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PhD project title: Social-economic development on customary lands: Geography of conflicts 
and collective resource management in Kanaky-New Caledonia and Aotearoa-New Zealand  

Introduction 

This PhD project analyses in a comparative study the emergence of conflicts and collective solutions in 
the context of social-economic projects on customary lands in Kanaky-New Caledonia (KNC) and 
Aotearoa New Zealand (ANZ). For a geography of conflicts and collective resource management, we 
have to address the postcolonial crisis in the two Pacific Island countries. In KNC, persistent tensions 
between Kanak independence activists and pro-France loyalists have been exacerbated by a law proposal 
for electoral reforms and the following riots in 2024. The decolonisation process, initiated by the 
Matignon (1988) and Nouméa (1998) Accords, is questioned both in form and substance, with the 
definition and conditions of sovereignty being debated. The contested Bougival Accord, signed in 2025, 
does not seem to offer a way out of the crisis and even further entrenches ethnic divisions (Pantz & 
Milhiet, 2025). In ANZ, intense debates surrounding the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) and the Treaty 
Principles Bill (2024-2025) have called Maori rights into question and sparked massive protests since 
2024 (Ngahuka Carter, 2025; see also Fisher, 2015; Mutu, 2019). 

Theoretical approaches 

The access to land and the use of natural resources by local communities, among Kanak and Maori 
clans, is one of the catalysts for social-economic and political inequalities and conflicts. Land has 
become a source of tension and conflict, but also a space for mediation between different development 
models (Batterbury et al., 2024; Kowasch, 2012). In the traditional paradigm of the Kanak and Māori 
societies, land is not perceived as an object, neither as a factor of production, but rather as a subject, 
capable of action and communication, and to which one belongs (Naepels, 2006; Lindsay-Latimer et al., 
2024). The identities of Indigenous communities are thus built on the clan’s history, recorded and 
transmitted orally (Kowasch et al., 2015; Poady et al., 2024). The customary Kanak and Māori regimes 
frame relation to land as primarily collective (Cassourret & Salenson, 2024). Economic projects on 
customary land, which canbe very resource consuming (water, land, etc.), therefore stand at the 
interesting intersection of structurally different approaches to resource management and wealth 
distribution (e.g. Henry & McNeill). Based on political ecology approaches (Hope et al., 2025; Robbins, 
2012) and the notions of access to land (Gausset, 2008; Lund & Sikor, 2009) and resource conflict 
(Bond, 2014; Humphreys, 2005), we question how Kanak and Māori communities engage in consensual 
decision processes regarding production, resource distribution and succession in order to reduce 
inequalities and promote more sustainable and inclusively-oriented development (Scheyvens et al., 
2020).  

Research questions 

The comparative study is structured around one main and four sub-research questions. We ask how 
conflicts and mediation strategies are structured within economic projects on customary lands in KNC 
and ANZ? The four sub-questions are: 1) How do economic projects within collective land management 
generate conflicting power struggles on land access?; 2) What strategies have been developed to mediate 
these conflicts?, 3) What type of projects have been put in place (agriculture, tourism, energy production, 
etc.)?, and 4) To what extent can collective land management provide a model for more inclusive-
oriented and sustainable development? 

Interdisciplinary methodology and case studies  

To answer these questions, the project combines different disciplinary approaches: Political Ecology, 
which sheds light on power relations and inequalities in access to natural resources (Robbins, 2019). 
Cultural geography, allowing for the analysis of representations, symbols and spatial practices related 
to land (Ripoll & Veschambre, 2006) in Kanak and Māori societies. We also use Economic geography, 
to understand the dynamics of development and the tensions between market models and customary 
management (Scheyvens et al., 2020). The framework will be guided by a decolonial approach (Gautier, 
2024): from building a field-based methodology recognizing Indigenous knowledge as a main source of 
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information (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999) to the use of Kanak languages and Te Reo Māori. We aim to conduct 
collaborative and participatory research, in close exchange and by co-writing with local researchers and 
Indigenous representatives. Field work will be enriched by ethnographic research methods (open 
interviews, participatory mapping) to anchor the study in a critical-reflexive approach as a French white 
researcher that acknowledges its position of “between-ness” (Nast, 1994; Kowasch, 2014) 

Research methodology is structured in two main phases. The first phase will consist of building a corpus 
of academic work, as well as gathering and processing gray literature (archival documents, maps, 
cadastral records, etc.) – this work has already been largely begun as part of my master’s thesis “Land 
ownership and land leases as instruments of land use planning: a case study of perpetual leases in 
Aotearoa New Zealand” (Dif, 2025). The second phase focuses on conducting semi-structured and open-
ended interviews, and participatory mapping (especially to respond to sub-question 1) (Chambers, 
2006). Four case studies have been selected to show a diversity of Indigenous-run social-economic 
projects on customary land. Two are based in KNC (Baco community in Koné, and Hnaxulu vanilla 
cultivation project in Lifou), and in ANZ (Blueside Aquaculture in Bay of Plenty, and Parininihi ki 
Waitōtara land trust in New-Plymouth). Contacts have already been established while I lived in KNC 
(2019-2023) and while conducting field work in ANZ (2025).  

Referring to Robinson (2016), the methodology aims to bring together heterogeneous perceptions 
without systematically standardising indicators, through a non-symmetrical comparison approach. 
While KNC and ANZ share similar cultural heritage, postcolonial challenges and development 
approaches, they differ mainly in their legislative systems (French versus British) and contrasting 
geographies. 

4EU+ Alliance contributions and research outputs 

The PhD project aims to enrich the social geography on land relations and alternative development 
models in a postcolonial context. The research is conducted with the intention to deepen dialogues 
between French and English academia in the South Pacific, referring to a KNC-ANZ comparative study 
in social sciences by Bradley in 2011. From an operational standpoint – and as a currently working urban 
planner – we also aim to identify hybrid modes of land appropriation and levers for action in the face of 
land conflicts. We finally hope to propose planning and governance tools adapted to the plurality of land 
tenure systems and the challenges of environmental preservation, in consistence with Flagship 4 – 
Environmental transitions of the 4EU+ Alliance, which is dedicated to find solutions to sustainable 
development needs. 

Provisional calendar (36 months) 

Months Research activities 

M1–6 Theoretical and conceptual framework; literature review; development of methodological 
protocol; preparation of field survey (contacts, tools, logistics). 

M7–12 Start of field work; exploratory interviews; observations; adjustment of tools; drafting of 
theoretical and methodological framework; consultation with scientific advisory board 

M13–18 In-depth surveys in KNC; semi-structured participatory interviews; preliminary analyses; 
interim publications. 

M19–24 Comparative and collaborative fieldwork (ANZ); targeted interviews; transcription and 
organization of corpus; consultation with scientific committee. 

M25–30 Comparative analysis; construction of typologies; stabilization of cartographic 
productions; drafting of empirical chapters. 

M31–36 Consultation with the scientific committee; final drafting; discussion and conclusion; 
submission and defence; scientific promotion; restitution to the communities surveyed. 

Link to references:   

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1N3bVKnrKNeGAmSyXKR8ydhtegvPwwViPPMXwGAYRZV
8/edit?usp=sharing  


