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Abstract : The authors analyse the difficulties for local management and reclamation of  
Kanak native and collective land in New Caledonia, which relate to the evolution of the 
territorial, political and economical context. This research is based on field surveys and 
interviews that were undertaken in 2000 and 2001 in order to assess Collective Land Use and 
Improvement Operations (OGAF). Based on available literature, the first part of the paper 
reviews the successive land status in New Caledonia and its implications for what is called 
today “native land rights”. The recent Nouméa Agreement (1999) has actually brought a new 
component by recognising a “native land system”. If this provides the Kanak native 
authorities with new responsibilities in the field of land management, it also stresses the need 
for new tools to be implemented during the transition period. The second part of the paper 
presents the main problems related to the native and collective common lands management. 
Part of these problems comes from the previous land attributions (1978-1998) which were 
initiated through a political compromise with European population. They were subject to 
productive or collective management requirements, which don’t always fit with Kanak 
practices or traditions. New tools and approaches to face this complex situation are proposed 
in the third part. They rely on the negotiation and the formulation of rules that take into 
account Kanak practices and socio-economical logic. They aim at building-up an interface 
with the economical development dynamic of the whole territory, every day more embedded 
in a global economy. 
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Titre : Terres coutumières et systèmes de gestion collective en Province Nord de Nouvelle 
Calédonie  
 
 
Mots-clef : Réformes foncière, gestion des terres collectives, Nouvelle Calédonie 
 
 
Résumé :  
 
Le texte analyse les difficultés de la gestion locale et de la mise en valeur des terres 
collectives et coutumières par les populations Kanak de Nouvelle Calédonie dans un contexte 
territorial, politique et économique en pleine mutation. Cette recherche a été réalisée à partir 
d’enquêtes de terrain et d’entretiens dans le cadre de la préparation et de l’évaluation 
d’Opérations de Gestion et Aménagement Foncier (OGAF) en 2000 et 2001.  
La première partie, bibliographique, retrace la succession des différents statuts fonciers en 
Nouvelle Calédonie et leurs conséquences sur ce que l’on appelle aujourd’hui le «droit 
foncier coutumier ». Le récent accord de Nouméa (1999) a, en particulier, introduit un 
élément nouveau par la reconnaissance d’un « système foncier coutumier ». Si cette 
disposition donne au système coutumier kanak de nouvelles responsabilités en matière de 
gestion des terres, elle suppose également de nouveaux outils qui devront être mis en place 
durant une phase de transition. La seconde partie expose les principaux problèmes actuels de 
gestion commune des terres coutumières et collectives. En effet, les attributions foncières 
antérieures, initiées dans un cadre de compromis politique avec les européens ont été 
associées à des objectifs de mise en valeur productive ou collective qui ne correspondent pas 
toujours aux pratiques ou traditions Kanak. Quelques pistes d’approches et d’outils pour faire 
face à cette situation complexe sont examinées dans la troisième partie. Elles sont basées sur 
la négociation et la formulation de règles en harmonie avec la logique kanak qui permettent de 
construire une interface avec la dynamique de développement économique du territoire, lui 
même de plus en plus inséré dans une économie mondiale.  
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Tradition and globalisation: Critical issues for the accommodation of Common Property 
Resources in the Pacific Region 

~ 
Customary land and communal land management systems in the Northern Province of 

New Caledonia 
 
 
  
Introduction 
 
The Territory of New Caledonia (annex n°1 and n°2), which has recently become an 
‘Overseas Country’, is mainly rural, agricultural and forested, but nickel mining, ore-
processing and the services sector account for most of its GDP.  Agriculture only represents 
2% of GDP, but employs 28% of the population (Freyss,1995).  Most of the population live in 
the rural areas.  Half of the agricultural population live in the Northern Province and 30% in 
the Loyalty Islands.  In particular, almost the whole Kanak rural population have remained 
inseparably attached to their ancestral lands, which carry in them the essence of their being 
and thus their reason for existing (Métais,1988; Bensa,1990). 
 
Changes in systems of land resource management in the Melanesian rural world represent an 
important factor in the process of ‘integration’, both forced and negotiated, of Kanak societies 
into the dominant Western-type market economy model. 
 
To introduce discussion on the current experiments in customary land management, the first 
part of this paper addresses the changes over time in the main features of traditional land 
management, from the colonial period until the recent land reforms.  The second part analyses 
the main land management tools using a simple methodology proposed by Ostrom (1986 and 
1992). 
 
1. Evolution of Melanesian land management systems 
 
1.1 Customary land management: the rights of those who first clear the land  
 
Before being claimed by France in 1853, New Caledonia had been occupied by Melanesians 
for some 3000 years (arrival of the Austronesians in 1300 BC).  Melanesian society was 
grouped into lineages, descending from a common ancestor.  These lineages maintained a 
complex web of alliances and extended their influence over a particular area or their original 
home area (Doumenge, 1982). 
The Melanesians have a very strong bond with their land, not only as the medium for their 
traditional horticultural crops (yam, taro), but also as an identity factor and a link to the 
common ancestor via, for example, the raised earth platform on which the clan’s ancestral 
home was built (Doumenge, 1982). 
 
Land tenure arrangements under this system follow the rule of the ‘first occupant’ or, to be 
more precise, of the ‘first person to clear the land’.  This land tenure system basically 
concerned cleared land but also extended to neighbouring arable land not yet cleared and, by 
extension, even included the lineage’s farthest boundary, which was then perceived as the 
place of emergence of a particular lineage (Doumenge,1982). 
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Land inheritance used to take place through parental relationships (patrilineal and sometimes 
matrilineal by donations from the maternal uncles), adoptions, defensive alliances against 
lineages or by force, when clan warfare broke out.  In the latter case, the defeated group was 
obliged either to vacate the land or to change its genealogy to accredit the idea of a family 
link, however tenuous, between the original and the resident external groups.  When this 
happened, the defeated group was no longer compelled to depart (Doumenge, 1982). 
 
Successive redefinitions of the ‘tenure’ links between various groups and the land resource 
led to a superimposition of rights, which sometimes makes the unequivocal determination of 
the customary landowner a complex matter (family, lineage or clan) (Naepels,1998).  Control 
of land by the original lineages or by others which had acquired legitimacy, was not in 
opposition with the acceptance as residents of outside clans, who were given land for their 
use, but over which they could not claim permanent legitimate tenure.   
 
These arrangements suited: 
 
- small surface areas cultivated per person (rudimentary hand tools  occupation of large land 
areas pointless; 
- the cultivation of annual crops, which prevented beneficial users from obtaining long leases 
over the land; 
- and major geographical mobility of the various clans or lineages as a result of conflicts or 
over-occupation of some land (Saussol,1979, Doumenge, 1982). 

 
The separation of traditional ‘political power’ and power over land is another major 
characteristic of customary management of land on the main island (Bensa and Rivière, 1982; 
Doumenge, 1982).  Political alliances established for warfare or defensive reasons could 
concern large areas, but land management remained a decentralised and local matter, thus 
guaranteeing the maintenance of a certain degree of autonomy for the component groups.  
Similarly, within the clan groupings1, the leading chief, who could appoint a land controller, 
with surveying, registration and public service duties, was not the same person as the owner 
of the land. 
 
 
1.2 Colonisation: the land-plundering period 
 
  The arrival of the Europeans in the 19th century and especially the colonial period (1853 -
1930) was to deeply change the original situation through a number of mechanisms 
(Dauphiné,1989). 
  The balance of power between the clans was changed through alliances between the army 
and certain native groups.  The plundering of native land in order to construct the penitentiary 
and later to endow European settlers dispossessed the Kanaks of most of their land and was 
accompanied by forced population displacement and the restriction of the Melanesians to 
reserves formed of clans grouped into villages which from then on were known as ‘tribus’ 
(tribes).  Lastly, the introduction of local power (chiefs and high chiefs) with certain 
administrative and legal functions was superimposed on and/or superseded the traditional 
leader’s role in resource and land management (Saussol,1979). 
                                            
1  These groups of clans were apparently partly linked to to an increase in the population density on the island. 
This contact between the ‘home clans’ and many external clans led to a supra-clan level structure called the 
‘chefferie’ (chiefdom). (Doumenge, 1982). 
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This deep disturbance of the geographical distribution of the population, of the customary 
zones of influence and of the traditional powers over land management, together with the 
super-imposition of new rules, would make the status of Melanesian land an even more 
complex issue.  From the legal standpoint, the reserves remain the incommutable, 
inexpropiable, untransferable and inalienable property of the ‘tribes’ to which they have been 
allocated.  The other land in the territory is either public or registered under private 
ownership. 
 
 
 
 
1.3 Recent developments in Melanesian land tenure systems 
 
 
Efforts have been made over the past 20 years in New Caledonia to redistribute traditional 
land plundered from the Kanak communities by colonisation.  The current period (1978 – 
2000) can be broken down into four phases representing important stages in the evolution of 
the land issue in New Caledonia.   
 
 
 
1.3.1 The beginning of the land reform process (1978 -1981) 
 
The 1978 long-term economic and social development plan for New Caledonia (‘Dijoud 
Plan’) was drawn up in response to Kanak land claims.  A territorial Congress Resolution 
dated 14 May 1980 sets out a legal framework for land tenure allocations both under ordinary 
law and under the customary system: allocations to ‘tribus’ (in the form of extensions to the 
reserves) or to clans.  The initial land acquisitions and allocations carried out by the Territory 
related to 10,000 hectares between 1978 and 1981, in other words less than 8% of the total 
amount allocated during the 1978 - 1998 period. 
 
 
 
1.3.2 Acceleration of acquisitions and recognition of tenure under the customary system 
(1982 - 1986) 
 
The Dijoud plan had opened the way for a response to Kanak land claims; the events of the 
1980s and the mobilisation of the Melanesians around this issue accelerated the land 
acquisition process which, from 1982, was managed by a state land board and not a territorial 
body.  Almost 40% of the total acquisitions of private European land were performed using 
public funding during this period.1 
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1.3.3 Land allocations and doubts over communal management and development systems for 
the returned land (1987 -- 1998). 
 
After a short period (1987 -- 1988) during which a majority of allocations went to non-
Melanesians by a body which had become territorial (territorial ADRAF) and after the 
Matignon Accords of 1988, the creation of a state land management body reaffirmed the need 
to give further impetus to the process of land re-allocation to the Kanaks.  Allocations 
between 1990 and 1995 represented more than two-thirds of all land distributed during the 
1978 -- 1998 period. 
 
These redistribution activities in favour of groups expressing land claims, (clans or tribes) 
were widely connected with a new land tenure status specific to New Caledonia, the ‘Special 
Local Law Group’ (GDPL). 
 
1.3.4 Initial review of land reform and recognition of customary land ownership rights (1999 -
. . .). 
 
In the space of 20 years (1978 - 1998), 150,000 ha, or about 10% of the total land area of the 
main island, were purchased using public funds         (5 billion CFP francs) from the New 
Caledonian public land holdings, concerning 24,000ha and from 720 owners who left their 
land (accounting for 126,000ha or one-third of total private land) (annex n°3 and n° 4). In all, 
some 126,000ha, 106,000 (84%) of which went to Kanak communities were thus 
redistributed: 

o 20% for extending native reserves, 
o 7% directly to various clans, 
o 4% to individual Melanesians, 
o 53% to GDPLs or other Melanesian associations, 
o 16% to non-Melanesian individuals or local authorities. 

 
These redistributions introduced a new quantitative balance to Melanesian (293,000ha) and 
European (294,000ha) land holdings on the main island, but the agricultural potential of this 
land remains considerably lower in the Kanak areas (many mountainous areas, former 
degraded pastures, former slash-and-burn agriculture areas, etc.).  The quantity ratio favours 
the Melanesian community if the Belep Islands, the Isle of Pines and the Loyalty Islands 
(another 211,000ha), which were not concerned by the colonial land-plundering events, are 
included. 
 
 
1.4 The current situation 
 
This progress in land distribution was consolidated from the legal point of view by the 
provisions of the Nouméa Accord in 1999.  This accord marked an important turning point 
because, for the first time in the history of New Caledonia and of the French constitution, 
recognition was given to a colonial reality and a customary land system.  Mapou (2000) 
points out that previously the ‘native reserve’ status given to Kanak tribal land did not entitle 
the occupants to a title deed.  Three kinds of ownership are now recognised: private property, 
public land and custom land.  This recognition does not however resolve the issue of identity-
related claims over various properties.  As Mapou (2000) observes ‘it opens a period of 
discussion and negotiation between the parties concerned to find solutions and management 
systems". 
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Table 1 The various types of status given to Kanak land in New Caledonia  
 Native reserve Clan GDPL (tribal or clan-

based) 
Before Nouméa 
Accord 

- no leasing 
- no sale 
- no land tax 
- representative: 

chief and tribal 
council 

-no leasing 
-no sale 
-no land tax 
-representative: clan 
chief 

Private property 
status (leasing 
possible, sale 
possible, land tax, 
representative is 
appointed by 
members, has power 
to sign title deed. 

 Customary land 
After Nouméa 
Accord 

- leasing possible 
- no sale 
- no tax for native reserve but taxes on GDPL land and clans 

            representative: ? 
Source: Mapou, 2000 and ADRAF, 2000. 
 
 
This last provision from the Nouméa Accord and the related mechanisms (leases, custom land 
survey, guarantee fund, etc) is the beginning of legal integration of custom land into economic 
development projects following the example of the GDPL status established 13 years 
previously.  These provisions open up new prospects and set new challenges, but sometimes 
all they do is confirm existing practices, which were previously of arguable legality, such as 
the letting of houses built on native reserve land. 
 
The various stages marked by successive legal arrangements and statuses has clearly 
demonstrated that there has been a change in the relationship to land and the land heritage in 
the Melanesian world.  What was very difficult to conceive 20 years ago, like leasing clan or 
tribal land, is today accepted and indeed developing.  However, these provisions do not 
remove the difficulties traditional leaders are having in defining the legitimate entitlement-
holders or managers of any particular piece of land.  This basic difficulty stems from the 
historical accumulation of events referred to above.  It is exaggerated by various 
considerations, in particular regarding communal land management arrangements, which are 
analysed in the chapters that follow and also explain why this particular path is so long and 
difficult to travel. 
 
 
 
2. Recent experiences in communal Kanak land management 
 
 
In this section, we will first examine the main tools devised by land reform processes in New 
Caledonia, with particular reference to communal management and development of land and 
the resources on the land.  We are referring to the ‘GDPL’ group, the GIE (economic interest 
group) and to a lesser extent  the initial custom land survey and registration efforts.  Secondly, 
we endeavour to analyse the development and to describe the mechanisms for the use and 
functioning of these communal management tools for common land resources. 
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2.1 Structures and instruments 
 
 
2.1.1 The ‘special local law group’ (GDPL) 
 
 
Established by a 1985 legislative order, this form of legal status was designed to reconcile the 
requirements of customary law (as applied to individuals) and those of ordinary law (as 
applied to property) and thus to form a bridge between the tribal world and the modern world. 
 
The GDPL was designed to pursue the prime goal of offering a structure to receive and 
manage land.  Recognised as having legal status, it also gave traditional structures of authority 
a way of becoming involved in the economic area.  It required the payment of a land tax and 
authorised the leasing of landed property. However, the use of the GDPL as a structure for 
developing economic activities is limited because of the lack of articles of association clearly 
stating the rights and responsibilities of its members.  Similarly, it should be noted that credit 
organisations were and still are reluctant to lend funds to these hybrid structures. 
 
These limits explain why the GDPL was were often supplemented by the establishment of an 
economic interest group (GIE) where the GDPL was firmly involved in market-oriented 
production activities (mostly livestock farming). 
 
However the GDPL and the recognition of the legitimacy of clan and not only tribal land 
claims made it possible to resolve land allocation problems that had been suspended for years.  
A distinction can be made between the tribal GDPL, which contains all the members of the 
tribe (and whose land is managed according to a system similar to that of the native reserves) 
and the clan-based GDPL, which often represents a response to the need of clans 
accommodated on other clans’ land or who have been displaced to recover their own ancestral 
land, which may also cause a rift of varying importance with the tribe. 
 
 
Surveys carried out in 1995 and 1999 by ADRAF show how GDPL land was being used 
(Mitteaut et al, 1997; ADRAF, 2000): 
 

- housing was a priority for 30% of land users in 1995 and 41% in 1999. 
- in fact, 50% of the GDPLs started food crops on small plots accounting for a total 
area of only 80ha, but which concerned 620 families in 1995.  These figures increased 
to 55% for 286ha in 1999. 
- in 1995, beef cattle farming occupied 26,200ha, accounting for approximately 40% 
of the land area allocated to GDPL-type structures.  In 1999, this activity concerned 
38% of the GDPLs over a total area of 31,000ha. 
a majority of the GDPLs (68%) gave verbal permission to users, but written leases 

already covered 8000ha and 13% of the land allocated in 1995 (150 to 160 leases 
concluded in 2000, sometimes with investments worth hundreds of millions of CFP 
francs on the site). 
-in 1999,14% of the GDPLs were conducting market-oriented agriculture on a total 
area of 134ha; however thousands of hectares located in mountainous areas are 
suitable only for hunting. 
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These achievements should not conceal the difficulties encountered by the GDPLs, which 
have not been resolved by their association with conventional (governed by ordinary law) 
legal and economic structures, through the establishment of the economic interest groups. 
 
These instruments and related mechanisms have been maintained as a result of the resurgence 
of the Independence movement after the Matignon Accords in 1988.  The division of the 
territory into three provinces and the introduction of a committed policy for economic re-
balancing between the North and the Islands on the one hand and the South on the other hand 
had no noticeable impact, until the recent Nouméa Accord on the production-oriented 
allocations of land to the Kanak communities.  Indeed, Kanak leaders and provincial elected 
representatives themselves had more or less tacitly encouraged these collective production-
oriented provisions, the purpose being to demonstrate that the Melanesians were capable of 
economic management and, what is more, on socialist foundations. 
 
In fact, the joint management of crop production, apart from the fields reserved for the chief 
for specific purposes (rituals, festivals, ceremonies) or for special assistance purposes, is not a 
widespread practice in the tribal environment, where work in the fields and the division of 
produce are managed at the family level.  Also, whereas land claims may well have created 
the impetus making it possible to federate various groups (clan groups in the case of tribal 
claims or family groups in the case of clan-based claims), once the claim was met, differences 
of opinion and indeed underlying antagonisms naturally emerged again in some cases when 
the purpose was to co-manage resources such as land and production tools received as 
common property and to share the profit (Naepels, 1998).  Also, and this reality is not linked 
to the status of the GDPLs, the issue of the integration of the Kanak world into the 
production-oriented and market realm calls into question other considerations than those 
purely related to land and which concern components of identity, lifestyle choices, technical 
and management knowledge or financial resources. 
 
 
2.1.2 The ‘economic interest groups’ (GIE) 
 
The GIEs were proposed as legal and economic structures governed by ordinary law, and 
intended to enable the productive development of the land and resources of the GDPLs. 
 
Various studies and in particular that by Tyuienon (1996) and DDRP Poindimié (DDRP, 
1993) concerning beef cattle farming groups put forward various explanations for the 
difficulties met by these groups of producers: 

- lack of precedents to refer to, such as rules and examples; 
- contradictions where power, decision-making and delegation of responsibilities were 
concerned, in particular with the clan or tribal structures (influence of incoming clans, 
political alliances when elections occur, and others); 
- the fact that, for the members of the group, the economic results were often 
secondary to the social, political or land-related objectives. 

 
Interesting prospects have nevertheless emerged from these experiments.  They can be 
analysed in terms of collective learning procedures and the formulation of new rules, in 
particular through the updating of forms of Kanak reciprocity2. 
                                            
2  We define repiprocity as the dynamics of the gift and redistribution system, which creates social bonds, as 
identified by Mauss (1924) and verified in all human societies since Lévi-Strauss (1947) demonstrated that the 
basic relationship structures are ordered by the principle of reciprocity. 
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On the one hand can be observed the conversion of tribal groups into clan groups and that of 
clan groups into family businesses.  The DDRP Northeast study (1993) used the expression 
‘decanted GIEs’.  In fact there is a trend towards individual resource use and its gradual 
legitimisation by the group.  Tyueinon (1996) observed, in the case of the Kéruguru group  of 
Canala, a movement towards a collectively approved clan-defined use. 
 
The case of the GIEs operating as social funds represents another example of resource sharing 
(forest, pasture, animals), as a reserve in the event of an emergency or to meet a need in one 
of the families (illness, bereavement, marriage, etc). 
 
 
One-way reforms within the exchange process 
 
It is clear to see that land allocations have, on the whole, been associated with a requirement 
for a productive and market-oriented type of land development and, most frequently, in the 
form of a communal management type of ownership (GDPL or GIE).  What sometimes 
simply occurred was that a dozen or so Kanak families took over the management of a cattle 
station of one to several hundred hectares purchased from European owners, generally on the 
worst quality pasture, which was hardly enough to enable a single family to survive 
(Hardin,1968; Ostrom,1998).  The debate on the land issue thus became singularly reduced to 
the collective productive development capacity of the Kanak tribes on the worst land.  This 
reform took no account of the strategies and expectations of the Kanak communities.  It 
heavily stressed a collective production system, particularly for cattle farming, which did not 
relate to any Kanak practice or tradition (Ponidja,1990).  And lastly it dissociated the land 
issue from any broader rural or agricultural policy on a more global basis (Djama, 2000). 
 
 
2.1.3 New responsibilities for the traditional authorities and new tools 
 
Since the Nouméa Accords, recognition of the customary land system leaves the 
responsibility for common management of land to the traditional authorities, but raises many 
questions: how will it work?  What is the role of the chiefs, the councils of elders, the clans, 
but also that of the women, the young people and the new collective or active group structures 
in the tribes?  And what is the Kanak conception of the land management issue in a modern 
framework and what other rules do they wish to apply or update? 
 
What kinds of tools and arrangements can be proposed to improve or replace the ‘customary 
palavers’?  Written contracts under ordinary law such as leases or land lease contracts already 
exist (Djama et al, 2001).  The possibility of setting up guarantee funds or a customary land 
survey and register is often addressed (Mapou, 2000). 
 
To survey and register tribal land could for example be incompatible with the wish of the 
traditional leaders to set up mechanisms for moderating tension over land (Doumenge, 1982) 
which would make it possible to adapt land distribution to current needs (incoming clans, new 
births).  This consensus-based system is in contradiction with rigid and unbending rules to 
govern human relationships and redistribution of products, and this could sow the seeds of 
future tension. 
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One should also avoid the temptation to idealise the tribal model which contains deep 
inequalities where land distribution is concerned and always has.  It should be noted in this 
connection that the land reform between Europeans and Melanesians has partly concealed and 
still today conceals the issue of land redistribution within the tribes. 
 
 
 
 
 
2.2 Analysis of and lessons learnt from the communal land management experiences 
 
 
In support of our analysis of ways of coordinating communal action for the management of 
common property, we refer to the criteria proposed by Simon (March and Simon,1971), 
Elinor Ostrom (1992 and 1998) and to the French approach to the economics of institutions 
and agreements (Favereau, 1994; Midler,1994).  These various authors offer simple and 
dynamic principles which can be adapted to the situations and processes observed and 
presented above.  
 
Ostrom (1992) defined three social capital creation mechanisms liable to support such 
common management practices: 
 

- delegation of responsibility or power within groups or third parties such as 
supervisors, administrations, contracts, etc (0lson,1966); 
- collective learning processes for members of groups from experiences and practices 
experienced and grasped together.  These processes are the foundations for common 
perceptions and representations which are essential to enable dialogue, negotiation and 
decision-making (March and Simon,1971; Midler,1994); 
- the formulation of new rules or the updating of old ones in a new framework 
(Faverau,1994). 

 
Processes of redefinition of the methods of coordination of customary and communal land 
management, mostly under prompting from the Kanak communities themselves, can now be 
observed.  These local queries and proposals can be associated to the three priority methods of 
coordination selected.  
 
 
2.2.1 Reforms in the definition and delegation of power and responsibilities 
 
 
The debate about how to manage the land resource and the distribution of the revenue that it 
can generate today go beyond the land issue and are closely related to the power redistribution 
in progress within the tribes and their economic relationships. 
 
The former system of granting legitimacy to land ownership was connected with the right of 
the first clearer of the land, blood or adoption links or supremacy in war.  This last method 
referred more closely to a de facto or imposed legitimacy rather than a shared and consensus-
based perception.  However, these various forms of legitimisation corresponded to the values 
and reciprocity principle of the Melanesian world. 
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Which power structure will be given the task of defining the rules of the game? 
 
 
The tribal chiefs and the Council of Elders still represent important power structures within 
the tribes.  Their legitimacy and their responsibilities, which had already been destabilised 
during the colonial period, are at the present time having to face political issues raised by the 
signatories to the Nouméa Accord and fundamental demands from other members and forces 
in the tribes (young people's groups, local wage-earners or businesspeople, women’s groups, 
etc).  The traditional leaders and the political or religious movements are therefore called 
upon to manage these contradictions and sometimes to show an ability to renegotiate their 
place and their powers. 
 
In Ouélisse, for example, (Voh commune, west coast), the responsibilities of the Council of 
Elders have been reduced to the management of customary matters (festivals, marriages, 
bereavements, etc) whereas the decision-making power over issues relating to the 
development of the tribe are now exercised by a rejuvenated ‘Council of Clans’ including 
individuals with recognised abilities and strong connections with the world of wage-earning 
and the dominant model (Esculier, 2000). 
 
In Gohapin tribe (Poya commune, west coast), the recent designation of the chief after several 
years of succession difficulties led to the choice of a young and active company director, a 
former deputy to the mayor of the commune (Djama,1996). 
 
A new relationship with an also younger Council Of Elders led to the creation of a local 
development association for the whole of the tribe, with the Board of Management’s duties 
being exercised by the Council Of Elders. 
 
This association, called Bai Ma Boui, from the name of the 2 clan moieties concerned, is now 
the main socio-economic and socio-cultural development instrument for the tribe in its 
dealing with external institutions.  This system also makes it possible for the tribe, as a 
customary structure not recognised by ordinary law, to acquire a legal identity for 
representation and development purposes and an interface with the country’s society at large 
and its administration (Sabourin, 2001). 
 
 
2.2.2 Collective learning processes about the market economy and public policy 
implementation 
 
The land resource management problems revolve around a central issue, which is that of the 
legitimacy and the collective recognition of such legitimacy. 
The introduction of the prospect of obtaining financial income from land development 
projects requires a fresh look at land tenure legitimacy issues.  This question is posed in even 
stronger terms now that mechanised cropping systems make it possible for a single individual 
or a small family group to develop and receive revenue from large areas of land.  The size of 
these areas implies that the mechanised model, because of the restricted land available, is not 
reproducible for all families in the tribe.  This problem is accentuated by the introduction of 
perennial crops such as coffee, fruit crops and reforestation schemes which, contrary to 
vegetable crops, make it impossible to change land use for many years and sometimes require 
large-scale investments by the owner (planting, irrigation systems, etc).   
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What will be the mechanisms and considerations for legitimising the use and 
management of land and resources ? 
 
The use of public money to buy back and hand over land in the form of GDPLs or to extend 
native reserves as a form of reparation for previous plundering as a positive response to land 
claims has simultaneously introduced, de facto, the Melanesian land holdings into the 
accounting logic of states and that of development assistance.  These extensions to available 
land areas at no cost or provision of equivalent value in work by beneficiaries will probably 
weigh heavily on the legitimacy of those receiving such land, in the same way as the receipt 
of public assistance or subsidies in other areas (infrastructure support, etc).  Thus may cause 
‘jealousy’ because some neglected parties will view the beneficiaries of various forms of state 
assistance or grants in a negative light.  These reactions would appear to reflect a lack of 
recognised legitimacy on the part of the beneficiary and on many occasions lead to the halting 
or questioning of the project in progress.  Indeed, it may not be the existence of divergences 
between members of a group which leads to contestation and rejection but rather the absence 
of recognised legitimacy of the reasons for and origins of these differences.  Because of this, 
if public financial and technical support for land reform activities has contributed greatly to 
the settlement of a secular injustice, it has probably also contributed to making the question of 
land tenure legitimacy even more complex.   
 
 
2.2.3 Need to draft new rules or update the old ones 
 
Although land ownership was an important component of Melanesian life and had produced a 
corpus of customary rules, the new prospects opened up by the possibility of concentrating 
land ownership within or between tribes, the investment requirements and that the adding of 
monetary value to the land resource imply a need to redraft these rules and write new ones 
which would make it possible to respond to the goals and plans of Kanak society.  The 
construction of a new Kanak society and its ways of inter-relating with the dominant system 
is under way.  The land aspect will be one of the areas in which this new society can take 
substance and at the same time it will be one of the motors driving it. 
The ways of legitimising land allocation and the revenue it can generate are therefore a 
process currently in progress, which themselves refer back to legitimacy and the shared 
acceptance of rules and plans which will govern tomorrow's Melanesian society.  Will this 
society wish to reinforce individual profit earning and/or will it ensure that it applies 
mechanisms for wider redistribution and solidarity and within which groups according to 
which rules will it occur (family, plan, tribe, watershed {geographical area}, province)?  How 
will they arbitrate the distribution of profit between the various parties setting up and 
operating the new structures (cattle farming, eco-tourism activities, fishing, etc) and the 
group(s) with entitlement to the land concerned. 
 
To which groups and how will be applied the various bodies of rules drawn up? 
 
This issue has already been raised in these very terms in the field with the construction of 
housing subdivisions on native reserve land.  Individuals with the status of members of the 
reserve will have access to plots without having to make payment for them, whereas people 
from the outside can enter the subdivisions if they pay a certain amount of money.  How will 
people who are from the reserve originally but left several decades ago be classified if they 
wish to come back from their urban residence for their retirement or to build a home which 
could be described as a second home or which could be rented out? 
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2.3 Rural development issues in the Northern Province 
 
In fact we are experiencing a transitional situation which may last some time yet since 
negotiation is a delicate and complex task.  But, however long it takes to gain independence 
or whatever the ultimate political and constitutional outcome for the country may be, it is 
impossible to imagine going back (Tjibaou,1981).  Therefore with regard to law and land 
structures, new forms of shared management of the territory and the rural areas in particular 
must be devised between the various territorial communities and authorities. 
 
 
2.3.1 Prospects for the land tenure system in New Caledonia 
 
It is no longer possible to conceive the distribution and management of land resources without 
reference to natural or tourism resources, communities (or infrastructures) and related 
development projects (Pédelahore, 2001).  Local food cropping remains the foundation stone 
for the subsistence economy of the Melanesian community, but most of the agricultural and 
pastoral land is now destined for commercial cropping, and most of the market is focused on 
the capital, Nouméa.  Big areas of forested mountainside are already being exploited, 
prospected or set aside for mining projects.  Some valleys have been flooded by the building 
of dams near ore-processing plants.  Part of the coast, especially near the towns and in 
particular Nouméa, is being built up or exploited for tourism purposes.  Similarly, fishing in 
the lagoon is no longer restricted to the fishing clans; hunting and hiking in the forests of the 
central mountain range are no longer the preserve of Kanaks and European rural communities.  
Leisure activities are attracting an increasing number of urban dwellers and tourists and are 
therefore liable to become direct commercial activities (guides, safaris, etc) or indirect 
commercial activities (accommodation, catering, shops, services, etc).  Such prospects can 
therefore offer new economic opportunities but also raise problems, particularly related to the 
commercial exploitation of public or joint property and natural resource management 
(Sabourin et al, 1997). 
 
In addition to providing information to local stakeholders, the authorities also have a role to 
play in supporting these experiments by co-operating with the parties concerned in the 
preparation and negotiation of new local regulatory and legal frameworks which interact with 
provincial and national level systems and on and even broader basis with rural development 
policies3.  ADRAF is already applying its energy to developing a broader perspective on land.  
It is responsible for land allocation on matters which take into account the various aspects of 
land management or the economic dimension, with the setting up of farmers or other types of 
economic activity in particular through Grouped Land Management Operations or OGAFs, 
(Djama et al, 2001). 
 
After two decades which have made it possible to provide a positive response to the Kanak 
land claim movement, today's debate is more focused on how to manage this common 
property and the process of taking communal ownership of the new management rules 
devised by the local stakeholders. 
 
 
 
                                            
3 The papers which will be presented at the conference being organised in October 2001 by ADRAF in New 
Caledonia should contribute to the value of the experiments under way and to the definition of new operational 
mechanisms for managing common property. 
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2.3.2 Analysis of a double contradiction: colonial framework and economic duality 
 
 
The land claim movement led jointly by clan or tribal groups united in the objective of 
legitimising their demand to set up a balance of power in their favour did not imply, contrary 
to the vision of the authorities, collective management or economic development for the land 
recovered.  The basic underlining motivation for the Melanesian claims were more linked to a 
requirement for reparation for damage caused by land plundering and a return to land as a 
foundation for identity. 
 
Non-market transactions and integration into the market economy  
 
For the Melanesian communities, even if food and cash crop management is carried out 
within an individual or family context, land and natural resource management has remained a 
collective exercise.  It is still governed by the customary authorities: councils of clans, 
councils of elders, chiefs, etc., in a context of deep change (Djama, 2000)..  This shared 
management of land, vegetation and hunting territories was deeply perturbed by the 
sedentarisation in rural villages (‘tribus’) and then by land plundering and forced migrations 
in the colonial period.  Forced labour for the administration on settlers’ properties and then 
paid work in the mines or with cattle farmers have however long since introduced new 
practices into the Melanesian world, especially cash-based exchanges and payment for labour 
(Freyss, 1995).  Transactions generally referred to as ceremonial exchanges are in fact 
reciprocal or unilateral gifts in kind (crops, fish, game) or symbolic (Kanak money, or today a 
500 or 1000 franc banknote) which represent both a form of redistribution of wealth (food, 
amongst other things) and the renewal of the social bond (Mauss, 1924; Polyani, 1957; 
Temple, 1997). Above all, it is the expression of the respect for parents or matrimonial or land 
alliances between the clans, in other words forms of reciprocity (Temple, 1997; Sabourin, 
2000). 
 
In fact, the intrusion of the market society into the Melanesian world has grown increasingly 
since the first contact with the European model.  Initiated by the first sandalwood traders, it 
then developed with the introduction of coffee as a cash crop in the tribal context and then 
quickly accelerated with the mining boom and the advent of the world and territorial 
supremacy of the market production-oriented model.  The tribal reserve, which had for a long 
time been considered as a prison but also a refuge from the dominant model is today more 
deeply than yesterday penetrated by outside models4. 
 
Thus, the difficulty of integrating the Melanesians (and their land allocation system), into an 
ordinary law system devised for and within the context of capitalist society must not just be 
interpreted as an inability of custom to adapt to requirements of the market and dominant 
model, but also as an action of positive resistance to an outside model for which Melanesian 
society or at least a large number of individuals are less well equipped than other social 
groups.  This positive resistance is thought to come from the tribe or the clan as a whole or at 
least from certain groups or individuals whose dominant position in the functioning of the 
traditional forms of power could be questioned or weakened through shifting to the rules of 
the ‘modern’ world, where financial and technical considerations have a strong influence on 
the acquisition and legitimisation of power. 
 
                                            
4 In this regard, it is interesting to quote a political prisoner of the Chilian dictatorship “the hardest thing in a 
prison is not to be locked up in there, but to know that anyone can come in” 
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This difficulty is aggravated by the contradiction between the values of the customary system 
of reciprocity and the market-based exchange system. 
 
Although the market system (barter or cash-based transactions) has been well known since 
colonisation, it was long restricted to the acquisition of some external types of property and 
not connected with traditional exchange ceremonies.  However, for the tribes in particular, 
some of these mechanisms (in particular price-fixing and the giving of a monetary value to 
work) were not well grasped for many years and are still not today.  Similarly, where the 
marketing of agricultural produce or crafts is concerned, the women explain that they vary 
their price according to the customer (passing tourist, urban dwellers, regular local customer, 
occasional customer, customer from the general area), place and circumstances (village, 
market close by, municipal market, provincial fair).  Not being familiar with some of the 
subtleties of the rules of competition, there is therefore still a form of coexistence between the 
capitalist type neo-colonial exploitation and the exploitation of Kanak producers due to their 
partial ignorance or limited mastery of the contradictions between systems of reciprocity and 
systems of market exchange. 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
After a long period of land recovery motivated particularly by the need to offset colonial land 
plundering and to rebuild one of the foundations of its identity, the Kanak world is now 
tackling various contradictory issues concerning its integration into a global world dominated 
by a particular economic model and the market economy through the introduction of 
management methods for this common resource.  The difficulties, including those for the 
most respected traditional authorities and the most radical pro-independence forces to define 
and apply a special form of society for New Caledonia leaves the door open to neo-colonial 
drift and to the risk of the new forms of ‘self-colonisation’ via the new provincial and 
territorial powers.   
 
The answers to these questions are being devised in the field by local players.  They are not 
all speaking with the same voice and often have to be reinvented or at least adapted for each 
of the specific historical and human situations encountered.  It is from this collective learning 
process and the ownership and assimilation of the emerging rules that the Kanak and 
multicultural Caledonian societies of tomorrow will emerge, and they may well be more than 
today's to manage the contradictions between communal and collective land management and 
redistribution models and the individual ownership of the income generated by this resource. 
 
While the decisions about and conduct of these experiments rightfully belongs to the local 
communities and institutions, the research and development bodies can support this local 
action by making information available to the various local stakeholders.  Three approaches, 
validating the applicability of the methodological processes proposed herein, may help 
provide relevant information for the ongoing debate. 
 
A first approach uses the observation and analysis of the current negotiation processes to 
define new forms of delegation of power and responsibility in the tribal world and new land 
management rules (native reserve, tribal or clan GDPL, hunting areas) and in particular in the 
case of the potential addition of monetary value to common resources. 
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Another approach concerns collective learning processes by local stakeholders from the study 
(visits, information-sharing) of common property management system experiences in other 
societies, in particular with reference to the exploitation or management of a resource for 
tourism or economic purposes when such property had never previously been directly 
allocated for purely cash income purposes (air, water, countryside). 
 
A third approach relates to the updating with and by the traditional leaders of the rules 
relating to the allocation and management of common spaces (forest areas, hunting or fishing 
grounds) or implying shared investment (management of irrigated taro fields and related 
collective irrigation systems) but also residential areas. 
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Annex n° 1 

 

Location of New Caledonia (Nouvelle-Calédonie) in the South-west 

Pacific 
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Annex n° 2  

 

 Map of New-Caledonia 
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Annex n° 3 

 
Developments in the distribution of land between 

Melanesian and non-Melanesian tenure 
(source: ADRAF, 2000) 

These maps show the extent of
customary land as compared to
non-public land. A value above
50% means that the customary
land is more extensive in size
than the land held under ordinary
legal provisions. 
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Annex No 4: 

 

Land allocations between 1978 and 1995 under the land reform 

processes 
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