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Abstract 
As governance increasingly becomes a prism for aid donors and policy makers, the Kingdom of 
Tonga provides a unique case. Governance in the Kingdom is based on the survival of the 
monarchy and a Constitution which dates to 1875, a century before the creation of most Pacific 
island nation states. But there have been significant shifts in the Tongan polity over the last 
decade. The creation of a new Constitutional and Electoral Reform Commission in 2008, to 
consider issues of executive power, parliamentary representation and electoral reform in Tonga, 
marks an important step in a transition to new constitutional structures. The accession to the 
throne of King Siaosi (George) Tupou V in 2008 comes at a time when there are a number of 
dynamic changes underway in the Kingdom, following major strikes, conflicts and riots in 2005-
06.  In spite of popular support for the KingÕs coronation and an ongoing commitment to Anga 
faka-Tonga (Òthe Tongan wayÓ), there are significant challenges to the role of the monarchy and 
nobility in Tongan governance. 
 
These political changes have been influenced by public reaction to major changes in TongaÕs 
economic governance, as successive governments have launched processes of structural reform 
in the economy, privatising public assets and implementing major reforms of the public service. 
TongaÕs recent membership of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) further links the small 
island state to the international economy at a time of global economic crisis, even though the 
reliance on remittances and foreign aid is central to economic performance. This paper discusses 
the political economy of the Kingdom, and looks at the connection to issues of order and 
security, leadership and representation, participation and inclusion.  
 
An important question is to determine how much the promotion of effective governance should 
focus on the policies of international institutions as much as domestic ones. Given the important 
role played by the Tongan diaspora (with as many Tongans living in countries of the Pacific Rim 
as inside the Kingdom), it is important to look at the interplay of local and global forces. Many 
studies on political crises in the Pacific focus solely on local institutions and not their interplay 
with outside forces Ð yet the interaction of the diaspora on traditional patterns of hierarchy, 
power and control is likely to yield different insights into state fragility and state effectiveness.  
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political and economic reform in the Kingdom of Tonga 

 

 

Nic Maclellan 
 

 
1. Introduction1

International donors are increasingly 
focussed on initiatives to promote good 
governance and enhance the central 
functions and effectiveness of state 
institutions in developing countries. Through 
initiatives like the Regional Assistance 
Mission in Solomon Islands (RAMSI) and 
the Pacific Regional Assistance to Nauru 
(PRAN), Australia and New Zealand have 
been involved in significant programs to 
strengthen the machinery of government in 
neighbouring island states. The perception of 
crisis in Melanesia (the so-called Òarc of 
instabilityÓ) has prompted academic and 
political attention on so-called ÒfailedÓ or 
ÒfragileÓ states, and also debate on tensions 
between state-building and nation-building 
(for an overview, see Dinnen 2007).  
 

 

                                                 
1 This Occasional Paper is based on research in Tonga 
in February and March 2008, conducted for 
Australian Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies 
(ACPACS) and the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID). It benefited 
from comments by Prof. Kevin Clements, ACPACS 
staff and two anonymous reviewers. The author 
would especially like to thank Her Royal Highness 
Princess Mele SiuÕilikutapu Kalaniuvalu Fotofili; 
Minister for Justice the Hon. ÔAlisi Taumoepeau; 
Professor Guy Powles; Ms. Naoko Afeaki; and Mr. 
Lopeti Senituli (Political adviser to the Prime 
Minister). All of the above were gracious in helping 
me during the research, but none are responsible for 
the analysis or conclusions! 

Armed conflict in Solomon Islands, 
Bougainville, Fiji, and Papua New Guinea 
has focused international attention on the 
nation states of Melanesia. But the common 
template of Òethnic tensionsÓ, weak central 
governments and ÒwantokismÓ doesnÕt 
translate across the Pacific islands region 
and it is important to look at the unique and 
complex circumstances of each society (e.g. 
most Polynesian and Micronesian nations Ð 
with a strong chiefly tradition, a 
monolingual society and the safety valve of 
emigration - donÕt face the so-called ÒethnicÓ 
conflict of multi-lingual Melanesian 
societies).  
 
In comparison to other Pacific states 
engaged in debates over governance, 
development and security, the Kingdom of 
Tonga stands out for a number of reasons: 
 
- Its governance is based on the survival of 

the monarchy and a Constitution which 
dates to 1875 (a century before the 
constitutions of most other Pacific 
countries); 

- The top-down nature of governance, with 
weakness at village level and a lack of 
community engagement in government; 

- The important social, cultural and 
economic role of the Tongan diaspora, in 
comparison to Melanesian countries 
which (excepting Fiji) have relatively 
small emigrant populations;  
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- The crucial role of remittances in the 
economy, in a country with constrained 
economic options and limited natural 
resources. 

 
The unification of the Kingdom of Tonga in 
1845 under George TaufaÕahau Tupou I 
created a dynastic monarchy that continues 
to rule today Ð a significant achievement 
given that other Polynesian monarchies, like 
that of Queen Pomare in Tahiti or Queen 
Liliuokalani in HawaiÕi, were overthrown in 
the 19th Century. All Pacific island states 
except Tonga were colonised and live today 
with a range of colonial legacies in law, 
administration and culture. In contrast, 
Tonga was only proclaimed a British 
protected state in 1900 (a specific category 
under British colonialism that had no 
parallels in the Pacific and only a few 
examples in the Malay sultanates), before 
achieving full sovereignty in 1970.  
 
The current Tongan Constitution has a 
lengthy heritage - it came into force in 1875, 
a full century before Papua New GuineaÕs 
independence in 1975. The Constitution has 
been regularly amended, with significant 
revisions in the early 20th Century, in 1948 
and again in 1967. Even though the 
Constitution includes a Declaration of Rights 
which have been reaffirmed in recent court 
cases (Maloney and Struble 2007), its 
structure reinforces the power of the 
monarch and nobility through provisions on 
succession, inheritance laws and land tenure. 
As well as the powers detailed in the 
Constitution, the King has significant 
authority derived from his rank in traditional 
chiefly descent, and the respect given in 
Tongan culture to people of rank and 
nobility. 
 
Unlike a number of Melanesian states, 
Tonga has no formal protection of custom 
law, as Tongan values and culture are woven 

into existing constitutional structures. 
TongaÕs system of governance was 
originally inspired by elements from both the 
Kingdom of HawaiÕi and 19th Century 
Australian Westminster systems (Powles 
2007b), but the so-called ÒtraditionalÓ and 
ÒmodernÓ elements in the Tongan 
Constitution are now synthesised. 
 
Unlike the Òweak statesÓ of independent 
Melanesian nations, Tonga has a highly 
centralised political system under the 
monarchy, which retains executive power 
without many of the conventions that 
restrain a ruler in other constitutional 
monarchies. The powers of the King as head 
of government are detailed in the 
Constitution, but Òsome of the more 
traditional attributes of status and chiefly 
responsibilities of the head of the highest 
and most respected lineages in Tonga are 
unwrittenÓ (Powles 2007b: 114). 
 
Tongan society is highly stratified by rank, 
with a monarch who has wide-ranging 
authority and power over customary and 
contemporary governance. The King is 
supported by a hereditary group of estate 
holders, the nopele or nobles, with power 
over both resources (especially land) and 
opportunities for monopolies or privileges in 
the business sector. 
 
Most indigenous peoples in the Pacific 
Islands are still linked to their communal 
land, belief systems, spirituality and custom 
law. Even given the social and cultural 
diversity of the islands region, there are 
some common principles that formed the 
basis of island culture and Tonga is no 
exception to these: a) the centrality of family 
in peopleÕs lives b) service to chief, 
community or clan; c) strong commitment to 
land ownership by descent groups; d) 
reciprocal responsibility between leaders and 
commoners; and e) the uniting force of 
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Christianity. Today, all these principles are 
under stress and challenge (or are abused by 
leaders for their own benefit), as the region 
addresses the impact of globalisation and 
trade, aid, debt and investment policies from 
overseas countries.  
 
The death of King TaufaÕahau Tupou IV on 
11 September 2006 and the accession to 
power of his son King Siaosi (George) 
Tupou V came at a time when a number of 
dynamic changes were underway in the 
Kingdom. Under successive Prime 
Ministers, governments have introduced 
processes of reform in both the economic 
and political spheres. Over the last decade, 
governments have launched major reforms 
of the public sector including the creation of 
new national integrity systems, attempts to 
corporatise and privatise public utilities, and 
accession to the WTO and regional trade 
agreements. 
 
These changes have provoked resistance: a 
major public servants strike in 2005 led to 
significant pay increases and changing 
attitudes to the relationship of civil service 
and government. Public protests on a range 
of social and political issues have increased 
(e.g. within months in 2005, there were mass 
rallies over the costs of privatised electricity; 
a farmersÕ protest over the new consumption 
tax; and a 10,000 strong rally calling for the 
dismissal of the then Prime Minister Prince 
Lavaka ÔAta). The resignation of the Prince 
as Prime Minister in 2006 saw the 
appointment of Feleti (Fred) Sevele as Prime 
Minister, the first commoner to hold the 
post.  
 
This political turmoil led to the 
establishment of the National Committee of 
the Kingdom of Tonga on Political Reform 
(NCPR) to study proposals for parliamentary 
and electoral reform, but also to rioting and 
arson in the capital in November 2006. 

Today there are debates over Constitutional 
rights, parliamentary reform, Tongan values 
and international law, highlighted in 
attempts to amend clause 7 of the 
Constitution guaranteeing media freedom. 
The Tongan Parliament has established a 
Commission to investigate major changes to 
the KingdomÕs political and constitutional 
structures, scheduled to report in 2010. 
 
The pace of reform is causing some concern, 
as one church leader explained in an 
interview: ÒTonga is far too small to keep up 
the pace that he [PM Sevele] is driving at. 
ThereÕs a need to slow down a bit and 
engage the community. People are trying to 
digest all the things that are happening with 
both political reform and economic 
reform.Ó2

As government attempts to address the 
political, legal and economic fallout of the 

 
 
Australia and other donors have been 
supporting the reform program with 
reconstruction funds and development 
assistance for initiatives like an anti-
corruption commission. But as Lopeti 
Senituli, the political advisor to the Prime 
Minister noted: ÒI believe there is a tendency 
these days to focus almost exclusively on the 
mechanics of setting up the political and 
legislative infrastructure considered as 
prerequisites for securing security, stability 
and good governance in Pacific countries, 
with very little thought given to what and 
how the local polities perceive and value the 
vision of a new society and the political 
structures that we want to create for them.Ó 
(Senituli, 2007b). 
 

                                                 
2 This paper draws on a series of interviews in Tonga 
in February and March 2008. Most of the research 
interviews were conducted in the capital NukuÕalofa, 
but also involved visits to villages on Tongatapu 
including Lapaha and Patangata. Some interviewees 
asked not to be quoted by name Ð their quotes are 
included without references. 
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events of 16 November 2006, when rioting 
and arson in the capital NukuÕalofa led to 
widespread destruction, there is a need to 
look at underlying social forces in a society 
that is integrally linked to an overseas 
diaspora. As noted by Finau Tutone, 
President of the Friendly Islands Teachers 
Association (FITA): ÒIf you think of 16/11 
like a tsunami, you must say that our leaders 
just look at the damage caused by the 
tsunami. But what caused the tsunami? We 
must look at the shift of tectonic plates 
underneath. And what causes that shift? The 
fire inside!Ó 
 

2. Economic reform, trade and 
privatisation 

 
2.1  Population and land 
 
The Kingdom of Tonga includes 169 coral 
and volcanic islands, of which 36 are 
inhabited, with an Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ) of 640,050 square kilometres and a 
land area of 747 square kilometres. The three 
main groupings of islands are Tongatapu and 
ÔEua to the south; HaÕapai in the middle; and 
VavaÕu in the north, with the capital 
NukuÕalofa located on the main island of 
Tongatapu. 
 
Data from the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community (SPC) Demography Unit shows 
TongaÕs population at the 2006 census was 
101,991. In comparison to Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu 
(which all have an annual population growth 
rate of more than 2 per cent), Tonga has a 
low annual growth rate estimated at 0.4 per 
cent in 2008-15 and 0.6 per cent in 2015-30 
(the SPC estimates the population will grow 
to 106,011 by 2015 and 115,389 by 2030). 
With life expectancy of 67.3 (male) and 73 
(female), the country has a significant rate of 
emigration but a low infant mortality rate 

relative to other small island states (19 per 
1000 in 2004-05, which is a third the rate of 
PNG or Solomon Islands). The 2006 census 
records 23 per cent of the population living 
in urban centres. 
 
Tonga has a low average annual economic 
growth rate in real GDP: 2.9 per cent in 
2005-06 and -3.5 per cent in 2006-07 
(NRBT 2008: Table G1, S42). The primary 
sector of agriculture, forestry and fisheries 
makes up about 25-30 per cent of total GDP 
but nearly two thirds of labour force 
employment, while manufacturing and 
construction only make a small contribution. 
As discussed below in section 2.8, Tonga 
has the third highest rate of remittances in 
the world as a proportion of GDP. The 
government hosted a National Economic 
Summit in April 2007, and a key goal of the 
current Prime Minister is to Òpromote 
sustained private sector led growthÓ 
(Kingdom of Tonga 2006). However, the 
country faces significant trade deficits, as 
detailed in Table 1 (below). 
 
Most Tongan villagers engage in plantation 
and subsistence agriculture, though there is 
extensive cash cropping and diversification 
into exports of squash, root crops (yams, 
taro) as well as niche marketing of kava, 
vanilla and nonu. Japan is the biggest export 
market (especially for fish and squash), 
followed by the United States. Since 2003, 
production and exports in key economic 
sectors like agriculture and fisheries have 
been below par, due to poor infrastructure, 
fluctuating international prices and 
significant political turmoil in 2005-06. 
Potential expansion of exports faces 
competition from larger producers in Asia 
and the Pacific, and current low prices for 
key exports like squash to the Japanese 
market. 
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Table 1: Trade deficit 2003-2008 
(figures in TOP Tongan paÕanga million) 
 
 Imports Exports Deficit 
2003-04 169.0 28.3 -140.8 
2004-05 204.2 31.1 -173.1 
2005-06   236.3 31.0 -214.4 
2006-07   217.5 26.7 -190.8 
2007-08 262.4 23.5 -238.9 

Sources: ÔOverseas Exchange TransactionsÕ National Reserve Bank of Tonga (NRBT), Annual Report 2006-07, p.6; 
NRBT Quarterly Review September 2008. 

 

 
Under the Constitution and the Land Act, 
land is vested in the Crown. The 
Constitution states the King may Òat pleasure 
grant one or more estates to the nobles and 
titular chiefs to become their hereditary 
estatesÓ (clause 44 and 104), which revert to 
the King in the absence of an heir. Although 
the Minister for Lands has key decision 
making powers over land, the Nobles are 
party to any distribution of land in their 
estates.  
 
As well as hereditary estates, male 
commoners are entitled to a tax allotment 
(Ôapi Ôuta) and town allotment (Ôapi kolo) at 
age 16 Ð but with increasing population 
pressures and demands on land usage these 
rights cannot be fulfilled. Tongan land laws 
prevent women from owning allotments and 
enjoying full inheritance rights, which are 
dependent on the custom of fahu - the 
traditional obligations of a brother owed to 
his sister (Jalal 1998: 57-60). However these 
land laws came under scrutiny in 2006 when 
the King in Council agreed to a review of 
legislation to study whether women could 
inherit registered parcels of land where there 
is no direct male heir. 
 
In contrast to other countries in Melanesia, 
Tonga has a relatively limited resource base, 

although overseas corporations are 
beginning to explore for maritime and oil 
resources in its Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ). Over 20 years ago, Bertram and 
Watters (1985) described the MIRAB model 
for small island states. Their model has been 
updated (Bertram 1999), but remains 
relevant to the central challenges facing the 
country with a limited economy based on 
public sector employment, agricultural 
exports, overseas aid, a fledgling tourism 
industry and overseas remittances. There is 
ongoing debate about the role of the public 
and private sector in economic and social 
development and how to manage the revenue 
flows of remittances from expatriate 
Tongans, which make up the crucial element 
of capital flow into the country.  
 
Australia and New Zealand benefit greatly 
from the migration of skilled workers from 
Tonga and successive governments in 
NukuÕalofa have been worried about the 
costs of Ôbrain drainÕ. According to the 
World Bank, 74.2 per cent of all tertiary 
graduates from Tonga have emigrated, the 
highest rate for those countries analysed in 
the East Asia and Pacific region (World 
Bank, 2007). For workers whose skills are in 
farming and fishing, Tonga is now sending 
seasonal workers to both Australia and New 
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Zealand, under pilot programs for the 
horticulture and viticulture industries. 
 
2.2 Human development and 

employment 
 
Compared to other Pacific countries, Tonga 
has a high Human Development ratio and 
access to services - the Kingdom rated 55th 
in the United Nations Human Development 
Index (2005) as a Middle Income country, 
much higher than many other small island 
states in the Pacific.  
 
In spite of this high HDI, community 
perceptions of the failure of government to 
deliver key services in health, education, 
water and security have been documented in 
research by the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB 2004) or surveys conducted for the 
development of the KingdomÕs Strategic 
Development Plan 2006-09 (Kingdom of 
Tonga 2006). During consultations with civil 
society, churches and business, the Central 
Planning Department noted a range of 
concerns including: 
 

- Unemployment, especially for young 
people 

- Water supply problems (while towns 
get 24/7 water, some villages on 
Tongatapu are cut off for hours or days 
at a time). 

- Financial hardship and the burden of 
consumption tax 

- Drugs and crime 
- Infrastructure needs, such as improved 

wharves for islands and tarsealing of 
rural roads to allow marketing of farm 
produce (Kingdom of Tonga 2006: 21-
23). 

 
While the ADB talks of ÒhardshipÓ rather 
than poverty, there was significant inequality 
of incomes even before the disruption of the 
economy in 2005-06. In a 2001 ADB study, 

23 per cent of households received incomes 
below a basic needs poverty level of T$1466 
per head per year. Significant inequality in 
income distribution between households, 
with the 10 per cent of households with 
lowest income levels obtaining just 1.6 per 
cent of total household income while the 10 
per cent of households with highest income 
levels obtaining 30.9 per cent (Kingdom of 
Tonga 2006: 2, 100). Youth unemployment 
rates are higher than the general employment 
rates, accounting for 43 per cent of total 
unemployment: latest official figures (from 
2003) show 15-24 year olds had an 11.9 per 
cent unemployment rate (15.1 for males and 
9.9 for females) against a national rate of 5.2 
per cent. 
 
In spite of its relative wealth compared to 
Melanesian countries, there are still people 
living in dire need, such as the community at 
Patangata. Located near the rubbish dump on 
the outskirts on NukuÕalofa - only 3 minutes 
drive to the central business district and 
Government offices - there are people living 
in severe poverty. As with squatter 
settlements in other Pacific cities, Patangata 
houses people without land coming in from 
outer islands, who cannot gain support from 
family on Tongatapu. Many have lived for 
years with insufficient water, electricity, 
housing and health care.  
 
Since 2003, the Tonga Salvation Army has 
run a health clinic in Patangata, as there is no 
government health centre and many villagers 
never went to the doctor. The promise to 
relocate them or confirm land ownership 
when the dump was closed in 2006 has not 
yet been met, even though the fencing of the 
dump has now changed the hazards for 
people who made a living scavenging for 
iron, cans or copper from the dump. The 
Public Service Association (PSA) has stated 
that: ÒSuch poor living conditions right in 
the heart of NukuÕalofa and the door step of 
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Government offices is unspoken for in a 
country where Christianity is its foundation.Ó 
(PSA 2007). 
 
2.3  Public sector reform 
 
To address problems of poverty, trade 
deficits and employment for rural 
communities, the government of Tonga has 
launched a major program to Òrestructure 
and downsizeÓ the public service Ð policies 
supported by a range of donors (including 
AusAID and ADB). This key plank of 
government policy aims to improve 
efficiency and to promote generational 
change and training for public servants. 
Under Prime Minister Feleti Sevele, the 
government has placed a major focus on 
engaging the private sector in service 
delivery and jobs development. 
 
Beyond economic objectives, this public 
sector reform is linked to the second key 
objective of political and constitutional 
reform. The current Minister of Finance, 
Hon. AfuÕalo Matoto recently stated that the 
economic reforms are tied to the initiative 
for political and constitutional change 
(discussed in section 3.2). He has argued that 
public service reforms are designed to 
strengthen controls over the executive: 
 

It concerns me very much to put an 
elected government and elected 
ministers in place while the Public 
Sector Reform Program has not been 
fully implemented. You know people 
who come into power often find it 
very difficult to stay within the 
boundary of their power, they 
normally exceed their power, and that 
is when we need a strong public 
service, for senior staff to advise the 
Ministers (Matangi Tonga 2008e). 

 

In 2006, Prime Minister Sevele announced 
Òthe long-term strategy for the public sector 
including substantial downsizing of public 
sector employee numbers. The plan was for 
this to be accomplished in two ways: 1) 
outsourcing or privatisation of activities 
better performed by the private sector and 2) 
fundamental restructuring of the public 
service to reduce over 30 ministries and 
departments to a set of around 12-15 
government agencies providing core 
functionsÓ (Utoikamanu 2006: 18). 
 
As outlined by Hon. Utoikamanu, TongaÕs 
former finance minister, the public sector 
reform strategy involves: 

- improvements in public sector 
governance 

- amalgamation of ministries 
- accelerated corporatisation and 

privatisation of government 
enterprises 

- selected asset sales 
- enhanced promotion of private sector 

growth 
- pro-poor policies to support the 

vulnerable affected by consumption 
taxes etc. (Utoikamanu 2006, 2007). 

 
As discussed below, however, redundancies 
in the public service and the corporatisation 
of key public utilities have not necessarily 
meant improved service delivery or lower 
prices for consumers. 
 
The reform program has introduced a series 
of changes: 

- The enactment of the Public Service 
Act (2002) and Public Finance Act, 
the creation of a Public Service 
Commission (PSC) in May 2003 and 
appointment of new commissioners 
in 2006. 

- Introduction of a Public Service code 
of conduct in 2004 and a new 
performance appraisal system in 
2005. 
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- Attempts to review salary levels 
through job evaluation across the 
public service. 

- New integrity systems (strengthening 
the role of the Public relations 
commissioner, and the creation of an 
Anti-Corruption Commission in June 
2008). 

 
With weak service delivery in key sectors 
like water supply, health and transport (ADB 
2004), Tonga has sought international donor 
support for public sector reform. The process 
was aided by an initial loan of US$11 
million from the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) for the Economic Public Sector 
Reform Program (EPSRP), involving public 
sector efficiencies; the introduction of 
performance management and goals; and 
improving public sector delivery to the 
private sector. 
 
The Australian government has been 
encouraging public sector reforms with 
incentive payments through the Tonga 
Australia Performance Partnership 
Agreement (TAPPA), signed on 16 August 
2007. TAPPA involves both Australia and 
Tonga setting milestones for structural 
reforms, then extra aid being granted on 
achievement of those goals. The first tranche 
of $1.57 million was paid in December 
2008, with a further $2 million budgeted in 
2008-09. 
 
Problems of service delivery have 
highlighted the need to improve the capacity 
of TongaÕs public service. The program of 
public service reform involved upgraded 
programs of merit based promotion, job 
appraisals and performance indicators, 
updating a system that for many years had 
relied on seniority for advancement. But the 
manner of reform has provoked resistance by 
key sectors of the public service, as noted in 
a recent study of the process:  

 
The reform is extensive and complex in 
scope Ð its success requires a concerted 
effort, commitment and co-operation of 
everyone involved, not just senior officials 
at the central ministriesÉthere is in fact a 
strong feeling of resentment amongst a 
majority of public servants about the 
reform, especially from those senior 
managers who are members of the Public 
Service Association (PSA). (Amosa 2007). 

 
A number of interviewees for this occasional 
paper were sharply critical of the 
implementation of the new measures: the 
drive for public sector reform has been 
widely criticised for its pace, lack of 
consultation and for failing to meet social 
objectives. One public servant complained in 
an interview: ÒYes, we need to fix the civil 
service, but theyÕre throwing out the baby, the 
bathwater and the soap as well!Ó 
 
A former Human Resources manager from a 
government department stated that the job 
appraisals, when they happened, were a 
once-off snapshot rather than an ongoing 
process of staff development. Another 
official stated: ÒThe private sector people 
running the PSC with performance / output 
jargon have brought a new way of working, 
but even heads of department are struggling 
and itÕs often hard to prove quality. In our 
ministry, I think weÕve over-performed since 
2006 but thereÕs no recognition of this 
performance.Ó 
 
In 2001, the public service comprised 5,443 
positions with another 700 casual workers, 
with salary and wages accounting for 57 per 
cent of public expenditure (Amosa 2007: 
183). The public service was reduced from 
5,558 people in 2004 to 4,581 in 2006, with 
the aim of reaching 3,400 (Kingdom of 
Tonga 2006:53). The introduction of a 
program of voluntary redundancy saw 
hundreds of applications for redundancy 
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with 820 approved in mid-2006 (In a country 
with limited private sector employment, this 
reduction in public service employment has 
disproportionate impacts on women, who 
have often found employment opportunities 
in government services like teaching and 
nursing).  
 
Cutting the size of the public sector has 
achieved a reduction of the share of wages 
and salaries in current expenditure from 52.4 
per cent (1999-2000) to 47.1 per cent (2004-
05), influenced in part by a hiring freeze. 
Amosa confirms that Òarguably, public 
sector reform in Tonga has achieved 
significant milestones despite the fact that it 
began badly. Indeed, there were stiff 
objections from the public sector itself and 
to some extent from the political sphereÓ 
(Amosa 2007: 187). 
 
These objections brought together the 
political and industrial sphere, leading to a 
major public service strike in 2005. The 
governmentÕs public service salary review 
was approved by Cabinet in June 2005, but a 
decision to increase Cabinet salaries while 
deferring increases for public servants 
exacerbated the anger and led to a strike 
which lasted six weeks. On their return to 
work on 5 September 2005, the strikers won 
major salary increases over different public 
service levels: grades 2-5 (60 per cent); 6-10 
(70 per cent) and 11-14A (80 per cent). By 
the end of the dispute, which had begun on 
industrial issues, members of the protest 
were raising issues related to political and 
constitutional reform, and even calling for 
the resignation of the then Prime Minister, 
Prince Ulukalala Lavaka ÔAta, the younger 
brother of the current monarch (for details of 
the strike, see Young Leslie, 2007: 263-269) 
 
Former Finance Minister Utoikamanu has 
noted that Òthe fiscal shock of the 2006 
public sector 60/70/80 pay settlement was 

offset by substantial public sector 
redundancies and the governmentÕs recovery 
and reconstruction initiatives have helped to 
offset some of the damage caused by the 
2006 civil disorder.Ó (Utoikamanu 2007: 
15).  
 
In interviews with Public Service 
Association (PSA) representatives, they 
argued that the government withheld 
increments and overtime allowances for 
public servants in 2006, while keeping them 
for the police and army: ÒOnly after 21 
months of negotiation did we get these in 
December 2007.Ó Union leaders expressed 
concern that Tonga lacks an IR Act to set up 
proper grievance procedures, and that after 
the 2005 strike came a period of low morale, 
because provisions of the MOU ending the 
strike werenÕt properly followed. One senior 
government official also commented:  

ThatÕs a fundamental problem for 
government Ð they rubbish the public 
service and then expect loyalty. The public 
service is essential to running the 
government, but public servants donÕt feel 
that their issues are being dealt with. The 
government has brought in private sector 
people to run the Public Service 
Commission but they often have contempt 
for public service processes. 

 
Civil society leaders, while acknowledging 
the need to improve the public service, 
raised concern that the reform process was 
too focused on costs rather than social 
outcomes. This is reflected in government 
monitoring - objective 5 of the Economic 
Public Sector Reform Program (EPSRP) was 
to Òmitigate economic and social impactsÓ 
from public sector reforms, but TongaÕs 
latest Strategic Development Plan notes that: 
ÒLittle progress was made in achieving the 
fifth EPSRP objective. An Economic and 
Social Impact Monitoring Unit was added to 
the CPDÕs organisational structure but 
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remained unstaffedÓ (Kingdom of Tonga 
2006). 
 
2.4  Case study: Impact of reforms 

on the education sector 
 
Tonga claims the highest education 
indicators in the Pacific with an adult 
literacy rate of 98.9 per cent and combined 
enrolment ration of 80.1 per cent (UN HDI 
report 2007). With primary and secondary 
schools on every inhabited island, the 
country has met its Millennium 
Development Goal (MDG) objective of 
universal primary education. Government 
runs nearly 90 per cent of primary schools, 
but only a third of total enrolment in 
secondary schools, with religious 
denominations providing the other education 
services. 
 
In spite of Tonga reaching its MDG target 
for provision of primary education, the bald 
figures do not measure the quality of 
education, with issues of functional literacy 
and numeracy, fluency in English as well as 
Tongan, and high proportions of repeaters at 
certain levels. As one womenÕs activist 
noted:  ÒTonga has a very high access rate to 
primary school, but there are many issues 
over the quality of education, including 
increasing school fees and shortages of good 
teachers.Ó 
 
There is ongoing sector wide activity to 
strengthen education through the Tongan 
Education Support Program (TESP) funded 
by NZAID and the World Bank. The 
Australian and NZ government are working 
to review the school syllabus in 2009 and 
support teacher training programs. The 
Tongan government has established an 
independent Board for Qualification and 
Accreditation to oversee the quality of 
education in Tonga.  
 

In interviews, a range of church, NGO and 
union representatives raised a number of 
suggestions about the interaction of 
government and non-government education 
providers. Under TESP, there is a concerted 
effort to improve teacher assessment, but the 
President of the Friendly Islands Teachers 
Association suggested that assessment needs 
to be supplemented with more in-service 
training and support: ÒContinuous weighing of 
pigs doesnÕt make them grow Ð you have to feed 
them, and there has to be more dialogue with 
teachers who are a smart bunch; you canÕt just 
tell them what to do.Ó 
 
The President of Education at the Free 
Wesleyan Church of Tonga noted that there 
needs to be more co-operation with church 
education programs and government:  

Our Church is concerned that mission school 
teachers are not as well paid as government 
teachers and have no pension. For over a 
century, the Free Wesleyan Church has 
focussed on primary and secondary 
education. Now, the government has moved 
into primary education, leaving some 
secondary to the churches. But we lose good 
teachers to the government system Ð why 
not use overseas aid for the existing [church] 
schools rather than to support new education 
infrastructure in the same area? 

 
Union leaders were especially critical of the 
management of the governmentÕs voluntary 
redundancy program, where over 800 people 
left the public service Ð many of them 
experienced teachers. One PSA leader told 
me:  

In 2007, student results were worse Ð the 
government tried to blame it on the [2005 
public servantsÕ] strike but it had a lot to do 
with the redundancy program, which 
severely damaged service delivery. The PSA 
tried to get the government to reconsider its 
voluntary redundancy program, but a lot of 
good people were lost, especially in 
education.Ó 
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The TeachersÕ Union reaffirms that concern, 
arguing: 

The biggest mistake by government was the 
2006 redundancy program. Teachers went 
back to school after the 2005 strike and the 
results were good, but they dropped after the 
2006 redundancies. FITA tried to defer the 
program till after December 2006 and to 
encourage selective application. The PM 
agreed but it couldnÕt be applied. We lost 
hundreds of teachers, mostly good graduates 
which has affected teacher student ratios, 
with diploma teachers being promoted to run 
Form 6 classes. 

 
2.5    Corporatisation and 

privatisation of public assets 
 
In Tonga, a number of services and 
companies have been maintained under 
government control, ranging from key public 
utilities (Tonga Water Board, Tonga Electric 
Power Board); transport (Royal Tongan 
Airlines Ltd.; Shipping Corporation of 
Polynesia Ltd.; Ports Authority); 
communications (Tonga Broadcasting 
Corporation; Tonga Communications 
Corporation Ltd.); tourism (International 
Dateline Hotel Ltd. Leiola Duty Free Ltd) 
and resources (Tonga Timber Ltd.).  
 
With the introduction of the Public 
Enterprises Act (2002) and the creation of 
the Ministry of Public Enterprises in 2006, 
there has been a move to improve returns to 
government from public enterprises, tighten 
management and corporatise or privatise 
operations.  
 
Under Prime Minister Sevele, the 
government announced that Òstarting in 
January 2009 all directorate positions in 
Tonga's public enterprise boards will be 
filled from the private sector. The Prime 
Minister, Cabinet Ministers and Civil 
Servants who are directors on GovernmentÕs 
public enterprise boards will at the end of 

this year vacate their board positions 
allowing private sector candidates to step 
in.Ó (Matangi Tonga 2008b). This follows 
the appointment of Public Service 
Commissioners who have a private sector 
background, including Ms. Mishka Tuifua 
(former General Manager of the Westpac 
Bank of Tonga), Ms. TaiÕatu ÔAtaÕata 
(Marketing Manager for Tonga 
Telecommunications Corporation) and Mr. 
Ross Chapman (who owns businesses in 
office equipment, hardware, timber and duty 
free concessions). 
 
In 2008, the government moved to sell off 
assets such as Leiola Duty Free Ltd, which 
held a monopoly of duty free concessions in 
Tonga (including a retail outlet at the 
governmentÕs International Dateline Hotel 
and the only duty free shop at the FuaÕamotu 
International Airport). Public Service 
Commissioner Ross Chapman holds 25 per 
cent of shares in the operation, and the 
governmentÕs 75 per cent shareholding was 
sold for 6 million paÕanga to a private 
company Pacific Retail Ltd (whose major 
shareholders are Aureos CapitalÕs Kula Fund 
II Ltd and Pacific Finance). 
 
The government privatised the Tonga 
Government Printer and in January 2009 
announced changes in the management of 
the government-owned newspaper Tonga 
Chronicle. While the Government will retain 
ownership and editorial control of the paper, 
the Prime Minister's Office said that the 
introduction of new managing editors was 
the first step towards corporatisation and 
eventually the privatisation of the newspaper 
(Matangi Tonga 2008f).  
 
The decision to promote private sector 
control over public utilities and enterprises 
across the Pacific is controversial, especially 
in small states where there is limited 
opportunity for competition between 
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providers. In some areas such as 
telecommunications, increased competition 
has seen significant price reductions Ð as 
shown with the introduction of Digicel into 
the Kingdom - but in other sectors the 
benefits are not so clear. Privatisation can 
simply mean the shift from public monopoly 
to private monopoly, with less accountability 
when private sector providers claim tax 
breaks and subsidies from government, 
which cannot be revealed under 
Òcommercial in confidenceÓ clauses.  
 
There are fundamental questions of 
accountability in this process - itÕs uncertain 
that public sector reform will achieve the 
stated aims of efficiency and ending 
corruption. In the Fiji context, academic 
Satendra Prasad has argued that:  

Public sector reforms increase, rather than 
reduce the potential for corruption É  
economic reforms are reducing the 
regulatory links between elected ministers 
and public agencies and bodies, especially as 
public utilities are corporatised and 
privatised. State quangos, for example, are 
gradually loosening their ties with the 
government. Indeed, the corporatisation 
process requires that this be the case. It is 
likely that quangos, boards and other public 
interest committees may become even less 
governable than they have been 
previouslyÉThe introduction of 'user pay 
concept', cost recovery, outsourcing, 
corporatisation, independent cost centres 
have altered relationships between state and 
citizens. The remoulding of citizens into 
consumers sits uneasily in an economy 
where some 20 percent of the population are 
located in predominantly subsistence sectors 
(Prasad 1998). 

 
Like other Pacific Island Countries, TongaÕs 
National Integrity Systems focus on 
improvements in the public sector, and the 
country does not have the regulatory 
capacity to control the behaviour of private 
sector operators. In most island nations, 

OmbudsmanÕs offices and leadership codes 
are directed at public service and 
government operations, not the private 
sector, and there is limited capacity for the 
regulation provided by bodies like the 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC).  
 
This problem is compounded in Tonga 
where members of the Royal Family have 
held major investments in key public utilities 
like energy, transport and 
telecommunications. When the Crown 
Prince acceded to power as King in 2006, 
the Lord Chamberlain announced that he 
would dispose of Òall his commercial 
interests in TongaÉin conformity with the 
obligations and demands of his high officeÓ 
(Fielakepa 2006), but at the time of writing 
this process is still incomplete. 
 
HRH Princess PilolevuÕs role in the 
international telecommunications service 
Tongasat has long been controversial, as the 
company gained significant revenue from 
the use of TongaÕs geostationary satellite 
slots. But in September 2008 the company 
finally settled all of its outstanding debts to 
Government. Prime Minister Sevele told 
Parliament that:  

Both Government and Tongasat have agreed 
to terminate all of their Agency Agreements, 
and TongasatÕs exclusivity. Instead, except 
for the contracts already signed between 
Tongasat and clients, they will now follow 
the current international practice whereby 
operators simply pay the specific 
communication licence, then operate and 
keep all of their profits (Office of the Prime 
Minister, 2008). 

 
Public sector reform involves fundamental 
questions of equity and impact on the most 
vulnerable. The privatisation of public 
services will place significant burdens on the 
community, through loss of employment 
affecting wider family groups, and increased 
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Òuser paysÓ policies hurting the poorest 
sector of the community.  
 
Over the last three years there have been 
significant price rises for basic goods and 
services, including bread prices, electricity 
and school fees. One NGO interviewee 
highlighted popular concerns over tough 
times:  

Recent price rises are stressful, including 
increases in fuel, market prices, electricity 
and school fees. Lots of people lost jobs 
after the riots which hit people hard. Even 
those people who took a redundancy 
payment from the public service are finding 
it hard, as that money has now gone and 
they donÕt have much to fall back on. 

 
These price rises are the latest in a series that 
adversely affect the poorest members of the 
community Ð although there are external 
factors such as the rising price of oil and 
diesel fuel, anger over poor levels of service 
and increasing prices has focussed on the 
corporatisation and privatisation of utilities 
providing essential services. In Tonga, the 
privatisation of government departments into 
Boards and Commissions over the last 
decade was meant to provide better services 
at low cost.  But a number of interviewees 
raised concern as to whether the privatisation 
of public utilities has meant improved 
services and reduced prices.  
 
The promise that public servants losing their 
jobs in the public sector reforms will gain 
opportunities in the expanding private sector 
is not guaranteed, as Heather Young Leslie 
argues: 

As high profile models for how the private 
sector will create jobs for the forthcoming 
civil service redundancies and meet the 
governmentÕs goal of higher standard of 
living for all Tongans, both Shoreline and 
Tongasat have failed to impress (Young 
Leslie 2007: 271). 

 

The issue of employment and services is 
compounded by public concern over the 
number of overseas businesses that have 
been established in Tonga, especially small 
trade stores run by overseas Chinese, many 
of which are not formally registered (Tonga 
Broadcasting Commission 2008b). The 
government has also negotiated a 
controversial US$57.8 million concessional 
loan from the PeopleÕs Republic of China to 
assist with the reconstruction of central 
NukuÕalofa after the rioting and arson of 
November 2006. The project, managed by 
the China Civil Engineering Construction 
Company (CCEDD), will use Chinese 
contractors, labourers and materials, 
reducing flow on benefits to local economies 
and employment opportunities. 
 
2.6  Case study: Privatisation and 

remunicipalisation of 
electricity 

 
One example of the impact of privatisation is 
the provision of electricity by the private 
company Shoreline Power Ltd. The 
investment by the King in Shoreline was a 
matter of public debate and concern for 
some time, until the re-purchase of key 
assets from the company by the government 
in 2008.  
 
In 1997, the then Crown Prince became 
Chairman of the Tonga Electric Power 
Board (TEPB) which was responsible for 
power generation and distribution but now 
serves as the regulatory body for the energy 
sector. Promising that the tariff for 
electricity would be greatly reduced, he 
obtained the approval of the TEPB for a 20-
year lease to his own company to generate 
electricity and sell it to the TEPB. He then 
invested T$14 million in a new generating 
plant, and his company was issued with a 
ÒDevelopment LicenceÓ, exempting it from 
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paying duties and other government charges 
on imported diesel oil.  
 
The involvement of a member of the Royal 
family drew public criticism from members 
of the Human Rights and Democracy 
Movement like ÔAkilisi Pohiva. In 2005, a 
company whistleblower alleged Òfinancial 
mismanagement, falsification of audits and 
exorbitant salaries of approximately 
US$400,000 each for the three main 
executives, Sosefo Ramanlal, Soane 
Ramanlal and [then] Crown Prince 
TupoutoÕaÓ (Young Leslie, 2007: 262). 
 
The period of Shoreline Power LtdÕs 
monopoly over the production of electricity 
saw significant increases in the cost of 
power, with prices increasing from 45.5 
seniti per Kwh (2003-04) to 61.5 seniti per 
Kwh (2006-07). Then, in February 2008, 
electricity prices rose another 20 per cent for 
consumers on Tongatapu, and up to 23 per 
cent in the outer islands (Matangi Tonga 
2008b). Charges rose again in August 2008 
by a further 23 percent to offset rising fuel 
costs Ð by the third quarter of 2008, prices 
were 102 seniti per Kwh (NRBT 2008: 
Table D1, S20).  
 
WomenÕs activist Ofa Guttenbeil-Likiliki 
expressed concern that the price rises hit the 
poorest sectors of the community: 
 

Our concerns are mainly the short period of 
time that the power has increased twice and 
the impact that this will have on women and 
families as other costs are going up as well. 
ItÕs getting more and more expensive to 
transport children to school and to put food 
on the table. ItÕs having a huge impact on 
many Tongan families (RNZI, 2008). 

 
However in spite of an ongoing program of 
privatisation, the government has moved to 
re-purchase the electricity generation and 
distribution systems owned by Shoreline 

Power. The remunicipalisation of electricity 
services came after a New Zealand company 
Northpower withdrew its expression of 
interest in buying the assets after the 2006 
riots destroyed ShorelineÕs offices. 
 
In 2007, Parliament passed legislation to re-
purchase ShorelineÕs generation and 
distribution facility and in the government 
budget for 2008-09, 25 million paÕanga was 
allocated towards the cost. The Minister of 
Finance, AfuÕalo Matoto announced that the 
funds to buy out Shoreline would come from 
the sale of the governmentÕs 40 per cent 
shareholding in Tonga's oldest bank, the 
Westpac Bank of Tonga. In July 2008, the 
Government sold its shares in the bank to the 
Australian parent company Westpac 
Banking Corporation for 25 million paÕanga. 
This opened the way to use these funds to re-
purchase the assets from Shoreline Power for 
US$17.7 million. These assets are now run 
by the government company Tonga Power 
Ltd, which reduced some electricity prices in 
February 2009. 
 
2.7  Trade and tourism 
 
The debate over provision of services and 
privatisation cannot be separated from 
broader policy over trade under the current 
government, as Tonga has become a full 
member of the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO). Through a Trade Co-ordination 
Committee (TCC) linking relevant 
government ministries and departments, 
Tonga has moved to implement the Pacific 
Island Countries Trade Agreement (PICTA) 
and engage in regional trade liberalisation 
under the EU-ACP Economic Partnership 
Agreement (EPA) and the proposed 
PACER-Plus regional free trade agreement 
(for detail, see Ofa 2007). 
 
Many smaller Pacific countries are reliant on 
tariffs and import duties for significant levels 
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of government revenue (more than 30 per 
cent in the case of Tonga) and the 
government aims to introduce a uniform 
customs tariff with ceiling rates of 15-20 per 
cent as a step towards aligning the tax 
system with WTO accession requirements. 
The government has been seeking to reform 
its tax base, given the number of exemptions 
and loopholes created under old system of 
customs and sales taxes (James 2004:11-13). 
However, the new Consumption Tax Act has 
seen the introduction of regressive user 
charges and consumption taxes. These 
options raise questions of equity and just 
development, in countries where much of the 
population are farmers whose income is 
largely from remittances or small-scale cash 
cropping. 
 
The Tonga Trade and Investment Board was 
given legislative backing in 2005 to 
Òpromote, stimulate and facilitate the growth 
and development of trade and investment in 
Tonga.Ó But Tonga has limited prospects of 
receiving much of the Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) flowing into the Asia-
Pacific region, especially since the global 
credit crisis, as noted by Matangi Tonga in 
early 2009: 
 

With regards to foreign investment, 
excepting for Digicel and the three 
Commercial Banks, ANZ, Westpac and 
MBF Bank, most of the multi-million 
paÕanga investments in tourism facilities in 
VavaÕu and in Tongatapu are by Tongans. 
There was a hope for foreign investment in 
Tonga's power generation but it was not 
attractive enough for foreign investors and 
government is having another go at running 
our power generation facility. The crunching 
problem that we are facing is a lack of 
employment opportunities, but because of 
our WTO membership, government no 
longer can subsidise local industries. There 
is supposed to be a level playing field in 
industrial trade, disregarding whether it is a 

bout between a heavy weight and a feather 
weight (Matangi Tonga, 2009a). 
 

The government sees development of the 
tourism sector as a priority, Òas one of the 
only sectors that offers a realistic prospect of 
sustainable growth in incomes and 
employment, especially for younger peopleÓ 
(Utoikamanu, 2007: 21). However, the focus 
on private sector growth needs to look at 
cultural, environment and social impacts. 
Interviewees queried the potential for 
tourism to become the next major growth 
sector, highlighting concerns that a HawaiÕi 
style tourism industry would not mesh with 
Tongan culture.  
 
Tourism numbers dropped in 2006-07 
following adverse publicity over the rioting 
on 16/11, but that seasonal fluctuation was 
of less concern than long term constraints. 
One example is regular and reliable transport 
access to the outer islands. Following the 
failure of Royal Tongan Airlines, the 
monopoly for domestic flights was granted 
to Peau VavaÕu Airways, controlled by the 
then Crown Prince TupoutoÕa and his 
business associates. The failure of this 
company to run a cost effective service has 
meant the introduction of new operations by 
Air Chathams in 2008. 
 
In spite of increasing tourism from China, 
the expansion of the KingdomÕs tourism 
industry will be limited by the effects of 
global warming and peak oil on a mass 
tourism market, with the potential for 
increased costs in airfares and damage to 
tourism attractions such as coral bleaching 
and the erosion of beaches and coastlines 
(for discussion, see Maclellan 2008a: 179-
86). Finally, one tourism operator also told 
me Òthe problem is software rather than 
hardwareÓ Ð training hospitality staff who 
will stay in Tonga rather than migrate to 
Australia, New Zealand or Fiji and 
promoting a Òculture of service to outsidersÓ. 
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Programs to improve health services are also 
affected by broader trade policies (Clarke et 
al 2007). For example, in recent years, some 
Pacific governments have mounted public 
health campaigns against poor nutrition, due 
to increasing rates of diabetes, hypertension 
and other health impacts from obesity. A 
target has been the importation of mutton 
flaps Ð the fatty waste meat from the sheepÕs 
belly which is high in saturated fat. Mutton 
flaps from New Zealand and turkey tails 
from the United States are exported to Fiji, 
Tonga, Samoa and other Pacific nations 
(Gewertz and Errington 2007).  
 
In Tonga, healthier options such as locally 
caught fish are between 15 and 50 per cent 
more expensive than mutton flaps or 
imported chicken. In 2004, research by 
Professors Mark Lawrence and Boyd 
Swinburn was developed as a Cabinet paper 
for the Minister of Health to place a quota 
restriction on mutton flap imports. However, 
because Tonga was in the process of 
acceding to the WTO at the time, it was 
reluctant to put these trade restrictive 
practices in place and the proposal was 
shelved. Now TongaÕs 2007 accession to the 
WTO has come with so many concessions 
that there is widespread public concern that 
the country will not be able to effectively 
regulate foreign corporations moving into 
the health sector and other service industries 
(Oxfam 2005). 
 
Public disillusionment with the impact of 
WTO membership and economic reform is 
best articulated by leading Tongan journalist 
Pesi Fonua: 
 

It is time to reassess our perceptions and the 
reality of our economic and political reform 
programs. Economically, we were 
convinced that the reforming of Tonga's 
economy by adopting a new Customs Duty 

Tariff and a new taxation system, and 
becoming a member of the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) would open up a door 
of opportunity for Tongan companies to 
negotiate deals with multi-national 
companies and attract a flow of foreign 
investment to Tonga. By being a member of 
the WTO and a party to an international Free 
Trade Regime enabled us to have access to 
an international market, in return for, of 
course, the free access of overseas products 
and services to our small market. The reality 
of our WTO commitment is that our local 
market can't compete with overseas goods 
and services, and today local manufacturers 
and industries are up against big 
international companies flooding the market 
with their products. Examples are our local 
brewery against the influx of overseas beers, 
and other industries such as local water 
purification and locally produced eggs 
(Matangi Tonga, 2009a). 

 
2.8  Remittances 
 
Unlike Melanesian countries, TongaÕs 
economy is reliant on significant diaspora 
populations in Australia, New Zealand 
(especially Auckland) and the United States 
(including HawaiÕi, California and Utah). 
Overseas Tongans play a crucial role in 
improving household livelihoods through 
provision of remittances in cash or goods. As 
one interviewee stated: ÒWithout our 
families overseas we wonÕt survive. We saw 
this after 16/11 where there was a massive 
response with remittances.Ó 
 
Globally, remittances are the largest source 
of external capital in many developing 
countries and totalled US$240 billion in 
2007, more than double the amount in 2002 
(Ratha 2007: 2). This official figure is more 
than twice the level of development aid from 
all sources and nearly two thirds of FDI in 
developing countries.  
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Table 2: Overseas transfers to Tonga: receipts 2000-2004 
(figures in TOP Tongan paÕanga million) 
 
 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 
Private 105.7 142.1 149.6 184.4 208.1 205.0 186.8 
Official 1.3 1.6 1.8 1.3 0.6 0.5 0.5 

 
Source: ÔOverseas Exchange TransactionsÕ National Reserve Bank of Tonga, Annual Reports 2003-04 and 2006-07, 
p.6  
 
In 2006, remittances amounted to an 
estimated 32.3 per cent of TongaÕs GDP, the 
largest percentage for all countries in East 
Asia and the Pacific - in comparison, the 
Philippines amounted to only 13 per cent of 
GDP in spite of its extensive labour mobility 
programs (Ratha 2007: 3). For its overseas 
exchange transactions, the National Reserve 
Bank of Tonga reports an increase of private 
receipts through remittances over recent 
years, from T$105 million (2001) to T$205 
million (2006) - in comparison, in 2006-07 
trade in merchandise raised just T$26.7 
million and services T$38.8 million (NRBT 
2007: 6). The World Bank also suggests that 
remittances sent through non-official 
channels could add at least 50 percent to the 
official estimate. 
 
Research by Professor Richard Brown of the 
University of Queensland (World Bank 
2006) shows that the majority of households 
in Tonga receive remittances even if they 
donÕt have a family member overseas and 
that overseas migrants remit to organisations 
and their own business / superannuation 
funds, as well as to family members. 
 
Much of the debate on remittances has 
focussed on first generation migrants, and 
there is little documentation about the 
remittance habits of subsequent generations. 
An ongoing research study of second 
generation Tongan transnationalism by 
Helen Lee of Latrobe University suggests 
that Australian-born children of migrants 

will not remit at the same rate as their 
parents (Lee 2003, 2005, 2007). The debate 
over the sustainability of funding from 
migrants reinforces the need to study the 
development impacts of remittances from 
seasonal workers, who do not migrate 
permanently but still contribute cash into the 
sending countryÕs economy. 
 
A central political issue is whether Forum 
member countries can develop options for 
seasonal and temporary work, rather than 
permanent migration, to allow new 
opportunities for work (World Bank 2006; 
Maclellan and Mares 2006, 2007). Tonga 
has been included in New ZealandÕs 
Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) 
scheme and in the pilot Pacific Seasonal 
Workers Program announced by the Labor 
government in Australia in August 2008 
(Maclellan 2008). 
 
In an interview, one NGO leader said that 
government could do more to promote 
Òfinancial literacy Ð there are no government 
programs to educate people on cheaper ways 
to transmit remittances.Ó Remittance costs 
are substantially higher for Tonga than in 
other markets. One study has found that they 
were Òbetween 2.5 to 3 times more 
expensive as transfers from the United States 
to Mexico, and approximately twice as 
expensive on average as bank transfers to a 
wide variety of countries from the United 
States and United KingdomÓ (Gibson 2006: 
113). Reducing the cost of sending 



Pomp and Privatisation: political and economic reform in the Kingdom of Tonga 
ACPACS Occasional Paper Number13, March 2009   Page 18 

  

remittances from New Zealand could lead to 
an increase of 28 per cent in remittances 
from existing senders.  
 
Apart from cash remittances, a significant 
source of income comes from the provision 
of goods and merchandise to be resold in 
Tonga at fea (second hand markets) in 
NukuÕalofa, such as sites at Tofoa or on the 
waterfront at TuÕimatamoana. People have 
avoided import duties by bringing in second-
hand clothing and goods from overseas, then 
re-selling. Many of the market goods are 
clothes, shoes or other household items sent 
as gifts or in-kind remittances by family 
members overseas, then re-sold at prices that 
undercut shops that have paid import duties 
on similar goods (Besnier 2004). In 
exchange, people in Tonga will often send 
back food and traditional handicrafts, 
including mats, fans and other items that are 
used at funerals, weddings and church 
ceremonies. This exchange reinforces the 
transnational reciprocity that binds overseas 
Tongans to their families at home and 
strengthens cultural values in the diaspora 
(for discussion of Tongan transnationalism, 
see Lee 2003, 2005). 
 
3.  Leadership and 

representation 
 
Under the Constitution, the King of Tonga 
retains extensive powers and can act 
unilaterally without the advice of Ministers: 
to make treaties, veto legislation, summon or 
dissolve the Assembly and declare martial 
law. The King can appoint nobles and grant 
tofiÕa (hereditary estates) as well as appoint 
key political and judicial figures, including 
the Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister 
and Cabinet ministers and the Speaker of the 
Legislative Assembly. With the consent of 
the Privy Council, the King can appoint the 
two Governors and judges to the Supreme 
Court and Court of Appeal.  

 
However, at the time of his Coronation in 
July 2008, King George Tupou V announced 
that he would accept Òappropriate changesÓ 
to parliamentary, electoral and constitutional 
structures. In the days leading up to the 
Coronation, the Lord Chamberlain stated 
that the King Òis voluntarily surrendering his 
powers to meet the democratic aspirations of 
many of his peopleÉ. His Majesty wishes to 
ensure that the monarchy is fully prepared 
for elections in 2010 under a revised voting 
system granting the majority voice in 
parliament to the people.Ó (PIR 2008). 
 
This section outlines TongaÕs unique polity, 
and the path to the Constitutional and 
Electoral Reform Commission which is 
currently debating possible changes to the 
KingdomÕs executive and legislative powers. 
 
3.1   Executive power 
 
Currently, the Cabinet is appointed by the 
King rather than chosen from Members of 
Parliament, and includes the Prime Minister 
and his Deputy, the Ministers of the Crown, 
the two Governors and the Chief Secretary 
to Cabinet. Ministers can be dismissed at 
will by the King. The Cabinet runs day to 
day government affairs, but the King chairs 
the Privy Council as the highest executive 
authority, which includes the Prime 
Minister, Ministers of the Crown and the two 
Governors of VavaÕu and HaÕapai.  
 
Members of Parliament sit for three-year 
terms, with the most recent national 
elections held in April 2008. TongaÕs 
parliament is a unicameral Legislative 
Assembly or Fale Alea, currently with 32 
seats: 

- 14 seats for cabinet ministers sitting 
ex officio 

- nine seats for nobles elected by their 
peers (There are currently 28 nobles 
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holding 33 titles, meaning that some 
nobles can vote for more than one 
estate).  

- nine PeopleÕs Representatives (PRs) 
elected by popular vote (Male 
commoners were granted the vote in 
1914, but it was under the reign of 
Queen Salote that the Constitution 
was changed in 1951 to allow women 
to vote and stand as candidates).  

 
A central Ð and controversial Ð feature of 
TongaÕs parliamentary system is that the 
executive Cabinet is responsible to the King 
rather than the legislature. For nearly a 
century, only nobles served in the Cabinet 
appointed for life by the King, though since 
independence in 1970, the Cabinet has 
included men without titles who often have 
family connections to nobility or wide 
professional expertise. Since 2006 the 
Cabinet also includes representatives chosen 
by the King from the Assembly (PRs who 
are appointed to the Cabinet give up their PR 
seat in the Assembly). The current Prime 
Minister Feleti (Fred) Sevele was a PR 
elected by universal franchise before his 
appointment by the monarch.  
 
Generally, PRs have run for parliament as 
individuals rather than in party formations, 
though key pro-democracy PRs like ÔAkilisi 
Pohiva and ÔIsileli Pulu have long been 
identified with the Friendly Islands Human 
Rights and Democracy Movement (an 
organisation incorporated under the 
Incorporated Societies Act). In 2005, some 
members of the movement broke away to 
form the ÔTonga Democratic PartyÕ, under 
Teisina Fuko, but formation of political 
parties may only develop after further 
parliamentary reform (for discussion, see 
Rich 2006: 22). 
 
The structure of parliament disadvantages 
representation by women, who can only 

stand for positions as PeopleÕs 
Representatives (PRs). In Tongan culture, 
inheritance of Noble titles as estate holders 
can only pass to men, so that women are 
ineligible for election to Noble seats or the 
two governorships of VavaÕu and HaÕapai. 
Cabinet appointees have all been men until 
the appointment of Hon. ÔAlisi Taumoepeau 
as Attorney General and Minister for Justice 
in May 2006, the first time a woman had 
been appointed as a Minister in Cabinet. 
Before the April 2008 national elections, 
only four women have been elected to 
Parliament as PRs since 1951 Ð Princess 
SiuÕilikutapu; Papiloa Foliaki; ÔOfa FisituÕa 
and Lepolo Taunisila (for a survey of 
womenÕs attitudes to representation in 
government, see Guttenbeil-Likiliki, 2006). 
 
As well as MagistratesÕ Courts and a Land 
Court, the Kingdom has an independent 
judiciary, with a Supreme Court (whose 
judges are appointed by the King with the 
consent of the Privy Council) and a Court of 
Appeal (the Chief Justice and high court 
justices are chosen and approved by the 
Privy Council).  
 
Tonga is noted for top-down governance, 
even compared to other Polynesian nations 
with chiefly systems (for example, in Samoa 
villages are at the centre of community 
governance with a strong role for the village 
fono - as one interviewee told me: ÒSamoan 
people only just tolerate the national 
government.Ó). In Tonga, the centrality of 
the King and nobility in governance is 
reflected in the weakness of local 
government at village level. The ofisa kolo 
or Town Officer is an employee of 
government though elected by the 
community every three years (the last 
election was in 2007) Ð in the past, the town 
officer could enforce his rulings but this 
power has waned. The first female Town 
Officer was only voted to office in 2004.  



Pomp and Privatisation: political and economic reform in the Kingdom of Tonga 
ACPACS Occasional Paper Number13, March 2009   Page 20 

  

 
3.2    Political reform 
 
The KingdomÕs current constitutional debate 
should be studied in the context of regional 
efforts to address conflict through 
constitutional review. Fiji provides a striking 
example of the successes and limits of legal 
strategies to reform the Constitution, with 
the introduction of a new Constitution in 
1997, incorporating a Bill of Rights with 
major anti-discrimination provisions. The 
constitution of the Federated States of 
Micronesia (FSM) includes entrenched 
provisions for regular review, and FSM has 
held two Constitutional Conventions to 
discuss proposed amendments. In 2006-07, 
Nauru also conducted a Constitutional 
Review involving popular consultation. The 
people of Bougainville established a 
consultative process to develop a new 
Constitution that could be put to the 
population for ratification in a vote on self-
determination, while the Solomon Islands is 
debating Constitutional review and 
federalism. 
 
The longevity of the monarchy, Constitution 
and parliamentary system in Tonga mean 
that many people continue to have 
confidence in the ÒTongan system of 
democracyÓ Ð asking the population to move 
from a system they know is a leap into the 
unknown. 
 
However the desire for political and social 
change has been influenced by events since 
the 1980s, including mismanagement of the 
public service, allegations of corruption by 
members of government and the Royal 
family, and evidence of poor policy 
decisions. Today, issues of leadership, 
representation in government and political 
and constitutional reform are central to 
public life in Tonga, and the events of recent 
years including the 2005 public service 

strike and the November 2006 riots in the 
capital are a reflection of broader changes in 
attitudes to existing structures in the 
executive and legislature. As the Director of 
the Friendly Islands Human Rights and 
Democracy Movement told me: ÒAmending 
the Constitution is the most critical task 
facing us Ð a task that shouldnÕt be left to 
government alone. We need to get popular 
input into the process.Ó 
 
In contrast, another community leader 
argued that:  
 

People want the strong, full maintenance of 
the monarchy. When the King in 2007 said 
weÕll go forward, the old polarisation ended. 
Now people must get involved. In 2005-06 a 
lot of people said ÔNoÕ to democracy, but 
with the King saying ÔYesÕ, thereÕs more 
interest in the democratic process. 

 
Academics like Kerry James (2004), Ian 
Campbell (2001, 2005), Guy Powles (2007a, 
2007b) and practitioners like ÔAkilisi Pohiva 
(2000) and Lopeti Senituli (2007a) have 
detailed recent attempts to promote political 
and constitutional reform. Proposals for 
democratic reform have drawn on many 
contemporary influences (e.g. whether to 
extend reforms on the British or Australian 
Westminster model, or promote a US 
Presidential system, as proposed by the 
matapule Afeaki in April 2006). As 
Campbell notes: 
 

Rational means of applying pressure to the 
government including parliamentary 
motions and debate, journalistic publicity, 
public affairs broadcasts on the radio, 
petitions to the King and protest marches 
were all tried during the 1980s and early 
1990s. Earlier, in the 1970s, press pulpit and 
a public seminar had likewise attempted to 
influence government but without noticeable 
effect. The lack of success of these 
stratagems encouraged reformists to believe 
that if the rules controlling government were 
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changed, then the behaviour of government 
would improve in consequence. 
Constitutional revision was then in the air 
from about 1990 (2005: 92). 

 
The democracy movement in Tonga has 
evolved and split over recent years, with 
some leading pro-democracy figures 
including Prime Minister Sevele entering the 
Cabinet and administration (a survey of the 
leading personalities and recent trends in the 
movement can be found in Senituli 2006b: 
1-4). Calls for political change have in most 
cases been within constitutional bounds, 
with no major public figures calling for the 
abolition of the monarchy, and most 
stressing the need for changes to the 
electoral system and franchise and greater 
accountability of the executive to the 
legislature.  
 
There is ongoing public debate about reform 
to the parliament and constitution, with 
changes scheduled to be implemented in 
2010. This follows a series of reviews: the 
consultations of the National Committee of 
the Kingdom of Tonga on Political Reform 
(NCPR); a subsequent Tripartite Committee 
chaired by the noble Hon. Luani; and the 
creation in 2008 of a new Constitutional and 
Electoral Reform Commission, to consider 
constitutional and electoral reform in Tonga 
and make recommendations to Parliament 
for political change.  
 
In October 2004, the King approved the 
creation of the National Committee of the 
Kingdom of Tonga on Political Reform. The 
Committee was initially led by the late 
Prince TuÕipelehake, who tragically died in a 
car accident in July 2006 together with his 
wife and driver, while he was in the United 
States for talanoa sessions with the diaspora 
community. The NCPR co-ordinated a series 
of meetings in Tonga and overseas  a 
national and international dialogue on 
potential reform of Parliamentary and 

political structures and on broader economic 
and social issues of concern for the 
community: 
 

The National Committee shall receive and 
consider submissions, hold consultations and 
facilitate talanoa relating to the political and 
constitutional reforms and recommend 
legislation and / or other changes with a 
view to building national unity and 
promoting the social and economic 
advancement of the people of Tonga.  

 
The accession to power of a new monarch 
and his support for some political reform has 
influenced the changing mood in Tonga. On 
the accession to power of King Siaosi Tupou 
V in September 2006, the Office of the Lord 
Chamberlain issued a statement that the 
King had expressed his support for gradual 
reform based on Òextensive public 
consultationÓ, that the monarchy would be 
Òan agent of changeÓ and that he would 
accept advice from Parliament about the 
choice of Prime Minister and that ÒCabinet 
ministers now come to office only on the 
advice of the Prime Minister rather than 
through the exclusive power of the 
MonarchÓ (Fielakepa 2006).  
 
Following a speech by HRH Princess 
Pilolevu, the Parliament passed the 
Constitutional and Electoral Commission 
Act 2008 on 22 July 2008 to establish the 
new commission, and the King gave his 
consent soon after. The Australian and New 
Zealand Governments will both contribute 
$1.5 million to assist the work of the 
Commission. Under the Act, the 
Commission is mandated to enquire and then 
report to the Privy Council and the 
Parliament on a new political system for 
Tonga, including: 
 

The roles, functions, powers, duties of, 
and relationships between, the monarch, 
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the Privy Council, Prime Minister and 
Cabinet. 

- The size and composition of the 
Cabinet. 

- Delegation of certain authority by the 
King to the Prime Minister. 

- The principle of collective 
responsibility of Cabinet. 

The composition and method of selection 
of members of the Legislative Assembly. 
- The term of the Legislative 

Assembly. 

Relationships between the Executive and 
the Legislature 
- The roles of the King, the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, including 
accountability measures. 

- The KingÕs function in the law-
making process. 

- The appointment of the Prime 
Minister from the Assembly. 

- The appointment of 4 Ministers to 
Cabinet. 

- The Term of office of Cabinet 
Ministers 

- Motions of Ôno confidenceÕ. 

The electoral system 
- Definition of constituencies and 

distribution of seats.  

The establishment of the Commission 
was dogged by debate and delays. The 
Act establishing the Commission was 
only passed 17-0, with abstentions by all 
nine of the NoblesÕ Representatives, four 
Cabinet Ministers and three PeopleÕs 
Representatives. During the 
parliamentary debate, the Noble 
TuÕilakepa stated that the Nobles 
Representatives did not support the 
formation of the Commission. Then there 
was extensive delay in nominating the 
candidates, with the new Commission 
only commencing work in January 2009.  

 

The five-member commission is made 
up of: 

- one nominee of the Cabinet (serving 
as Chair): Mr. Gordon Ward 
(formerly Tonga's Chief Justice and 
President of the Fiji Court of Appeal 
from 2004-07). 

- one nominee of the NoblesÕ 
Representatives: Hon TuÕivanuavou 
Vaea, with Noble TuÕiÕafitu as 
alternate. 

- one nominee of the PeopleÕs 
Representatives: Mr. Sitiveni 
Halapua with Masao Paasi as 
alternate. 

- two nominees of the Judicial 
Services Commission: Dr ÔAna 
TaufeÕulungaki and Sione Fonua 
with ÔAisea Taumoepeau as alternate. 

 
Current proposals for parliamentary and 
constitutional reform highlight the issues of 
the accountability of government to the 
legislature, as well as proposals to increase 
to 17 the number of PRs to be elected to the 
Legislative Assembly, together with nine 
nobles and four nominees of the King. Given 
the numbers of the cabinet and nobles in 
Parliament, initiatives proposed by pro-
democracy PeopleÕs Representatives are 
often outvoted, meaning that the functioning 
of Parliament lacks the contestation of 
legislative programs evident in other Pacific 
nations. 
 
The Tongan Constitution can be amended by 
a simple act of Parliament, whereas other 
Pacific jurisdictions require popular 
referenda, so community engagement in the 
process is limited. Cynics often deride 
parliaments as talking shops, but TongaÕs 
Parliament actually has very limited capacity 
to initiate a legislative agenda, given the 
numeric and political clout of the Cabinet 
and nobles compared to the PeopleÕs 
Representatives. Political reformers and 
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media organisations have turned to the 
courts to protect their rights (Maloney and 
Struble 2007), in frustration that Ð by sheer 
weight of government numbers Ð the PRs 
have little capacity through Parliament to 
form a legislative program, even as an 
opposition. 
 
Given the centralised nature of executive 
power, a strengthened judiciary is an 
important counter-balance in Tonga. The 
judiciary has asserted its independence, even 
at times when the executive or legislature 
has argued for its overriding authority (such 
as the order by Parliament for the arrest of 
PR ÔAkilisi Pohiva and two journalists 
Kalafi Moala and Filokalafi ÔAkauÕola in 
1996 following charges of contempt of the 
Legislative Assembly; or the 2003 debate 
over the banning of the newspaper Taimi Ôo 
Tonga). 
 

4.  Order and security 
 
The 2005 public service strike and the riots 
and arson in NukuÕalofa in November 2006 
(dubbed 16/11 by many Tongans) have 
changed perceptions of security and order 
for many people. The 2006 rioting had 
significant impacts on the capitalÕs business 
centre Ð many buildings were damaged by 
arson and in early 2007, surveys by the 
Ministry of Commerce, Labour and Industry 
found 153 businesses and 678 jobs directly 
affected by the riots with another 107 
businesses indirectly affected.  
 
External perceptions of Tonga as a Òfragile 
stateÓ have been reinforced, even though 
Tonga signally fails to meet the model of a 
multi-lingual, multi-ethnic society with a 
weak state that typifies so-called Òfailed 
statesÓ in Melanesia. As one civil society 
leader noted:  
 

The issues of community security were there 
before the strike and 16/11. After 16/11, 
people are scared it could happen here. We 
never thought it could happen to us, and it 
could happen again. 

 
4.1  International support for 

policing 
 
The deployment of Australian troops and 
police to Tonga in 2006 has set a significant 
precedent for operations by the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) and Australian 
Federal Police (AFP) in support of the 
government and monarchy. Immediately 
after the riots in November 2006, the ADF 
deployed 50 personnel to Tonga (Operation 
Quickstep) accompanied by 34 AFP officers 
(Operation Tokoni) as part of a Joint Task 
Force with New Zealand, under NZ 
leadership.3

However ongoing programs to strengthen 
the capacity of the disciplined services must 

  
 
The deployment of New Zealand and 
Australian police and military forces to 
Tonga assisted the quick return to surface 
stability. AFP support for forensic and 
investigative capacity as well as training has 
continued. In July 2008, Australia, New 
Zealand and Tonga agreed to a five-year 
Police Force Development Program, with 
Australia contributing T$4 million (A$2.6 
million) in aid for 2008-09. In September 
2008, a New Zealand police officer Chris 
Kelley was sworn in to the post of Tongan 
Police Commissioner under the tripartite 
agreement between Tonga, New Zealand and 
Australia. 
 

                                                 
3 Normally, Australia only has a small number of 
personnel deployed in the Kingdom of Tonga, 
including a Maritime Surveillance Adviser under the 
Pacific Patrol Boat Program, and Australian Federal 
Police (AFP) officers in training operations with the 
Tonga Police Force.  
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be informed by a rights-based approach to 
ensure they are disciplined! As Australia and 
New Zealand continue to support reform and 
training of the Tonga Police Force and 
Tonga Defence Services (TDS), there is a 
need to address community concerns over 
reported violence by officers in the aftermath 
of the riots in NukuÕalofa on 16 November 
2006. 
 
After 16/11, hundreds of people were 
detained by police and soldiers, supported by 
Australian and New Zealand police and 
army personnel. In subsequent weeks, there 
were a series of allegations that detainees 
had been mistreated and beaten by Tongan 
soldiers and police officers, often while 
being held without charge. The allegations 
were compiled in two reports published by 
Tongan community groups in 2006 and 
2007, which asked for Australia and New 
Zealand to take up the issue when designing 
programs to strengthen the Tongan police 
and military forces (National Centre for 
Women and Children 2006; Community 
para-legal taskforce on human rights 2007). 
 
Tongan authorities have questioned the 
accuracy of the reports, but reaffirmed Òthe 
Prime MinisterÕs Office wishes to make 
clear that the Government of Tonga does not 
condone the alleged torture and abuse of 
suspects as stated in the report produced by 
the National Centre for Women and Children 
on 1 December 2006Ó (Government of 
Tonga December 2006). 
 
The Tonga Defence Services has also stated 
that it:  

wishes to reiterate that it does not approve or 
condone torture or ill-treatment of prisoners 
and civilians, and will investigate any 
allegations that have been reported directly 
to the Services. ÉThe Tonga Defence 
Services is currently reviewing this Report 
É These previous allegations were made 
under the National Centre for Women and 

Children allegedly without their consent, 
and it seems that they have been watered 
down and supported by ÔstatisticsÕ and 
presented under a new front with an ulterior 
motive (Tonga Defence Services 2007). 

 
However, civil society representatives 
involved in preparing the reports informed 
me that there has still been no formal 
response by police and military to these 
reports on police violence. 
 
Another area for review is AFP involvement 
in cases involving the death penalty. Under 
the Criminal Offences Act [Cap 18] of the 
Kingdom of Tonga, the crimes of treason 
and murder can be punished by the death 
penalty (although in practice, Tonga has not 
utilised the death penalty for many years, 
with the last execution in 1982). There are 
concerns that the Australian government has 
authorised the AFP to cooperate with 
overseas police forces in cases involving the 
death penalty. The most (in)famous case 
occurred in 2006 with the Bali 9 case, where 
nine young Australians were convicted of 
drug smuggling in Indonesia and some 
sentenced to death Ð following public 
debate, the AFP had to update its guidelines 
for dealing with death penalty cases 
(Australian Federal Police 2006). But in 
2007, the former Australian government 
revealed that the AFP had continued co-
operation with overseas police on three 
occasions after capital charges were laid, 
including one case in the Kingdom of Tonga 
(Johnston 2007). 
 
4.2  Alternatives to criminalising 

young people 
 
Media reports after 16/11 highlighted the 
role of the Tongan Crips Gang (TCG) and 
other young gang members involved in the 
looting and arson that led to seven deaths. 
NZ reporter Michael Field claimed that: 
ÒAround 1,100 people have since been 
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arrested Ð with New Zealand police help Ð 
and over half are TCG who are mostly from 
Mormon Latter Day Saint familiesÓ (Field 
2007). 
 
In an interview, one senior law officer 
explained that the hundreds of arrests after 
the 2006 riots placed significant pressure on 
the prisons and court system:  
 

We had to find ways to deal with the youth 
after 16/11, so we created the youth 
diversion program (and this may extend to 
adult diversion). This was also a public 
relations exercise, in the sense of getting 
people involved and being realistic about the 
capacity of the courts to process arrestees. 
The immediate reaction from some people 
was ÔLock them upÕ. These initiatives are a 
cushion to the ongoing trials of serious 
offenders Ð a sign of real reconciliation. 

 
After 16/11, Tonga created probation 
schemes to address this problem. With the 
arrest of at least 88 under-age offenders from 
more than 900 arrests made after the 16/11 
riots, the government created a Youth 
Diversion scheme for offenders. The 
program advocates non-custodial options for 
young people, and mediation meetings 
involving police, probation and church or 
community leaders. These provide an 
opportunity for underage offenders who can 
attend with a parent or guardian, and are 
more likely to talk openly with the 
authorities than in a formal court setting. The 
development of a diversion plan, with 
acknowledgement of wrongdoing and a 
process for community integration and 
restoration of damages, creates an 
opportunity for young people to take 
responsibility for their actions without the 
stigma of a criminal conviction. However 
one civil society leader noted:  
 

The Youth Diversion program was a good 
idea but IÕm a bit critical Ð it was started to 
avoid filling the prisons to overflow, but the 

resources arenÕt there to make it work. IÕm 
not sure that the youthÕs attitudes are really 
transformed Ð the content of the program 
doesnÕt give them real options. 

 
The Prime MinisterÕs Office has also 
appointed an adviser on Reconciliation, to 
help rebuild community security after the 
events of 2005-06, but there is a lack of 
resourcing in the legal and community sector 
to carry this out across the country. 
 
A range of NGOs are involved in 
counselling, support and employment 
creation initiatives to support young people. 
The Salvation Army assists the Alcohol and 
Drug Awareness Centre (ADAC), which 
currently has 35-40 clients, plus a home 
visitation program. They hold programs for 
offenders every Monday / Wednesday and 
Friday, including short sessions after hours 
for those in work. The program has been 
supported by the Chief Justice Anthony Ford 
as part of a youth diversion scheme for 
young people recommended by the courts. 
The program involves a range of support and 
counselling for people addicted to alcohol 
and drugs, including anger management 
training and employment support. As well as 
programs for young people on probation, the 
Salvation Army has been running programs 
in prison in 2007, with plans to extend these 
activities as funding permits. Because of 
funding limitations, these programs are only 
available on Tongatapu and they have no 
financial support from government. 
 
There are specific problems for deportees Ð 
known locally as kau tipota Ð who are sent 
back to Tonga from Pacific Rim countries. 
Between 2002 and 2007, 443 deportees were 
sent back to Tonga from the United States, 
Australia, New Zealand and other countries.4

                                                 
4 This number includes 173 from New Zealand, 116 
from the United States, 40 from Australia, 11 from 
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Most deportees are Tongan-born but have 
lived overseas from an early age after their 
parents migrated. They have no real 
connections to the local community in 
Tonga, having grown up in an industrialised 
urban setting like Salt Lake City, Los 
Angeles or Auckland. Many do not speak 
Tongan and often their key relatives are 
ageing grandparents with whom they have 
blood ties but little cultural affinity. 
 
The typecasting of young people as Ògang 
membersÓ and over-reaction to perceived 
dangers from ÒdeporteesÓ has confused the 
response to community security. In response, 
the Alcohol and Drug Awareness Centre 
(ADAC) does not run separate programs for 
deportees. As noted by co-ordinator Savelio 
Lavelua:  
 

They are already excluded by society, and 
whenever anything goes wrong, they get the 
blame. We donÕt want to encourage this 
exclusion. We see them just like our 
Tongan-born youth. 

 
Beyond the events of November 2006, 
attitudes to security are influenced by the 
widespread perception of increased criminal 
activity amongst young people, including 
alcohol and drug use (though several 
interviewees mentioned that criminal activity 
was largely centred in NukuÕalofa while 
outer villages had relatively little crime.) 
The failure of the police to stop the looting 
and arson on 16/11 has led to proposals to 
create a paramilitary force to police 
NukuÕalofa. The Defence Board has 
suggested the establishment of a ÒCorps of 
Royal WatchmenÓ to protect the capital. 
According to media reports, the Watchmen 
are to be trained by the army and will 
eventually come under the police force, but 
will be qualified to serve as magistrates 

                                                                          
Fiji, one from American Samoa, and 99 others 
(Matangi Tonga 2008d).  

Òallowing them to deal instantly with some 
offences, from traffic control, vandalism, 
violence and burglaryÓ (Tonga Now, April 
2008). 
 
There is significant potential to develop 
alternative models of policing and non-
custodial judicial processes, in a society 
where people are reluctant to Ôdob inÕ family 
members engaged in corruption or law-
breaking. In a society of less that 100,000 
people, attitudes to the legal system are 
directly affected by the strong bonds of 
family and Tongan attitudes to shame and 
family honour. This is amplified in a society 
stratified by deference to people of rank, 
where commoners may find it difficult to 
reject the orders of a person of superior rank. 
 
As has occurred in Papua New Guinea and 
Solomon Islands, there is a need to discuss 
the ways in which security programs can be 
extended outside formal institutional 
structures, to improve the capacity of 
womenÕs leaders, priests and pastors and 
community elders in maintaining order at 
village level (for examples of restorative 
justice around the Pacific, see Dinnen 2003).  
 
4.3  Custom, culture and the law 
 
There is no express recognition of custom as 
an independent source of law in the 1875 
Tongan Constitution, in contrast to most 20th 
century Pacific constitutions, which accord 
legal status to customary law (for detailed 
comparisons between Pacific legal 
jurisdictions, see Appendix 4 of NZ Law 
Commission 2006).  
 
In practice, Tongan culture continues to 
inform the political system (Powles 1990), 
but in matters of public law there are 
tensions over how power is exercised by the 
monarch and nobility.  
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Tongan customary law is integrated into the 
practice and principles of private law in the 
Kingdom, affecting laws of inheritance, 
family law, land law and even the practice of 
the court system (Philips, 1998). However 
Tonga has only acceded to two international 
human rights conventions: the Convention 
on the Elimination of all forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) on 16 February 
1972 and the Convention of the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) on 6 November 1995.5

                                                 
5 For CERD, Tonga has placed reservations on Article 
4 (which require action to legislate against racial 
discrimination and race hatred) and Article 5 (dv) 
protecting the rights of indigenous landowners: "To 
the extent, [...], that any law relating to land in Tonga 
which prohibits or restricts the alienation of land by 
the indigenous inhabitants may not fulfil the 
obligations referred to in article 5 (d) (v), [...], the 
Kingdom of Tonga reserves the right not to apply the 
Convention to Tonga.Ó (for details of TongaÕs 
responses to CERD, see Maclellan, 2001). 

 
 
During interviews with human rights 
advocates like the Catholic WomenÕs 
League and National Centre for Women and 
Children, womenÕs leaders stressed the 
importance of Tonga signing and ratifying 
the Convention on the Elimination of all 
forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), noting the range of commitments 
that Tonga had made in international and 
regional fora to enhance womenÕs rights (see 
Guttenbeil-Likiliki 2006:172-179).  
 
Tonga has a range of institutions, both 
Western and indigenous, for dispute 
resolution, including the courts, the village 
fono or town meeting and the church. But 
formal government structures are under-
resourced: interviews with the Minister for 
Justice / Attorney General and Solicitor 
General highlighted a significant workload 
for the judiciary and legal sector. Within 
government, the Minister for Justice 
stressed:  
 

We have two years to complete some 
fundamental changes: new Cabinet rules; 
lots of legislative and Constitutional drafting 
and strengthening of Parliament (our old 
clerking system is archaic). 

 
They also outlined a number of recent 
initiatives to strengthen community access to 
the legal sector: 

- The creation of a Community Law 
Centre (CLC), the first time that many 
people have had access to legal aid; 

- The establishment of an Anti-Corruption 
Commission in June 2008 (with 
Australia supporting the initiative with 
funding for the Commissioner); 

- Two new magistrates courts (though two 
more still needed); 

- The government is seeking another 
Supreme Court Judge; 

- Youth justice and probation programs; 
- Community outreach through activities 

like the Law Week education programs 
on anniversary of 16/11. 

 
One law officer suggested that the Justice 
sector hasnÕt been given priority in the 
governmentÕs reform agenda: ÒThereÕs too 
much focus on private sector reform and 
economic development while weÕre way 
behind on support for the legal sector and the 
necessary infrastructure for the courts and 
judiciary.Ó 
 
Given the Ministry of Justice only had eight 
lawyers in 2008 for drafting and 
prosecutions, legal aid is under-resourced. 
This lack of capacity was echoed by civil 
society representatives, who welcomed new 
initiatives like the Community Law Centre 
(CLC), but felt that their lack of capacity 
placed renewed pressure on community 
organisations. One womenÕs leader told me: 
ÒThereÕs very poor awareness of the CLC 
and a shortage of lawyers who are rostered 
on. Also, counselling is seen as a Western 
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notion and people are stigmatised if they 
come to the [womenÕs] Centre or CLC.Ó  
 
Another woman highlighted the difficulties 
for women from the outer islands or rural 
villages who lacked confidence in their 
rights to halt violence in the family:  
 

The opening times of the CLC in the 
afternoon and evening is wrong. ItÕs hard for 
many women to approach a lawyer if 
theyÕve been hit by their husband. If they 
come into town early from the bush, the 
centre is closed early in the morning, and if 
people have that excuse theyÕll just turn 
away and forget about using the service. 

 
WomenÕs groups have successfully lobbied 
the Tongan Police Force to create a 
Domestic Violence Unit (the National 
Centre for Women and Children are also 
lobbying for a Sexual Assault Unit). But 
NGO representatives argued there is a need 
to strengthen community based facilities:  

 
Community groups are more 
approachable. People like talking to the 
counsellors at the WomenÕs Centre 
(National Centre for Women and 
Children) who then will take their issues 
to the lawyers.  

 
There is significant potential for donors to 
support the interaction of community and 
government services through funding, 
training and networking. The WomenÕs 
Centre co-ordinator reaffirmed that:  
 

The Centre for Women sees a key role as 
linking together services and referring 
people to government bodies like the CLC. 
But itÕs sometimes hard to liaise with 
government, given the turnover of ministers. 

 
 

4.4  Human rights and freedom of 
expression 

 
In spite of the lack of accession to 
international conventions, the Declaration of 
Rights in the 1875 Constitution includes 
important rights such as prohibition of 
slavery (s2), equality before the law (s4), 
freedom of religion (s5), freedom of 
expression (s7), freedom to petition (s8) and 
Habeas Corpus (s9). These rights have been 
upheld before the courts. However thereÕs 
often a lack of awareness amongst the 
people about their legal options. Programs 
from the Catholic WomenÕs League and 
Regional Rights Resource Team (RRRT) 
and the National Centre for Women and 
Children play an important role in promoting 
a rights-based perspective. 
 
To highlight the ongoing debate over the 
interplay of custom and human rights, one 
example is the area of freedom of expression 
and the media.  
 
The Tongan Constitution promotes freedom 
of the press, with the liberty of all people to 
speak, write and print their opinions:  
 

No law shall ever be enacted to restrict this 
liberty. There shall be freedom of speech 
and of the press for ever but nothing in this 
clause shall be held to outweigh the laws of 
defamation, official secrecy or the laws for 
the protection of the King and the Royal 
Family (Clause 7, 1875 Constitution). 

 
In practice, the democracy movement and 
media have struggled for more than twenty 
years to protect the implementation of 
freedom of expression, with the newspaper 
Taimi Ôo Tonga and ÔAkilisi PohivaÕs 
newssheet KeleÕa facing repeated bans and 
defamation suits (Moala 2002, 2007). There 
was a serious dispute over media rights in 
2003, when the King in Council moved to 
ban the newspaper Taimi Ôo Tonga and 
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remove its licence to trade, effectively 
prohibiting import of the paper which was 
printed in New Zealand (Senituli 2007a). 
The debate over the Taimi bans and 
successful legal challenges led to the passage 
of the Constitution of Tonga (Amendment) 
Act in October 2003 which purported to add 
the power to enact laws Ònecessary or 
expedient in the public interest, national 
security, public order, morality, cultural 
traditions of the Kingdom, privileges of the 
Legislative Assembly and to provide for 
contempt of court and the commission of 
any offenceÓ and giving the Assembly the 
power Òto enact laws to regulate the 
operation of any media.Ó 
 
The publishers of Taimi Ôo Tonga challenged 
the legislation that purported to restrict 
media freedom, when the paper was declared 
seditious and a prohibited import. Long-time 
democracy campaigner Alan Taione carried 
copies of the paper to Tonga, sparking a 
Supreme Court challenge Taione v Kingdom 
of Tonga [2004] TOSC 47; CV 374/2004 (!5 
October 2004 Webster CJ). While accepting 
the need for media controls relating to 
contempt, public order and morality, the 
Supreme Court, in Taione, held invalid the 
proposed constitutional amendment to limit 
free speech on the grounds of Òthe public 
interestÓ and the Òcultural traditions of the 
KingdomÓ.  
 
One significant element of the Court ruling 
was that the 1875 Constitution did not 
mention Tongan culture, and that some of 
the purported amendments to the 
Constitution went beyond what was 
reasonable in a democratic society. This 
raises significant issues on the ways that 
culture and custom are relevant in a 
contemporary democratic system (for 
discussion, NZ Law Commission 2006: 122, 
172). 
 

5.  Participation and inclusion 
 
5.1    Community associations 
 
A focus on constitutional change and civil 
and political rights downplays the larger 
question of addressing the underlying causes 
of social conflict, often relating to issues of 
land, cultural identity, leadership and social 
and economic rights. As noted by Lopeti 
Senituli (currently political adviser to Prime 
Minister Sevele):  
 

There is a limit to legislative justice. You 
cannot legislate away racial discrimination 
or for peaceful co-existence. Enlightened 
Constitutions and legislation must be 
supplemented by social engineering 
initiatives that are aimed at social cohesion 
and human security in a multi-ethnic milieu. 
These must include educational curricula 
that promote multi-ethnic tolerance and 
unity. It must include affirmative action or 
social justice programs that are geared 
towards rebalancing the inequities in access 
to educational, commercial opportunities 
and state services (health, water, electricity) 
and resources that were inherited from the 
colonial government. It must include 
national dialogue between the different 
racial and ethnic groups to address the 
Ôproblems of historyÕ relating to the 
alienation of land and natural resources 
during the colonial era, and also the place of 
indigenous peoples in the scheme of 
democratic governance. 

 
In response, people have drawn on other 
social institutions as a space to form and 
share political views. Democracy 
campaigners are active in the kava clubs 
(kalapu kava or faiokava) Ð both in Tonga 
and the diaspora Ð as an important place for 
men to meet, a venue to share political and 
social information as well as for socialising 
and entertainment. 
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During interviews for this paper, there were 
divergent views over the significance of the 
2005 strike and the events of 16/11. Some 
felt that the significant changes over the last 
five years were a sign of things to come: 
ÒWeÕre looking at limited reform now but in 
the future theyÕll want more after tasting 
freedom.Ó  
 
But others held divergent views, fearful that 
a culture of change would damage the 
cultural bonds that hold a small community 
together. One church leader stressed the 
importance of a collective rather than 
individual response to change, using the 
analogy of the rugby field:  
 

ThereÕs a danger if a player runs too far 
forward with the ball by himself Ð he needs 
support from other players to be successful. 
Young leaders can bring a lot of good to an 
organisation but they really have to be 
accepted by the traditional approach. 
Sometimes young leaders want to push 
forward good ideas without waiting. This 
may be for the betterment of the 
organisation, but creates unnecessary 
tension. Young people should be patient 
enough to ensure they respect the ways of 
working. 

 
A backlash against the pro-democracy 
movement in the immediate aftermath of 
16/11 led to predictions that key PeopleÕs 
Representatives would lose their seats at the 
April 2008 elections. In fact, the re-election 
of key members of the Friendly Islands 
Human Rights and Democracy Movement 
(FIHRDM) means they will continue to play 
a central role in debates over reform of the 
KingdomÕs parliament and constitution - 
even though they face charges of sedition 
after the riots in NukuÕalofa in November 
2006.6

                                                 
6 On the main island of Tongatapu, FIHRDM 
members ÔAkilisi Pohiva (with 11,290 votes), ÔIsileli 
Pulu (7,048) and Clive Edwards (6,697) easily won 

 

 
The proliferations of small community-based 
associations Ð often related to a church Ð are 
now supplemented by a number of NGOs 
grouped in the Civil Society Forum of Tonga 
(CSFT). The Director of the Forum told me 
that their focus was on strengthening 
community capacity to participate in 
development and governance from the 
bottom up: ÒThe CSOs are working at 
community level to strengthen family 
relationships. From this we can move on to 
working with Town Officers and church 
leaders and from there to work with the 
nobles.Ó 
 
In the ADBÕs study on hardship and poverty 
in Tonga, most people looked to local 
community rather than government 
machinery as the key source of support:  
 

Most communities surveyed during the 
assessment ranked their immediate families, 
relatives, church, and village and island 
development communities as most 
important. Government ministries and 
departments, Members of Parliament, the 
Monarchy, and traditional hierarchy were 
ranked last (ADB 2004). 

 
During the research for this study, a number 
of interviewees highlighted the importance 
of generational change. As one church leader 
noted:  
 

The young want concrete results, not words. 
The young question! They respect the 
government, but action speaks louder than 
words. The Tongan values [of respect and 
obedience] are still there but people are in a 
different state, seeking concrete results. 

 
 

                                                                          
the three PeopleÕs Representatives (PR) seats. Pohiva 
and Edwards even increased their tally in comparison 
to the last election in 2005. 
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5.2   Engaging with government 
 
In an interview with the Minister for Justice, 
she stated that: ÒWe have a well-educated 
population who want to be part of what we 
in government are doing. We need to 
embrace our people.Ó 
 
However a central problem for Tonga is the 
sense of frustration that there are limited 
avenues for participation in governance Ð the 
KingdomÕs current strategic development 
plan notes that there is Òwidespread 
dissatisfaction with the accountability, 
transparency and predictability of 
governmentÓ (Kingdom of Tonga 2006: 34). 
Only 48 per cent of registered voters turned 
out on Election Day in April 2008. 
 
A 2004 World Bank study on Governance 
Indicators rated Tonga poorly on indicators 
of Òvoice and accountabilityÓ: the Pacific-
wide average was 0.58 while Tonga rated at 
-0.35 (World Bank, 2004). As the 
KingdomÕs latest Strategic Development 
Plan notes:  
 

TongaÕs scores in the 2004 World Bank 
report on governance indicatorsÉ.are low, 
even in comparison with the generally low 
scores for other Pacific countries, with the 
most marked shortfall occurring for voice 
and accountability. This dimension measures 
the political process, civil liberties and 
political and human rights, focussing on the 
extent to which citizens are able to 
participate in the selection of governments. 
Lack of participation in selection has existed 
alongside of traditional respect for the 
monarchy and appointed government, which 
is reflected in TongaÕs higher score on the 
political stability and absence of violence 
indicator [This was written before the events 
of 16/11] É.  
 
Erosion of faith in government has 
accelerated in recent years following loss of 
Tonga Trust Fund monies, the collapse of 

Royal Tongan Airlines, measures to curb 
press freedoms and the contentious granting 
of a monopoly over domestic air services. 
Long standing demands for political reform 
have intensified, particularly during the 
public servant strike of July-September 
2005Ó (Kingdom of Tonga 2006: 51). 

 
The 2005 strike was a significant turning 
point in attitudes to participation, especially 
as the early phase of the strike was not led 
by long-time pro-democracy campaigners 
(Senituli 2006b). As one NGO leader told 
me: ÒThe strike woke up lots of people on 
the need to participate in political and social 
life. People started to debate about issues of 
concern, like Shoreline, Tongasat, Tonfon 
and other things.Ó 
 
The desire to participate in public life and 
policy development was also clearly 
expressed in feedback to the governmentÕs 
Central Planning Department during 
consultations with civil society, churches 
and business in the development of the latest 
Strategic Development Plan:  

All participants expressed their appreciation 
of the opportunity to express their views to 
government, since they felt that they had not 
been adequately involved in consultations 
regarding new policies and needed more 
information from Government on issues 
affecting the country as a whole. There was 
a general feeling that Government leaves 
people in the dark and then surprises them 
with its actions. At the same time, people 
were concerned that their contributions may 
not be taken seriously. It was evident from 
the consultations that people would like to 
see more of government officials in their 
communities to inform, consult and educate 
them on government issues and decisions 
(Kingdom of Tonga 2006: 20).  

 
Efforts to increase public participation must 
challenge cynical perspectives that 
consultation processes are simply window-
dressing, according to journalist Pesi Fonua: 
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The setback with Tonga's attempt to 
introduce the principle of public 
participation at this stage is that there is an 
apparent reluctance by the Tongan people to 
participate in consultations in a meaningful 
and constructive way. The glaring reasons 
for a lack of public participation include the 
fact the most people don't understand the 
issues; combined with an old Tongan 
complacency to let government make the 
decisions (and that the public will protest 
later); and a widespread conviction that 
there is no point in members of the public 
participating because government has, in 
most cases, already decided on what should 
be done and who will do it. To clear the air 
and allow public participation to take root 
and grow and to become part of our political 
system, we have to allow transparency into 
the process. The public must have 
confidence that government hasn't already 
made its decision; that there is no prior done 
deal; and that the call for public participation 
was not simply a convenience so that 
politicians, who may be later accused of 
cronyism, can say that there was a call for 
public participation (Matangi Tonga, 
2009b). 

 
These rising expectations of government are 
placing significant pressures on political 
leaders. In an interview, one senior 
government official noted:  

People in the communities typically regard 
the Government as the provider of solutions 
to individual and community problems. 
They need to be made aware of 
governmentÕs proper roles and limited 
resources and to examine ways of increasing 
their self-reliance. 

 
The current government has initiated 
important steps to address community 
concerns over the accountability and 
transparency of Cabinet and public service, 
and allegations of corruption by senior 
public figures (for discussion on corruption 
in the Tongan cultural context, see James 
2004: 10-13).  

 
In an interview, the Solicitor General 
outlined new measures to address corruption 
in the public sector. Following the passage 
of the Anti-Corruption Commission Act 
2007, the government has drawn on 
Australian financial support to establish an 
independent Anti-Corruption Commission in 
June 2008. The Commission has powers to 
investigate breaches by public servants, 
Cabinet Ministers or members of the 
Legislative Assembly. Commissioner Neil 
Adsett can bring charges in a range of areas 
(breach of trust, fraud in office, 
misdemeanour in public office, extortion or 
imposition, bribery, blackmail, obtaining or 
offering secret commissions, fraud, theft and 
wilful damage of public property, tax 
evasion etc). This is a welcome initiative, 
especially as existing institutions like the 
Auditor General and Commissioner for 
Public Relations are under-resourced.  
 
Under the new NZ Police Commissioner, 
there is a new pledge of public engagement, 
with police holding nationwide public 
consultations in 2009 on the restructuring 
and management of the Police force. The 
Constitutional and Electoral Commission has 
also called for public submissions on 
changes to the Constitution and the Electoral 
Act. 
 
5.3   Church, community, 

government and media 
 
Strengthening the machinery of government 
is not enough, without building better links 
between state and society. Interviews 
conducted in NukuÕalofa in 2008 highlighted 
the need to support the strengthening of a 
range of social partners outside government, 
including NGOs, community associations, 
unions, church-affiliated services and 
business associations.  
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Siotame Drew Havea, the chair of the Civil 
Society Forum of Tonga (CSFT) noted:  

For the security of the country, we need a 
stronger voice from civil society. Our 
relationship with government is good and 
growing, though government just looks at 
NGOs as necessary for support for delivery 
of services to the grass roots. 

 
Given the gap between state and society, 
other institutions play a significant role. The 
status and influence of the churches has an 
impact on questions of governance as well as 
family and spiritual life. For this reason, 
church leaders such as the late Bishop 
Patelisio Finau or Reverend Simote Vea 
(chair of the FIHRDM) have often played a 
prophetic role in the movement for political 
reform in Tonga. The dominant Free 
Wesleyan (Methodist) Church carry 
significant social and political weight Ð in an 
interview, Church education president 
Reverend Alifeleti Atiola noted that the 
churches have better links to community 
opinion than many other institutions, even 
though this means that changes of policy and 
attitudes take time: 
 

In the church, we start at the grassroots. 
Ideas must come up through quarterly 
meetings of village churches, then through 
the district then to national conference. We 
draw on the knowledge of the people.  

 
In an interview Sister Senolita Vakata of 
Caritas stated: ÒThe role of the church is to 
journey with the people, to give voice to 
their concerns.Ó  
 
In recent years, there have been some 
positive examples of NGO-government co-
operation (for example, Tonga included a 
CSO representative in its delegation to the 
2007 Pacific Islands Forum meeting in 
NukuÕalofa). But the 2005 strike and police 
violence after the 2006 riots have strained 
relationships, and some NGOs that were 

interviewed were more sceptical of 
governmentÕs commitment to collaboration 
with the community sector: ÒWe sit across the 
table as decoration, not as equal partners. But the 
window is there for us to go through.Ó 
 
A number of NGOs around the Pacific are 
discussing new concepts of social 
accountability, such as participatory 
budgeting. But existing cultural values in 
Tonga militate against bottom up 
accountability measures that would place 
pressure on government for better services, 
according to one civil society leader: 
 

People tend to leave the government 
departments to do the stuff thatÕs technical. 
For example, Parent-Teacher Associations 
have no idea how much government is 
allocating to education or their school. So if 
thereÕs problems, they donÕt demand more 
from the government, they just muck in and 
go ahead to fix the roof or the fence or 
whatever. 

 
Interviews with NGOs in Tonga suggest that 
there is a need to develop ways that 
communities can be mobilised to demand 
better services from government:  
 

On that level, we are very far behind. The 
government may not like these ideas of 
participatory budgeting, as the community 
has been spending its money on things the 
government should be doing. 

 
The NGO sector recognised that it needs to 
develop its own capacities:  
 

We need core funding of NGOs Ð our 
structures are weak and we canÕt afford 
talented and capable people. Most of our 
work is reactive, based on emotional 
responses rather than data. Currently, the 
government sets the agendas and we react, 
so we need to be more proactive and to 
maintain our own agenda. 
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A central issue is access to information, and 
communication by government to citizens. 
While government media outlets are 
taxpayer funded, they continue to have 
restrictions Ð like the attempt to stop 
political broadcasting on the Tonga 
Broadcasting Commission (TBC) in the lead 
up to the 2008 elections (the chairman of the 
TBC board is the Prime Minister, which can 
create a perceived conflict of interest). 
Regular attempts to censor the independent 
media, such as the passage of the Protection 
from Abuse of Press Freedom Ordinance 
2003 (Moala 2004) and past refusals to 
provide information to overseas journalists 
(Hill 2007) have put the government at a 
disadvantage, as new communications 
technologies have allowed Tongans to 
access a range of media and ideas. As a 
leading journalist noted:  
 

The government has a range of resources 
and outlets, such as the Information Unit and 
Ministry websites, but they often fail to 
come out with information. When they put 
out media releases they often conceal some 
information, even when this is unnecessary Ð 
itÕs become a bad habit. 

 
This culture of secrecy has compounded a 
difficult social culture where gossip and 
debate around the kava bowl or on internet 
chat rooms Ð often unmediated by the laws 
of defamation Ð have challenged the 
authority of public officials, nobles and even 
members of the Royal family. Successive 
governments have maintained an ongoing 
media and legal war to challenge these 
critics, as shown with charges of defamation 
and sedition against democracy campaigner 
ÔAkilisi Pohiva, long-running battles with his 
newsletter KeleÕa, or the furore over Mana 
Fatulisi (the cyber-space pseudonym of a 
well-informed government critic, who uses 
emails and the Internet to circulate 
defamatory allegations about senior 
government ministers and officials).  

 
5.4  Case study - Linking traditional 

leadership and community 
mobilisation 

 
One significant example of Òbottom up 
governanceÓ - drawing on popular concerns 
but also the involvement of cultural leaders Ð 
is the creation of the Lapaha Town Council 
in July 2007, the first effective village 
council in the country (this description draws 
on an interview with Her Royal Highness 
Princess Mele SiuÕilikutapu Kalaniuvalu 
Fotofili and discussions with officials of 
Lapaha Town Council, including the late 
Mrs. Fatai Pale, former clerk of Parliament). 
 
Lapaha village is the site of the ancient 
capital of Tonga, with significant 
archaeological sites including the Langi 
Tombs for the TuÕi Tonga dynasty that dates 
to the 10th century. Today, over 70 per cent 
of the population of about 3,500 people are 
engaged in subsistence and cash agriculture 
as well as fishing. As elsewhere in Tonga, 
community members also rely on 
remittances from family members who have 
migrated to Pacific Rim countries. 
 
TongaÕs system of local government 
includes a network of Town and District 
officers, co-ordinated by a branch of the 
Prime MinisterÕs Office. Historically Town 
Officers, who are elected but paid by 
government, were the conduit for 
government links to the local community. 
But as one NGO interviewee told me: ÒThe 
Town Officers who are paid by the 
government are supposed to be a gateway 
for information in both directions, but often 
they donÕt carry forward community views.Ó 
 
The idea of strengthening local governance 
in Lapaha began in the early 1980s. The then 
estate holder and noble of Lapaha, the late 
Kalaniuvalu mo Tutulu and his wife Princess 
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SiuÕilikutapu approached church and 
community leaders to discuss new models of 
governance. In 1992, work with the Peace 
Corps on Participatory Rural Appraisal in 
the village identified new opportunities for 
local action, but the process faltered when 
the Princess moved back to New Zealand for 
the education of her sons. It was revived 
again in 2000 after a survey conducted 
through four churches in the village. 
Amongst a number of issues, the two top 
themes that came from this survey were: 

1) the people wanted the Princess and the 
estate holder (her son the Kalaniuvalu) 
to live alongside them in the village, not 
in New Zealand 

2) the community wanted to improve the 
water supply. 

 
After further discussion, the Lapaha 
community moved to establish an elected 
town council to co-ordinate the operation of 
the village. According to the Princess: ÒGod 
and family are at the heart of our workÉthe 
family is at the centre of the Lapaha 
initiative, but we are drawing on the skills of 
cultural leaders, church leaders and 
community leaders.Ó 
 
Lapaha is divided into voting blocs by 
religious denomination Ð Blocs 1 to 4 are 
Catholic, Bloc 5 is Free Wesleyan and Bloc 
6 from another two denominations. 
Membership of the Town Council includes 
three representatives from each bloc and one 
representative from each of the Town 
Development Committees established to 
manage local activities and services. These 
Development Committees include two 
members nominated from each bloc and 
cover a range of sectors: infrastructure 
(transport and electricity), water, security, 
agriculture, health and disaster, women, 
youth, finance, sports, lands, education, 
history and culture.  
 

The Council meets monthly and has five 
standing committees (Social Welfare; 
Development and environment; Finance; 
Power and authority; Information and 
Research). It can also co-opt members on the 
basis of their expertise, knowledge, skills 
and experience. 
 
The community mobilisation has manifested 
in some concrete development outcomes: 

- The council has markedly improved 
village water supply, providing 24/7 
water to households with financial 
support from NZAID. 

- The security committee has received 
training from a Police Inspector to 
assist with community policing and 
order. 

- The Council organises a weekly 
ÒWalk for HealthÓ to address health 
and obesity. 

 
Lapaha was the first village to send a 
contingent of workers for New ZealandÕs 
Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) 
program for seasonal workers, and 
community and church leaders saw schemes 
like RSE as a valuable way to access 
remittances without the need for permanent 
migration. The community had sent the 
Lapaha estate holder, the noble Kalaniuvalu 
and town officials to visit New Zealand and 
meet with workers under the RSE scheme. 
Returning workers from the first group of 
recruits had a number of complaints about 
aspects of the lack of employer support and 
community leaders sent the Lapaha workersÕ 
criticisms of the program to TongaÕs 
Ministry of Labour, Commerce and Industry, 
in order to improve its administration. 
 
The example of Lapaha Council is 
spreading. In February 2008, the Princess 
hosted a meeting of town officers and three 
community leaders from 10 villages in the 
eastern district of Tongatapu, to explain the 
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structure and purpose of the Town Council. 
The Tonga Community Development Trust 
(an NGO affiliated with FSPI) is also 
working on a pilot program called ÒPeople 
and PolicyÓ in five villages (two on 
Tongatapu, two on VavaÕu and one in 
HaÕapai) to replicate the initiative.  
 
One civil society leader told me that:  

A lot of communities are looking at 
Lapaha as a model. The Princess was 
involved in the beginning and this is the 
key to successÉ.It shows we can change 
the problem that some nobles can seem 
to lose contact with the community; 
some are educated overseas and have 
different values. But now the community 
are expecting a bit more of them. 

 
However key elements that contributed to 
the creation of Lapaha Council may be 
difficult to replicate across the country: the 
central role of leadership from the estate 
holder and his mother the Princess; the role 
of church leaders (Lapaha has a very high 
proportion of Catholics Ð up to 90% Ð which 
has helped unify community support behind 
the process)  
 

6.  Identity and citizenship 
 
6.1    Anga faka-Tonga,  

“the Tongan way” 
 
As in many countries around the region, the 
convergence of selected tradition and 
modernity, and the deep integration of 
Christianity into state and society, has forged 
a strong cultural identity. Anga faka-Tonga, 
Òthe Tongan wayÓ, is described by 
educationalist Dr. Ana TaufeÕulungaki:  

The core values of feÕofaÕaki (mutual love 
and caring, generosity), fakaÕapaÕapa 
(respect), feveitokaiÕaki (reciprocity, 
cooperation, consensus; maintenance of 

good relationships), mamahiÕi meÕa (loyalty, 
commitment), lototoo (humility, generosity), 
fetokoniÕaki (sharing, cooperation, fulfilment 
of mutual obligations) are embedded in the 
socialisation process of all Tongans, as the 
means through which the intact circles of 
Tongan society and its inter-connected 
woven mats of relationships are protected 
and sustained (cited in Senituli, 2006b). 

 
Tonga has not struggled over the interactions 
of ÒtraditionÓ and ÒmodernityÓ in the same 
way as other post-colonial Pacific societies: 

Tongans are not consistently presented in 
official discourse with a concept of 
unchanging tradition completely opposed to 
modern Western ways. Perhaps because they 
were never formally colonised, Tongans, 
through their own royalty and nobility have 
been able to negotiate transformations in 
their cultural identity without this occurring 
in the context of zealous anti-colonial 
sentiments, independence movements or 
dramatic post-colonial changes (Morton 
1998). 

 
Historically, political as well as social life in 
Tonga has been governed by: the centrality 
of family; respect for people of rank, status 
and age; and appropriate behaviour (poto) 
within the Tongan cultural context. In the 
family, the ÔUlumatuÕa (elder male family 
member) has precedence in making 
decisions, but Tongan women play a central 
role in the extended family through the fahu 
system, with the sister (especially the eldest 
sister) of a male Tongan held in the highest 
status in the family.  
 
But interviews with young people and 
members of the Civil Society Forum of 
Tonga (CSFT) highlight the challenges 
which are transforming Tongan values. As 
CSFT Chair Siotame Drew Havea noted:  

For youth, expectations are raised by 
overseas experience. Young people are 
growing up in a technological world, with 
Internet, I-Pods and mobiles. 
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Communication is changing and breaking 
our culture. We have a youth bulge and 
young people with higher expectations. 
They have the potential to come into the 
political system and they donÕt respect the 
old ways. We need a system that can bridge 
the past and the future. 

 
As elsewhere in the Pacific, Tongan identity 
is centrally influenced by Christianity, and 
the belief that the dignity of the human 
person (ngeia Ôo e tangata) derives from the 
Creator.  The KingdomÕs motto is Ko e 
ÔOtua mo Tonga ko hoku tofiÕa (God and 
Tonga are my inheritance). Since 
Christianity was introduced in Tonga in the 
early 18th century, the church has become 
central to Tongan way of life. At the time of 
the 1996 census, the population belonged to 
the Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga (41 
percent); Roman Catholic (16 percent); 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
(Mormons) (14 percent); and Free Church of 
Tonga (12 percent), though today the LDS 
claim up to 30 per cent in recent years and 
other evangelical churches claim more 
members. Most families retain a strong 
tradition of worship and Bible study, 
religious devotion on the Sabbath and 
contributions to church activities, in time 
and money. 
 
The Ògolden threadsÓ of respect and humility 
have bolstered conservative values in 
Tongan life, reinforcing support for the 
monarchy and nobility. But there are 
countervailing influences, with Tongan 
families interconnected to a global diaspora 
Ð and global influences - through 
Òtransnational corporations of kinÓ and 
modern communications technology. In 
addition, Professor Niko Besnier argues:  

Modernity and the new forms of power that 
it has engendered have facilitated the 
emergence of a new middle class that 
includes successful entrepreneurs and 
government officials, defined in part by the 

transnational resources of its members, some 
of whom challenge the rank-based hierarchy 
in a more or less open fashion (Besnier 
2004: 11). 

 
 

6.2    The future of the monarchy 
and nobility 

 
Obligation to family and a sense of place in 
social ranking have been important factors in 
maintaining the KingdomÕs political and 
social structures. But as one civil society 
leader stated: 

Those in power keep stressing Ôthe Tongan 
wayÕ but the government must move with 
the times. Should we give respect to our 
leaders for who they are or for what they do? 

 
Over time, development of constitutional 
conventions on the role of Parliament and 
the executive could transform the role of the 
monarch, as has happened in other 
constitutional monarchies. But what is the 
future role of the nobility in effective 
governance if there is ever a move to 
universal suffrage in Tonga? The divergence 
of responses from interviewees highlights 
this as a central issue Ð and challenge Ð for 
the Kingdom: 

The three tiers [Monarchy, nobility, 
commoners] have been there for hundreds of 
years and are part of us. Are nobles 
comfortable with the current changes? IÕm 
not sure. I know theyÕre concerned about the 
proposed changes [to parliamentary 
representation] but they havenÕt voiced it 
publicly (NGO activist). 

The nobles are deserting their villages to live 
in NukuÕalofa or overseas Ð itÕs very short 
sighted of them (Youth leader). 

The nobles are aware they shouldnÕt take 
their status for granted Ð sometimes you can 
see their insecurity. People wonÕt write off 
the King, but they might write off the 
nobles. The nobles are quick to jump to 
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support the government, because it is their 
protection (Church official). 

There are some key nobles who want to 
hang onto power; though others have 
realised that they canÕt hold on forever 
(NGO activist). 

The nobles are aware that people are more 
open and forthright. They now see that 
commoners can be good leaders. Previously, 
people were quiet and just sat awaiting 
orders. But it may be hard for the nobles to 
listen to the people (Church official). 

The nobles are the forgotten players in this 
game. They need to be helped with the 
process. TheyÕve been raised to look after 
people, and that commitment should be 
nurtured (Government official). 

 
 
6.3  Tonga and the diaspora 

 
Tongan identity is not bound simply to the 
islands of the Kingdom - the director of the 
Civil Society Forum told me: ÒPeople who 
migrate drag Tongan culture with them 
overseas and canÕt live without it.Ó  
 
People are migrating to the Pacific Rim (often 
for lack of locally based opportunity for socio-
economic advancement), and the geographer 
Gerard Ward suggests that the Polynesian 
triangle now needs to be extended to 
incorporate Los Angeles, Sydney and 
Auckland (Ward 1998). 
 
There is an extensive literature on Tongan 
identity in an age of transnational travel and 
communications (for a useful bibliography, 
see Lee 2004). Political attitudes are affected 
as people travel to and from Pacific Rim 
countries and key island nations like Fiji, 
especially middle class Tongans but also 
farmers and workers. Beyond the remittances, 
there are important community links between 
villagers and the diaspora, through kava clubs, 
churches and sporting groups (these overseas 
associations often raise funds for local 

community development projects in water, 
roads etc). 
 
A significant social trend is the migration to 
Tonga of second generation Tongans from the 
diaspora. Many people go overseas to the 
United States, Australia, and New Zealand but 
return because of family obligations and ties 
to the land. Tongan intellectuals and public 
officials have played a crucial role in Pacific 
regional affairs (hardly surprising, as nearly 
three quarters of tertiary graduates have left 
the country). At one point in the mid-1990s, 
Tongans were leading a gamut of Pacific 
regional organisations, including the Pacific 
Conference of Churches, South Pacific 
Regional Environment Program, Pacific 
Islands Development Program, Pacific 
YWCA and Pacific Concerns Resource 
Centre. This regional experience, drawing on 
international norms on human rights, 
development and governance, is feeding back 
into current debates about TongaÕs future, as 
figures such as Lopeti Senituli, Sitiveni 
Halapua and Dr. Ana TaufeÕulungaki Ð 
amongst many others Ð have played a central 
role in recent political changes. 
 
The transnational connections between Tonga 
and Pacific Rim nations have important 
implications for effective governance and 
development, especially given the travel and 
media links that tie the Kingdom to the region. 
There are a number of grassroots structures 
that promote identity and reinforce cultural 
links across international boundaries, like the 
kava clubs or faiokava that raise money for 
community development projects in their 
home villages and islands in Tonga : 

There are in existence in Australia more than 
100 Tongan kava clubs. Membership of 
these clubs is usually based on home village 
/ island blood ties or church / religious 
denomination affiliation, so that every 
Tongan church parish / diocese or 
congregation in Australia has a kava club 
and almost every village and island in Tonga 
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has a corresponding kava club in 
AustraliaÉthese kava clubs serve to 
reinforce social cohesion within the Tongan 
community in Australia and to cultivate 
positive behaviour traits appropriate for 
living in a multi-cultural environment 
Éthrough the kava clubs, the youth are 
taught about Tongan culture and traditions 
using the Tongan languageÉ..a secondary 
objective of these clubs is to raise money for 
community development projects in their 
home villages and islands in Tonga (Senituli 
2007b). 

 
In June 2006 the Privy Council announced 
that the Nationality Act would be amended to 
allow dual citizenship. The introduction in 
2007 of these dual nationality policies may 
also have a significant impact in reinforcing 
the transnational links in decades to come. 
Under the Nationality (Amendment) Act 2007 
which became law in August 2007 any person 
who ceased to be a Tongan subject before the 
Act came into force may apply for a 
certificate of re-admission to Tongan 
nationality (Prior to these changes, a Tongan 
who became a naturalised citizen of another 
country was deemed to have ceased to be a 
Tongan citizen, and a female Tongan who 
married a foreigner and voluntarily acquired 
the nationality of her husband also ceased to 
be a Tongan subject). The Act defines a 
Tongan as any person born in Tonga to a 
Tongan parent; any person born abroad to a 
Tongan father or mother; any non-Tongan 
who marries a Tongan (provided they declare 
their wish to become a Tongan subject and 
take the oath of allegiance); and any person 
naturalised under the Act (Matangi Tonga 
2008c). 
 

Conclusion 
 
Through the new political reform 
Commission, the Kingdom of Tonga is taking 
significant steps to address issues of 
constitutional and parliamentary reform. But 

governance in the Kingdom is hampered by 
the limited engagement of the community in 
many aspects of government, at a time of 
ongoing economic difficulties for the poorest 
sectors of the community. International 
donors are eager to support programs for 
political reform and improved state 
effectiveness and accountability, but their 
concurrent support for public sector reform Ð 
in the context of TongaÕs WTO accession and 
government commitment to trade 
liberalisation Ð means that community anger 
over jobs, wages, prices and service provision 
may hamper attempts at improving state-
society relations. 
 
As in all developing countries, generational 
change is challenging established systems, but 
the significant number of Tongans living 
overseas has contributed political as well as 
economic resources to the country. The 
central importance of the Tongan diaspora 
means that any discussion of improving 
governance and development needs to look 
outside as well as inside the Kingdom. New 
Australian and New Zealand policies on 
labour mobility, seasonal work programs and 
remittance transfers will affect the capacity to 
inject capital into rural villages in Tonga. 
Australia and New Zealand are pushing for 
greater trade liberalisation in Tonga and other 
Pacific countries Ð through funding for 
privatisation and public sector reform and 
pressure to sign on to regional free trade 
agreements. But as the 2005 strike and the 
2006 riots have shown, these policies are 
creating new tensions in the Kingdom, which 
can undermine the push for greater political 
stability and improved governance. Ongoing 
resistance by some nobles towards electoral 
reform will ensure that issues of governance 
and security in Tonga remain on the regional 
agenda. 
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