
WILL TAHITI EVER BE 
INDEPENDENT?

Lorenz Gonschor, PhD

Senior lecturer and associate dean

‘Atenisi University



WHERE IS 
TAHITI?



WHERE IS TAHITI?

French Polynesia: 

 118 islands

 Land surface: 4,000 km2

 EEZ: 5 million km2 (largest in 
Oceania)

 About 275,000 inhabitants 
(est. 75% native, 15% 
European, 10% Chinese)

Tahiti Island

 Land surface 1,000 km2 (four 
times the size of Tongatapu)

 About 190,000 inhabitants



HOW DID TAHITI BECOME FRENCH?

 1842: French navy forces Queen Pomare IV of 
Tahiti to sign Protectorate agreement

 French-Tahitian War 1843-1847: 1,000 †. Queen 
surrenders & accepts protectorate



HOW DID TAHITI BECOME FRENCH?

 29 June 1880: King Pomare V signs annexation agreement

 Various outer islands annexed or conquered, 1880-1901

 1903 unified colony “French Establishments in Oceania”

 1946 French colonies renamed “overseas territories”

 1957 “F.E.O” renamed “French Polynesia”



NATION-BUILDING, ATTEMPT 1

 Emerging Nationalist movement, under charismatic 
political leader Pouvanaa a Oopa

 Self-government in preparation for decolonisation 1957

 1958: Movement is crushed by French Government: 
Pouvanaa jailed & deported to France for 10 years, his 
party banned



NUCLEAR WEAPONS TESTING, 1966-1996

 193 nuclear bombs exploded on Moruroa and Fangataufa
atolls, first aboveground, from 1974 underground

 Massive health and environmental damage

 Massive economic upheaval because of influx of money: 
Rapid transition from subsistence to mass consumption



NATION-BUILDING, ATTEMPT 2

 Various pro-autonomy and 
pro-independence 
movements arise in opposition 
to nuclear testing

 Most durable one: Tavini 
Huiraatira Party, founded by 
Oscar Temaru in 1977. 

 Temaru becomes mayor of 
Faa’a, Tahiti’s largest town, in 
1983, and Tavini becomes the 
main opposition party in the 
territorial assembly during 
1990’s and early 2000’s



NATION-BUILDING, ATTEMPT 3

 1984: Paris grants so-called “autonomy”, i.e. partial self-
government with elected local govt and  president.

 Gaston Flosse, pro-French  & pro-nuclear local political leader, 
builds a Tahitian “sub-nationalism” as an ideology to justify his 
own authoritarian rule, from 1980’s until 2004

 Achieves significant increase of power in amendments to the 
“autonomy” status in 1996 and 2004 (now called “Overseas 
Country”)



“TAUI” (CHANGE), 2004-2013
 Opposition coalition led by Oscar Temaru and his 

Tavini Party wins 2004 elections. 

 Temaru succeeds Flosse as president

 France first attempts to put Flosse back in power 
through manipulations. Mass protests bring 
40,000 on the streets. Temaru comes back to 
power

 Eventually Temaru and Flosse reconcile and form 
coalition government

 France supports former Flosse lieutenant Gaston 
Tong Sang and puts him in power through 
manipulations

 Instability, constant changes of govt. between the 
three leaders



PARIS REASSERTS COLONIAL 
CONTROL

 2007: French national parliament changes the organic law for 
French Polynesia, reducing powers of the local government, 
and changes the electoral system in order to place the new 
Paris favourite G.Tong Sang in power

 Assembly of French Polynesia, with a 2/3 majority passes a 
motion against these changes but the motion is ignored by 
French government

 2010: French President Nicolas Sarkozy: Independence is a “red 
line” not to be crossed

 2011: French national parliament again unilaterally changes 
French Polynesia’s electoral system, because 2008 reform had 
not worked to put Tong Sang in power permanently.

 2013: France’s highest court forbids the use of Tahitian language 
in the Assembly of French Polynesia (unless simultaneously 
translated into French)



IMPORTANT STEP: UN REINSCRIPTION 2013

 Years of lobbying by Oscar Temaru and his lieutenant Richard Tuheiava

 On 17 May 2013, the UN General Assembly votes unanimously to 
reinscribe French Polynesia as a non-self-governing territory eligible for 
decolonisation. 

 France boycotts the session. President François Hollande breaks his 
promise, given in writing in 2011, to support reinscription  



THE CURRENT SITUATION



CURRENT SITUATION: 
ECONOMY

 Tourism: 198 959 visitors in 2017 [only slowly catching 
up with an earlier peak in the 1980’s/90’s. Many hotels 
from that period have closed down, some have 
reopened]

 Black pearls export

 Agricultural exports: Coconut oil, vanilla, noni juice

 French monetary transfers (most important element!)

 GDP overall 5.6 billion US$ (2016)

 GDP per capita 20,300 US$

 Imports est. 2.5 billion US$

 Exports est. 200 million US$



CURRENT SITUATION: ECONOMY

 Increasing French 
government spending,  
about 180 billion CFP francs 
(~4 billon pa’anga) per year



CURRENT SITUATION: 
ECONOMY

 Increasing social inequality

 High unemployment rate (up to 40% according to some 
sources)

 About one third lives below poverty line

 Many live in slums, while upper class locals & French settlers 
live in luxury condos & gated communities

 More than 1,000 homeless people on Tahiti



CURRENT SITUATION: LOCAL POLITICS

 2013 elections brought Flosse back to power, 
but he was convicted of corruption and turned 
over presidency to his former son-in-law 
Edouard Fritch

 Fritch conducted his own policy and 
collaborated with the French State to 
outmanoeuvre Flosse. He founded a new party, 
Tapura Huiraatira, absorbing Gaston Tong Sang 
and his followers. History is repeating itself.



CURRENT SITUATION: 
LOCAL POLITICS

Elections, 22 April and 6 May 2018:

Fritch’s party Tapura Huiraatira wins

Fritch elected president. Tong Sang speaker



CURRENT SITUATION: LOCAL POLITICS

Tapura Huiraatira (President Edouard Fritch):

 Maintaining the status quo: No steps towards independence. 
Ferociously opposed to any UN involvement

 Cordial relations with French national government, no matter 
which political party (Socialist F. Hollande, Centrist Liberal E. 
Macron)

 Claims to represent a more rational and less self-centred approach 
to local governance than Gaston Flosse.

 Under Fritch’s presidency (since 2014), there has been a slow 
economic recovery: increasing tourist numbers, some new jobs 
were created in the private sector

 Something for everybody: Keeping Tahiti French while extending 
political & economic relations with Pacific Forum countries

 Message of safety and continuity appeals to voters (including 
French expatriates, who are allowed to vote in local elections and 
thereby distort the results)



CURRENT SITUATION: LOCAL POLITICS
Tahoeraa Huiraatira                      
(Gaston Flosse, 87 years! )

 Favours free association status: 
Keeping French citizenship and 
subsidies, but increasing local 
govt’s powers

 Now denounces France as 
colonialist; favours unusual 
alliances (Le Pen in France, Temaru 
at home)

 Alleviating social ills through 
increased public welfare and 
subsidies

 Advocates massive tourism 
development (make Tahiti a second 
Hawai’i)

 Also, industrial fisheries and 
aquaculture development

 Many of Tahoeraa’s members have left 
the party and joined Fritch. Not sure if 
the party will survive its leader Gaston 
Flosse. 



CURRENT SITUATION: 
LOCAL POLITICS

Tavini Huiraatira  (Oscar Temaru):

 Work with UN authorities to implement 
decolonisation plan

 Referendum on independence after long 
preparation period

 Sustainable development of the economy, 
moving away from French subsidies

 Party lost some of the support it had in earlier 
years (except its stronghold Faa’a)

 →many people are afraid of independence 
and loss of French money influx

 But: Tavini remains the only party with an 
ideology and a visionary long-term goal, 
beyond just getting French money

 → Party is likely to survive its leader Temaru. 
Designated successor Moetai Brotherson 
(Representative of F.P. in Paris National 
Assembly) is quite popular.



CURRENT SITUATION: GEOPOLITICS
 France used to isolate its territories from the region. Now it 

supports regional collaboration of its territories.

 Australia & NZ used to oppose continuation of French colonial 
rule in the Pacific. Now they support it.

 Under Austr. & NZ pressure, French Polynesia & New Caledonia 
were admitted to the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) as full members 
in 2016, in violation of the Forum’s own bylaws that allow only 
independent or self-governing states as members.

 → Effectively, France now has 2 votes in the PIF

 →An increase in Western, non-islander voices within the 
PIF in support of Austr. & NZ (and USA) agenda to 
maintain Western hegemony and oppose both Fiji’s 
regional leadership ambitions and the increasing Chinese 
influence in the Pacific



CONCLUSION

 Tahitian independence is not a simple matter of fighting French colonialism

 Thirty years of artificial economic bubble due to nuclear testing has profoundly ruined 
Tahitian society and economy

 Local political elites have been complicit in French “nuclear military-colonial complex”

 Tavini Huiraatira party has not been credible in building a sustainable independent nation 
while it ran the territorial government between 2004 and 2013

 Majority of the population favours the status quo, out of fear it could become worse after 
independence

 After old elites involved in the nuclear testing era pass away, maybe there will be a chance for 
a fresh new start
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