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Polynesia in Review: Issues and Events,  
1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019

Reviews of American Sāmoa, Cook 
Islands, Hawai‘i, Norfolk Island, 
Sāmoa, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, and 
Wallis and Futuna are not included in 
this issue.

French Polynesia

The period under review was one of 
mixed messages. On one hand, French 
Polynesia’s reconnection with the rest 
of Oceania is accelerating, symbolized 
by an important business proposal 
with shareholders from other Polyne-
sian countries. On the other hand, the 
French state’s repressive colonial poli-
cies continue unabatedly: Just as an 
old act of arbitrary colonial injustice 
from the 1950s was finally revised, 
new acts were committed, with the 
French judiciary removing the pro-
independence opposition leader from 
the political scene and prosecuting him 
and two of his subordinates for minor 
irregularities that are common among 
local politicians. Meanwhile, tourism, 
the only significant economic motor of 
the country’s private sector, is taking 
off again, but long-term perspectives 
on how to overcome the dependency 
on French subsidies are still lacking, 
as the legacy of thirty years of nuclear 
testing continues to haunt the territory 
in all aspects.

As part of French President 
Emmanuel Macron’s plans to stream-
line France’s political system, in June 
2018 a project to reform French 
Polynesia’s organic law was initiated. 
Part of the project aimed to reduce the 

number of representatives of the ter-
ritory in the Paris National Assembly 
and Senate and to create term limits 
for the president of French Polynesia 
and the mayors of municipalities. 
These proposals met with protests 
across the local political spectrum 
(otr, 26 June, 7 July 2018).

Even more controversial was 
the clause recognizing the effects of 
nuclear testing that was to be inserted 
into the updated organic law of 
French Polynesia. After first recogniz-
ing the territory’s “contributions to 
nuclear deterrence and defense of the 
nation,” the clause then states that 
compensation by the French state for 
irradiation victims will be defined 
by law and that the French state will 
provide adjustments for structural and 
economic imbalances caused in conse-
quence of the tests (Légifrance 2019). 
While the second statement sounds 
good in principle, the 2010 Morin 
Law intended to provide such com-
pensation is still inefficient at offering 
meaningful relief to patients suffer-
ing from radiation-induced ailments, 
which is partly due to an amendment 
introduced by—ironically—one of 
French Polynesia’s own two senators, 
Lana Tetuanui (Tapura), and passed 
in November of 2018 (dt, 22 May 
2019). In consequence, nuclear test 
victim associations 193 and Moruroa 
e Tatou staged a mass demonstration 
with more than a thousand partici-
pants on 2 July 2019, the fifty-third 
anniversary of the first nuclear bomb 
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explosion on Moruroa, to demand a 
real commitment from French authori-
ties to the compensation of testing 
victims (dt, 3 July 2019).

The other major element in the 
organic law amendment was a modi-
fication of real property law so that 
inherited family lands could be more 
easily divided between heirs (Polynésie 
Première, 15 April 2019). Although 
many property owners will certainly 
benefit from this modification, it 
can also be seen as problematic, as it 
will accelerate the sale of such lands 
and thereby further contribute to the 
dispossession of native families, which 
started more than a century ago when 
the French colonizer replaced the 
traditional land tenure system with 
one of private ownership according to 
French civil law.

While supported by the ruling 
Tapura Huiraatira party of French 
Polynesia President Edouard Fritch, 
the organic law amendment was 
rejected in its entirety by the opposi-
tion parties Tahoeraa Huiraatira and 
Tavini Huiraatira. The formerly pro-
French and now increasingly anticolo-
nial Tahoeraa instead advocated for a 
referendum in 2025 on a status of free 
association with France (somewhat 
similar to the current relationship of 
Cook Islands and Niue with Aotearoa/
New Zealand), whereas the pro-inde-
pendence Tavini suggested modifying 
the French constitution to allow a 
similar process to that created though 
the Nouméa Accord in New Caledo-
nia (ti, 16 Nov 2018; rnz, 22 Nov 
2018).

After a series of debates and minor 
modifications, the amendment was 
eventually passed by the French 
legislators in late May (ti, 23 May 

2019) and finally signed into law by 
President Macron in July. Prior to 
becoming law, parts of the amendment 
had been declared unconstitutional 
by the French Constitutional Coun-
cil and had to be further modified 
(ti, 27 June 2018). Some of those 
parts were rewritten and passed as a 
separate law (ti, 11 July 2019). The 
only parliamentarian representing the 
territory in Paris not affiliated with 
Tapura, Deputy Moetai Brotherson 
(Tavini), voted against or abstained 
each time.

Meanwhile, the country’s economic 
performance has been slowly improv-
ing. Statistics published in March 
indicated that from January to 
November 2018, 198,500 tourists 
came to the country, 7.9 percent more 
than in 2017 (ti, 1 March 2019). This 
means that the visitor business, the 
only major income-generating indus-
try besides French subsidies, appears 
to be growing once more after major 
setbacks during the past two decades.

Riding on the wave of growing 
tourism, at the end of August 2018, 
the country government signed an 
agreement with the Māori-Samoan 
consortium Kaitiaki Tagaloa to invest 
in a planned hotel complex in Outu-
maoro, a district of the municipality 
of Punaauia on the northwest coast 
of Tahiti. The consortium consists of 
Māori real estate companies Kaitiaki 
Property and Iwi International, whose 
principal capital comes from compen-
sation payments made by the New 
Zealand government for past injustices 
and seizures of land in the nineteenth 
century, and the Samoan hotel com-
pany Grey Group (known for its origi-
nal hotel Aggie Grey’s in Apia), which 
already owns five other luxury hotels 
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in French Polynesia (ti, 17 Aug 2019; 
rnz, 20 Aug 2019).

The project in Outumaoro, vari-
ously referred to as Mahana Beach 
or Tahitian Village, is envisioned as 
a vast resort complex with hotels, 
restaurants, department stores, and 
recreational facilities, modeled on 
Waikīkī in Hawai‘i or Tumon in 
Guam, and has been in the planning 
stages for several years. However, 
there have so far not been enough 
reliable investors to fund the mega-
project, and the planned contract with 
Kaitiaki Tagaloa would still cover only 
about one-third of the overall project. 
Unlike potential US, Chinese, or Mid-
dle Eastern investors, however, whose 
interest in the project was viewed with 
suspicion by large parts of the popula-
tion, Kaitiaki Tagaloa were welcomed 
as fellow Polynesian entrepreneurs. 
At an earlier meeting to discuss the 
project, Tukoroirangi Morgan, ceo of 
Iwi International and former president 
of the Māori Party, had stated that he 
was very proud of the project, which 
to him symbolized that Polynesians 
could come together and cooperate 
economically as one family (ti, 13 
April 2018). However, nearly one year 
later it was announced that Kaitiaki 
Tagaloa was pulling out of the project, 
as no other investor had been found to 
provide the rest of the capital needed 
(ti, 3 July 2019). 

For the second economic megapro-
ject, an aquaculture farm on Hao atoll 
run by Chinese-funded joint-venture 
company Tahiti Nui Ocean Foods, 
construction has begun but is appar-
ently stalling. Investigative journalist 
Dominique Schmitt of Tahiti-Pacifique 
Magazine hence wondered whether 
the project was really intended to be 

a fish farm or rather a supply base for 
Chinese fishing vessels or even a future 
strategic base (Schmitt 2019).

Perhaps the most important events, 
however, were a series of judicial 
decisions that shed light on French 
colonial injustices of the past while 
creating new ones in the present.

On 24 October, the French Court 
of Revisions in Paris ruled that the 
1959 conviction of Tahitian politi-
cian Pouvanaa a Oopa (1895–1977) 
was unlawful and thus annulled it 
as invalid (ti, 24 Oct 2018; tpm, 
16 Nov 2018). Pouvanaa, who today 
is nearly universally considered to be 
the founder of the modern political 
culture of French Polynesia, had in 
the 1940s and 1950s led the resis-
tance against the arbitrariness of the 
colonial system and in 1949 founded 
the first political party of the terri-
tory, Rassemblement Démocratique 
des Populations Tahitiennes (rdpt), 
under whose banner he had been 
elected deputy of the territory in the 
French National Assembly. When 
Paris granted limited autonomy to all 
French territories in 1957, Pouvanaa 
became vice president (akin to chief 
minister) of the territorial government. 
A year later, however, in violation of 
his parliamentary immunity, he was 
arrested on dubious charges, dismissed 
from his posts, and sentenced to a 
long prison sentence for allegedly 
inciting arson. Meanwhile, the ter-
ritory lost its limited autonomy and 
was placed once again under direct 
authoritarian colonial rule, and the 
rdpt party was banned. All of this, 
of course, was to pave the way for the 
nuclear weapons testing center on the 
atolls of Moruroa and Fangataufa, 
which began construction in 1962 and 
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was operational from 1966 to 1996. 
Pouvanaa remained under house arrest 
in France for ten years and was not 
allowed to return to Tahiti until 1968; 
he was prevented from being a found-
ing father of a nation that was denied 
a normal path of decolonization due 
to nuclear neocolonialism.

It had been clear from the begin-
ning that Pouvanaa had fallen victim 
to a political show trial, and over the 
past decade or so, French historian 
Jean-Marc Regnault has meticu-
lously gathered evidence from vari-
ous French archives to back up this 
view (Regnault 2016). As a result, in 
February 2013 the French National 
Assembly submitted an official request 
for revision of the trial to the Justice 
Minister, who forwarded it to the 
Court of Appeals in 2014.

Pouvanaa’s descendants were 
delighted with the court’s decision, 
as were politicians from almost all 
parties, including President Edouard 
Fritch and former president Oscar 
Temaru. However, the other opposi-
tion party, former President Gaston 
Flosse’s Tahoeraa Huiraatira, stated 
its disappointment about the verdict, 
which in Flosse’s opinion did not go 
far enough. In a press release, Flosse 
said the court had merely reversed the 
verdict but had not declared the trial 
frivolous from the beginning. There-
fore, Pouvanaa had by no means been 
rehabilitated, and the French state had 
not truly admitted its colonial injustice 
(ti, 26 Oct 2018). Once more, this 
latest move by Flosse caused conster-
nation, as he had been a longtime 
staunch supporter of French colonial 
policies but was now trying to outdo 
even the pro-independence party in 
anti-colonial rhetoric.

Flosse was right, however, in 
doubting the French judicial system’s 
commitment to justice. On 26 Octo-
ber, merely two days after the historic 
verdict on Pouvanaa, opposition 
leader Temaru lost his seat in the 
Assembly of French Polynesia due 
to a ruling by the French Council of 
State (France’s highest administrative 
court) based on the court’s finding 
that there were irregularities and gaps 
in the documentation of Temaru’s 
party’s finances before the last elec-
tion in April 2018. As a result of this 
violation of French election campaign 
financing laws, Tavini lost its claim to 
state reimbursement of its campaign 
costs, and Temaru, who as the head of 
his party’s list is considered personally 
responsible, lost his assembly seat for 
a year. Until then, Cécile Mercier will 
take Temaru’s place in the assembly 
(ti, 26 Oct 2018).

Temaru and his party were under-
standably outraged by the decision, 
which he described as a colonial plot 
by France to silence the independence 
movement, given that similar irregu-
larities in party financing have been 
commonplace in French Polynesia 
and have never been penalized so 
harshly by the judiciary. A few weeks 
earlier, on 2 October, Temaru had filed 
a lawsuit against all former French 
presidents who had ordered nuclear 
tests in French Polynesia for crimes 
against humanity at the Interna-
tional Criminal Court in The Hague 
(ti, 9 Oct 2018), a move the French 
state and pro-French politicians had 
severely denounced (ti, 10 Oct 2018). 
This therefore suggested, according 
to Tavini, that the judicial decision 
against its leader was in fact an act of 
revenge by the French state apparatus, 
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and Temaru hence compared it to the 
Pouvanaa case of 1959 (ti, 30 Oct 
2018).

Temaru was backed up in this 
interpretation by his former archrival, 
Flosse. On his return from New Cale-
donia on 28 October, where he had 
supported the Kanak independence 
parties in their referendum campaign, 
Temaru was warmly welcomed at the 
airport by Flosse and his followers. 
Flosse, who himself is excluded from 
participating in the political life of the 
country until 2023 because of a con-
viction in a corruption affair, spoke of 
growing colonial injustice, which aims 
to silence politicians skeptical of Paris 
(Tahoeraa Huiraatira, 28 Oct 2018). 
A few days later, Flosse and Temaru 
gave a symbolic joint press conference 
in front of the Pouvanaa monument in 
Papeete (ti, 30 Oct 2013).

But that was not the end of this 
new wave of judicial persecution 
against Tavini. At the end of Novem-
ber, Temaru was briefly taken into 
police custody and interrogated, 
having been accused of misappropri-
ating municipal funds for political 
purposes. Also accused, apprehended, 
and interrogated alongside Temaru 
were Vito Maamaatuaiahutapu and 
Heinui LeCaill, the former and current 
directors, respectively, of the municipal 
radio station Te Reo o Tefana of the 
city of Faaa, of which Temaru has been 
mayor since 1983 (ti, 29 Nov 2018).

The basis of the accusations was 
that the station had allegedly violated 
the political neutrality required from a 
municipal radio station and over many 
years unilaterally reported in favor of 
one political party. Since its found-
ing in the 1980s, Te Reo o Tefana has 
been the only radio station in French 

Polynesia ever to report on indepen-
dence and to criticize French nuclear 
tests. The prosecutor argued that this 
was advertising for Mayor Temaru’s 
pro-independence Tavini Huiraatira 
at the expense of other, pro-French 
political parties.

The judicial inquiry and trial 
dragged on for most of 2018, fuel-
ing suspicions by Temaru and other 
members of his party that it was 
indeed a move controlled remotely by 
the French state to silence Tavini (dt, 
20 June 2018). All three defendants 
vehemently denied the accusations, 
arguing that speaking out against the 
nuclear tests and in favor of indepen-
dence should not be considered parti-
san politics but rather expressions of 
opinion covered by freedom of speech 
and the right to self-determination (ti, 
14 June 2019; dt, 10 June 2019).

The judgment on 10 September 
came as an additional shock. All 
defendants were found guilty; Temaru 
received a prison sentence of six 
months, which was suspended pend-
ing his adherence to the conditions 
of probation, and a fine of 5 million 
cfp francs (about us$50,000), while 
Maamaatuaiahutapu and Le Caill 
received three-month and one-month 
probational jail terms and fines of 
3 million and 500,000 cfp francs, 
respectively. The radio station as a 
corporate entity, however, was ordered 
to pay a draconian fine of 100 million 
cfp francs (about us$1 million), a fine 
ten times higher than the 10 million 
cfp francs requested by the prosecu-
tor. Maamaatuaiahutapu stated that 
since it was well known that the radio 
station had no way to pay the required 
fine, an implementation of the verdict 
would mean the seizure of its assets 
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and its subsequent closure (dt, 10 Sept 
2019). The judgment was therefore 
hard to interpret as anything but a 
move to silence the most important 
opposition media. Unsurprisingly, all 
three defendants, both for themselves 
and on behalf of the radio station, 
appealed the verdict (dt, 11 Sept 
2019).

There were more minor cases of 
French colonial injustice as well. 
Later in 2019, two men on Moorea 
Island who had been attacked by a 
stray dog on their plantation and had 
subsequently killed and eaten it were 
sentenced to suspended prison terms 
and fines for supposed cruelty to ani-
mals, even though they had killed the 
dog efficiently without causing it any 
unnecessary pain (ti, 30 Aug 2019). 
Dog meat has been part of Oceanian 
peoples’ diets for centuries; hence the 
judgment was yet another example of 
arbitrarily imposing French cultural 
norms and disregarding local ones. 
Considering the quick slaughtering of 
a dog a “cruelty” appears particularly 
hypocritical in a society in which mass 
production of meat from other mam-
mal species like cattle and pigs—often 
under highly stressful conditions for 
the animals—is not only tolerated but 
EU-subsidized and in which practices 
of deliberate and repeated cruelty to 
animals, such as force-feeding geese to 
produce foie gras, remain legal.

At the same time, major injus-
tices were carried out against French 
Polynesia’s neighboring territory 
Pitcairn, as requests to exempt trade 
to Pitcairn from Mangareva, French 
Polynesia’s easternmost inhabited 
island, from the need to go through 
the international port of Papeete were 
refused (see review of Pitcairn, this 

issue). This obstruction of trade vital 
to the small community of Pitcairn is 
yet another example of how inflexible 
colonial bureaucracies keep dividing 
Oceania. It markedly contrasts with 
the handling of a similar issue by two 
independent states in the region, as Fiji 
had recently authorized direct trade 
between Rotuma, Fiji’s outer island, 
and neighboring Tuvalu (Fiji Times, 
19 May 2015).

With ongoing acts of colonialism 
like these, it is no surprise that France 
was condemned by the United Nations 
General Assembly for the sixth year 
in a row for refusing cooperation 
with the UN Decolonization Commit-
tee regarding French Polynesia. The 
assembly also reiterated that, despite 
claims by the Fritch government to 
the contrary, the territory does not 
satisfy international standards for self-
government (United Nations 2018). At 
a previous session of the UN Decolo-
nization Committee, decolonization 
expert Carlyle Corbin had warned 
that any accommodation of current 
colonial arrangements would con-
tradict the UN’s mission of complete 
decolonization of all remaining non-
self-governing territories (idn, 29 June 
2018).

While the political party Tavini 
Huiraatira continues to be by far the 
largest organized movement advo-
cating for decolonization, alterna-
tive, more marginal movements for 
independence continue to operate 
outside the system. Perhaps the most 
prominent of these, the so-called 
Kingdom or Republic of Pakumotu, 
is still alive and well. After its leader 
served a prison term for ordering 
armed resistance against French police 
forces, and after evictions from previ-
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ous locations, Pakumotu established 
new headquarters in Taunoa on the 
outskirts of Papeete (Polynésie Pre-
mière, 11 Sept 2018). Various similar 
movements keep attracting followers 
as well—one of them linked to the 
Atooi movement in Hawai‘i (Radio 1 
Tahiti, 10 April 2019)—each claiming 
to operate entirely outside the French 
system and accusing the others of 
being one step closer within it.

In reality, all of these problems 
need to be analyzed in the context of 
thirty years of nuclear testing, which 
has poisoned not only the country’s 
environment and its people’s health 
but also people’s minds. The country 
is as dependent on the influx of French 
money as ever before, yet the distribu
tion of that money is extremely 
unequal. While the upper and middle 
classes who most profit from this 
influx want the system to continue 
indefinitely and to enjoy life in luxury, 
many of the poor who reap no profits 
from the system attempt to escape 
reality in one way or another, be it 
drugs, fundamentalist Christian cults, 
or eccentric political movements (dt, 
15 Dec 2009; tpm, 21 April 2017; ti, 
23 Aug 2019; rnz, 11 April 2019).

Still it seems that moves toward 
more self-governance will be inevitable 
in the long run, and a resolution of all 
of these social problems can only be 
achieved through a genuine process of 
decolonization and postcolonial nation 
building. According to historian 
Jean-Marc Regnault, it appears that 
the quasi-unanimity of the political 
spectrum has now settled on Pouva-
naa as a national hero, on denouncing 
nuclear testing as a colonial injustice, 
and on the importance of preserv-
ing local languages—three important 

elements that can be seen as nation-
building blocks, besides the more 
symbolic flag and anthem (Regnault 
2019). But in order to create a func-
tioning nation-state with social justice 
for all of its citizens, there is indeed 
still a long way to go.

Around the review period, a num-
ber of important personages in local 
culture and politics passed away.

In June 2018, Hubert Brémond 
passed away and was buried in his 
home village of Parea on Huahine (dt, 
19 June 2018). A former journalist, 
poet, and spiritual leader, Brémond 
had been one of the leading activists 
of the cultural renaissance movement 
of the 1970s and 1980s, alongside the 
famous Henri Hiro. Brémond’s poem 
“Porinetia,” published trilingually 
in the Fiji-based literature review 
Mana and later set to music by Bobby 
Holcomb, remains well-known to this 
day (Brémond 1982).

The incumbent mayor of Punaauia 
(the country’s third-largest city 
after Faaa and Papeete) and Tapura 
representative in the assembly, Rony 
Tumahai, passed away on 25 August 
2018 at age sixty-nine. He had been 
mayor since 2008 and was succeeded 
in office by his deputy, Simplicio 
Lissant (tntv, 25 Aug 2018).

On 17 April 2019, Marquesan 
politician René Kohumoetini died at 
age seventy. He had served for a long 
period as mayor of Ua Pou Island 
(1984–2001) and for an even longer 
time represented his archipelago in the 
assembly as a member of Tahoeraa 
from 1982 to 2013.

A legend of local politics, Jean 
Juventin, died 28 May 2019 at age 
ninety-one. A former schoolteacher, 
Juventin was mayor of Papeete from 
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1977 to 1993. At the same time, he 
was the leader of the Here Aia party, 
a direct successor to Pouvanaa’s 
rdpt, which later frequently switched 
alliances between Flosse’s Tahoeraa, 
Temaru’s Tavini, and various third 
parties—an erratic sequence of coali-
tions typical for local politics. Thanks 
to some of these turbulent alliances, 
Juventin was also elected one of the ter-
ritory’s deputies to the French National 
Assembly from 1978 to 1986 and from 
1993 to 1997 (ti, 28 May 2019).

Just a few days later, on 31 May 
2019, another veteran politician, 
Tamara Bopp-Dupont, née Mou Seng, 
died at age seventy-five. A convinced 
antinuclear and pro-independence 
activist, Bopp-Dupont served as 
an assembly member for Tavini 
Huiraatira from 1996 to 2013 and 
was also assistant mayor of the village 
of Afareaitu on Moorea from 2008 
to 2013. Due to differences with the 
party leadership, however, she left 
Tavini prior to the 2018 elections and 
joined Flosse’s Tahoeraa (ti, 31 May 
2019; dt, 3 June 2019).

lorenz gonschor
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