
Date: Nov 21, 2013; Section: SOUTHLAND EXPRESS; Page: 8

Mayoral Moments
Tim Shadbolt

   Enjoying some island time

   LAST weekend I was invited to Rarotonga to speak at a tourism awards event sponsored by Air New Zealand.

   When we got off the plane flowery eis (known in Hawaii as leis) were placed over our heads and we walked through a
guard of honour consisting of traditional dancers and a ukulele band. I imagine you would be shot if you formed such a
reception on the tarmac of a New Zealand airport, but Rarotonga seems to have a more relaxed approach to safety. It
took all of two minutes to get a drivers’ licence and no›one seems to bother with seat belts or crash helmets, but you
don’t see speeding or reckless driving either.

   Tourism is their biggest industry with over 100,000 visitors arriving every year and 70,000 of them come from New
Zealand. I can assure you that last weekend Invercargill was well repre› sented.

   Rarotonga’s second biggest industry is New Zealand aid, followed closely by Chinese aid. At present China and New
Zealand are developing a new $60 million water reticulation system. Chinese investment is welcome and I’m sure they
are excited by the huge fishing zone created by the Cook’s 15 islands. The large offshore manganese deposits will also
be of interest.

   Despite China’s generosity the Cook Islands will always be part of New Zealand. We share the same currency, the
same Governor›General and New Zealand appoints their judges. While about 16,000 Cook Islanders live in the Cook
Islands, over 60,000 live in New Zealand, mainly in Auckland and Wellington. We have powerful political, cultural and
emotional bonds.

   At present there is public debate over the lack of transparency involved in the govern› ment’s decision to underwrite
Air NZ flights to Los Angeles and Sydney amounting to $10 million. The other major public debate is whether or not the
200 locals who attended the Diwali Festival were undermining Christianity.

   After attending a three›hour long church service I can vouch that Rarotongans are passionate about Christianity. The
biggest problem the Cook Islands face is depopulation. Two of their 15 islands are uninhabited and several others are
getting close. On the southern›most island of Mangaia the popula› tion in 1976 was 2000, but by the 2011 census this
had dropped to 576.

   I grew up on ‘Raro’ orange and pineapple juice, but this brand was lost. I believe there is still potential for the export of
passionfruit and other tropical produce. The harbour caters for recreation, tourism and fishing, but commercial shipping is
irregular.

   As with the Subantarctic Islands, and the Chathams, New Zealand is lucky to have the Cook Islands as an outpost of
the Kiwi empire. For sun, surf, relaxation, warmth, beauty and friendly people, it is unsurpassed.

   Many of our MPs and business leaders are regular visitors and although this was my first visit I certainly intend
returning.

   — Tim Shadbolt is the Mayor of Invercargill
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