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Study Tour Group 9

New Caledonia

Theme: Navigating our Future Together

Preamble 

Following on from the Brisbane leg of the 2006 EPLD Conference, the following participants were destined for the New Caledonia Study Tour :

. Maeva Siu – Group Leader / French Polynesia

. Rodrigue Tiavouane  – Liaison Officer / New Caledonia

. Dominica Abo – PNG

. Deborah Anstess-Vallejo – Australia

. Taima Fagaloa – New Zealand

. Nelly Atan – Vanuatu

. David Ormsby – New Zealand

. Sarona Rimoni – Samoa

. Fred Tavuata – Solomon Islands

. Daniel Waswas – PNG

. Scott Widmer – Australia

. Jone Vuli - Fiji

Before we tell you our story, it is important that we summarize some of the important milestones in the history of New Caledonia:

1853 – France claimed New Caledonia.

1988 – Following an uprising by the pro-independent Kanak movement the Matignon  Accord was signed.

1998 – The Noumea Accord was signed which laid the platform for the various governing structures in New Caledonia.

To build our understanding of New Caledonia and expand our horizons we met with a wide range of representatives from the French Government, the New Caledonian Government, Congress, the three Provincial Assemblies, the Customary Senate, Union Representatives, the education sector as well as the private sector.

We have therefore set out our report under the following sub-headings:

ECONOMIC GROWTH 

New Caledonia occupies a unique place in the Pacific; it is a French territory with increasing autonomy, blessed with abundant natural resources and is highly developed with a high GDP per capita. 
Ensuring that all New Caledonians get to participate and share in a strong economy is critical to supporting a united vision of New Caledonian identity. Historically, New Caledonia’s development has been concentrated on the Southern Province, in particular the capital Noumea. We were impressed with the great work occurring at all levels of government and community in re-balancing wealth distribution and creating long-term sustainable development which meaningfully integrates social, economic, cultural and environmental concerns. 

While New Caledonia is in a boom-phase in terms of economic and social development, the sustainable management of existing and potential resources and industries is critical. We acknowledge the direction that New Caledonia has chosen to follow, focusing on the diversification of industries to minimise its current reliance on resources (Nickel mining) and support from the French Government, which accounts for almost 25% of the New Caledonian Government’s budget. 

The tourism master plan and provincial tourism development plans are a good example of how New Caledonia is working towards diversifying industries by taking advantage of their special qualities and resources by developing niche markets and products (specialisation).  

REGIONAL COOPERATION & INFRASTRUCTURE

Our group was very impressed with the ongoing dedication across all sectors to developing New Caledonia in all spheres and thereby enhancing the opportunity for further participation in the Pacific Region. For example, the first Environmental Ministers meeting for the Region will be hosted by New Caledonia in 2007. Furthermore, Noumea will be the host city for the 2011 South Pacific Games. 

However, closer regional integration will increase pressure for New Caledonia to allow freer flows of trade and labour with its Pacific neighbours. Other challenges facing New Caledonia and other Pacific Island countries, include demographic changes, skills shortages, language barriers, recognition of non-French formal education from Australia and New Zealand, and of course the high cost of living in New Caledonia.

The Head Quarters of the Secretariat of the Pacific Community is located in Noumea. Further regional cooperation is enhanced through :

. the Observer status taken on the Forum Secretariat 

. representation on the Melanesian Spearhead Group

. participation in the Melanesian Art Festival – held in Fiji October 2006.

. New Caledonia’s participation in the South Pacific Games 

. Active promotion of Regional Trade.

. Joint military exercises amongst Security Forces in the region. 

GOOD GOVERNANCE & SECURITY 

Creating world class leaders in all sectors is a challenge that we continually face in the Pacific. We were inspired to hear stories of alumni of the Executive 400 Program already taking active leadership roles in New Caledonian community. This is an intensive 3 year program which trains emerging Kanak leaders to occupy top executive positions.

STABILITY & STRENGTHENING COMMUNITIES 

At the centre of the stability in New Caledonia remains the agreement reached in the Noumea Accord. We acknowledge the widespread commitment to developing a new and inclusive New Caledonian identity.  

Culturally, New Caledonia is uniquely positioned within the Pacific to offer a blend of Indigenous and French (mainstream) culture not found elsewhere. The re-emergence and growing recognition of the Kanak culture within mainstream New Caledonia was not only a pleasure to observe but an honour to participate in. 

ENVIRONMENT / INDUSTRY / EDUCATION & HEALTH 

There is much we can learn from the efforts demonstrated in the Northern and Loyalty Provinces to consult carefully with customary owners, gain consensus for shared projects and create ownership and management structures that guarantee that the community is central to all development. The management of these developments is both admirable and impressive. It is complemented by programs which provide capital loans for small businesses in rural areas and specific training programs on business management.

We note the current effort and ongoing need to continually focus on ensuring that development minimises environmental impacts.  This is particularly relevant to the large project we visited, the Koniambo nickel mine. Despite the immediate and long term economic benefits we can enjoy from mining, we need to ensure that our actions today provide for the future social, cultural and spiritual needs of our children.  We also note that New Caledonia is seeking World Heritage status for its northern coral reef.  Yet, we note that vigilance and careful monitoring are important to ensure careful environmental planning is properly implemented.

The rate of change in technology means that keeping up the supply of skilled labour is a key issue for all developing and developed countries. With birth rates across the Pacific’s indigenous communities increasing, and the ageing of other sectors of society, there is a need to act collectively and look for solutions and good practice in matching community skill requirements with world class education and vocational opportunities. 

A strong education system is a must in a developing community like New Caledonia.  From what we have observed significant steps are being lead by the local population to ensure that this becomes a reality.  Major issues such as raising the educational outcomes of those from the lower socio-economic groups and within the indigenous population are acknowledged and we note the major steps being addressed in the areas of access and relevance.  The development of a new school curriculum which integrates Kanak history and culture is applauded. Similarly, we note the increased focus on Kanak language within the education system as a method confirming identity and lifting educational achievement. 

Conclusion

On behalf of the Emerging Pacific Leaders Dialogue we wish to acknowledge all of those who have supported our journey, the EPLD Secretariat, the Government of New Caledonia and the Sponsors of the 2006 EPLD Conference, the Kanak People. Our special mention is to the team of the External Relations Office for all of the administration and support, to our interpreter Dominique Toulet and in particular our very special friend / Liaison Officer - Rodrigue Tiavouane.  

What we have acquired over the past seven days cannot be described in words or drawn as a piece of art. We will treasure the experience for the rest of our lives and we will know in our hearts that we are all part of a larger family that is called the Pacific.  The richness of New Caledonian culture has taught us more about ourselves as individual human beings than we can ever hope to reciprocate. Although we are returning home, no longer will we be divided by distance, culture and language but united by a shared vision of Navigating our Future Together. 

The Children of the Pacific.

EPLD 2006    
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