend the annual
South Pacific Forum summit for the
first time, but his French military
plane broke down in Australia, leav-
ing only Wamytan to represent his
country at the Forum, though he was
officially not allowed to speak because
he was not head of state (NC, 5 Oct
1999). The flnks had been attending
the Forum informally for thirteen
years already, to pave the way for
wider participation by the country in
international organizations (NC, 6 Oct
1999). Despite Lèques’ absence, the
Forum formally granted New Caledo-
nia observer status at future meetings,
based on its apparently clear path of
advancement toward self-government
(ran, 12 Oct 1999).

These ongoing contradictions
reached a peak in October, when the
French Senate was due to vote on a
constitutional amendment passed by
the French lower house, the National
Assembly, the previous year. The
amendment would change French
Polynesia from an overseas territory
to an overseas “country” (without full
sovereignty), allow New Caledonia
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and French Polynesia to have their
own citizenship, and limit the elec-
torate that could vote in a future ref-
erendum on New Caledonian inde-
pendence. The flnks wanted to freeze
the electoral roll as of 1998, while the
rpcr wanted a more liberal criterion
of ten years’ residence in New Cale-
donia (NC, 30 Sep 1999). Lafleur had
already objected to French Polynesia’s
being allowed to become an overseas
country, arguing that it would
amount to “independence within
France,” adding, “If France pours so
much money into French Polynesia, it
should have control of it” (NC, 24
June 1999). He and Pierre Frogier,
both rpcr members of the National
Assembly, went to France to consult
with Queyranne and Gaullist Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac. The posturing in
Paris included a threat by Wamytan
to pull out of the New Caledonian
cabinet because the rpcr was failing
to share power as the Noumea Accord
prescribed (pir, 1 Oct 1999), and a
threat from Lafleur to resign from
Chirac’s metropolitan Rassemblement
pour la République if the Caledonian
electoral rolls were frozen. Lafleur
told the press, “The Noumea Accord,
that’s me” (NC, 7, 21 Oct 1999), thus
paraphrasing the famous seventeenth
century claim by King Louis XIV of
France that he was the state. After
lobbying by both sides, the Senate
passed the bill, defining New Cale-
donian citizens as having resided in
the country for ten years before 1998,
and Chirac called for the full French
Congress to convene in January 2000
to give its combined approval to the
measure (NC, 13, 27 Oct 1999).

Even more dramatic than the May
and October politicking was ongoing

industrial action by New Caledonia’s
powerful labor unions, which in the
past have often served to put pressure
on  political leaders to make progress.
The year began with the arrest and
imprisonment of four dock workers
for instigating a militant blockade of
Noumea’s port during the campaign-
ing for the referendum that approved
the Noumea Accord in November
1998 (ran, 28 Jan 1999). Sectors of
intense union strike actions would
include the nickel mining industry,
commercial companies run by Lafleur
or his family and friends, and the fire
department, airports, port, and radio
station. In mid-May, the Nakety nickel
mine in the Northern Province was
closed and occupied by local residents
after the owners, the Ballande Group,
laid off thirty workers. Rival villages
blockaded the site, a mining company
employee was shot by a sniper, and
electric power was sabotaged, in what
Les Nouvelles-Calédoniennes called a
“tribal war” (NC, 8 Sep, 20 Aug 1999).
In response, nickel truckers protested
with sixty-three vehicles in Noumea’s
streets, on the same day that Noumea
firemen demanded pay equal to that
of their counterparts in France (NC,
11 Oct 1999). Meanwhile, a two-
month strike paralyzed the domestic
airport at Magenta, because the pro-
flnks Union Syndicaliste des Travail-
leurs Kanak et Exploités (ustke)
objected to the hiring of a nonindige-
nous worker when young Caledo-
nians who had been trained were
unable to find jobs (NC, 10 June, 2
Aug 1999).

A broader pattern of strike actions
against Lafleur’s financial empire took
on even more obvious political over-
tones. In June, the powerful Union
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Syndicaliste des Ouvriers et Employés
de la Nouvelle-Calédonie (usoenc),
began a three-month campaign against
three companies owned by Lafleur’s
family—Cellocal, Sotrapa, and Sofra-
plast, manufacturers of packaging and
toilet products—because thirty-six
employees had been fired. As strikers
blockaded the companies and even
Lafleur’s political headquarters, occu-
pied buildings, and chained them shut,
Tontouta airport and the port also
suffered blockades, and anyone who
tried to cross the barriers was roughed
up. Within a month, usoenc, ustke
and two other unions organized a
general strike, and perhaps eight
thousand protesters marched through
Noumea to present a petition to the
High Commission and the Employers’
Federation, asking for more recogni-
tion and representation, as well as an
increase in the minimum wage to the
equivalent of us$1,000 per month.
Lèques, Frogier, and Lafleur all
accused the unions of playing politics,
and their leaders obliged by calling
the general strike “historic.”  Didier
Guénan of the usoenc told his peo-
ple, “You have proved that in this
country there are free men and
women. New Caledonia will never
develop if workers don’t have their
say” (NC, 9 July, 26 Aug, 8 Oct 1999;
ran, 11 June 1999). 

After a court ordered that the pro-
testers be removed, Lafleur climbed
the barricade outside Cellocal, shout-
ing “I’m President of this Province.
This is like living under a totalitarian
regime!” Guénan replied, “Look who’s
talking” (NC, 23 July 1999). In late
August, a government-company-union
settlement mandated that us$300,000
be paid to the thirty-six dismissed

employees and that other jobs be
found for them. Lafleur commented,
“I’m tired. My fighting spirit is intact,
but I’m 66. And I’d like to have time
to play the piano, paint, visit Central
Europe. . . . Already, I don’t chair the
Southern Province’s sessions any more,
and I’m tired of the National Assem-
bly meetings in Paris.” He named
Frogier as his preferred successor (NC,
30, 31 Aug 1999). Then a strike led
by ustke at Radio France Overseas
antagonized not only the rpcr and
the French state but also usoenc.
After initial protests in September,
ustke shut down the radio station 
for a week in October, because three
Kanak employees had been suspended
for trying to prevent a conservative
businessman from expressing his views
on a live talk show, thereby raising 
a number of difficult issues. When
Radio France Overseas rebroadcast
the show, but also agreed to suspend
its disciplinary actions pending a court
ruling and to encourage the promo-
tion of Kanak workers at the rfo,
both Lèques and usoenc objected
strongly over the issue of freedom 
of speech and equal treatment for 
all races. usoenc closed down the
station itself to show disapproval 
(NC, 27 Sep, 5–22 Oct 1999). In 
addition, tourism declined because 
of the strikes (NC, 8 Dec 1999).

The latter part of the year saw
planning to implement the transfer of
power from Paris to the territory,
including primary education, labor
relations, external trade, and mining
(NC, 20 Aug 1999), but the cost of
such devolution to local agencies
meant that revenues had to be
increased. In December, the Congress
reinstated a defunct general tax on
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services of 4 percent, as well as a gen-
eral tax on imports (NC, 8 Dec 1999).
Economic indicators remained fairly
robust despite all the industrial
actions: an increasing money supply
yet low inflation (pir, 13 Jan 1999;
NC, 31 Aug 1999), optimism by for-
eign investors due to the Noumea
Accord, the recovering nickel market,
and the prospect that the world’s
largest deposit of natural gas may lie
in local waters (pir, 29 June 1999, 
bh 1999; ran, 10 Nov 1999). Mean-
while, the new sixteen-member Senate
of traditional chiefs began its task of
articulating and safeguarding Kanak
identity, including land settlements
(NC, 30 Aug 1999), and the Congress
passed its first “law of the country,”
aimed at reducing health costs (NC, 
20 Oct 1999).

There were some encouraging signs
of national reconciliation and local
autonomy in 1999. The French Uni-
versity, for example, separated from
its parent in Tahiti and entered into
cooperative arrangements with uni-
versities in Fiji and Australia (ran, 9
Feb 1999); tales from Wallis and
Futuna, whose migrants make up
almost 10 percent of the local popula-
tion now, were featured along with
Kanak storytellers at the Jean-Marie
Tjibaou Cultural Center (pir, 19 Aug
1999); and a multiracial Green Party
formed to address growing environ-
mental issues in New Caledonia, such
as strip-mining (pir, 2 Feb 1999). In
addition, the names of Kanak soldiers
who fought for France in the world
wars will be added to those of Euro-
pean residents on the War Memorial
monument in central Noumea, and
letters from World War I soldiers (half
of whom were Kanak) were shown at

the Noumea Museum (NC, 7 June
1999; pir, 12 Nov 1999). Some con-
troversy arose over whether to rename
Possession Day, celebrated every 24
September to commemorate the first
landing by the French and their claim
of annexation in 1853. Moderate
Kanak on the new Citizenship Com-
mission wanted it called Citizenship
Day, but the local Council on Indige-
nous Peoples opposed the change, as
a reminder to everyone of the colonial
legacy (NC, 21 Sep, 1 Oct 1999).

david a chappell
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