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Introduction: Definitions and Focus

• Given Norfolk Island’s current unsatisfactory political status, it is
useful to look into the governance of other very small island entities.

• Very Small Island defined as less than 15,000 inhabitants

• Focus for each territory on
• Degree of self-government

• Land tenure

• Immigration regime



Case 
studies’ 
location



Model 1: Independent States 



Nauru

• Independent Republic, member of the 
Commonwealth of Nations

• Former UN trust territory administered by 
Australia, granted independence in 1968

• President is combined Head of State and 
Head of Government, elected by 19-
member parliament

• Strict immigration policies. Nauruan 
citizenship complicated to obtain

• Land tenure: All land is customary; 
collectively owned by local families and 
cannot be bought or sold

• Near exhaustion of phosphate mining has 
brought economic distress. Close political 
alliance with Australia, including migrant 
detention camp

• 21 km2

• 12,025 inhabitants 
(2025 est.)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
$10,962 (2025 est.)



Tuvalu 

• Independent Commonwealth Realm since 1978, previously part 
of British Gilbert & Ellice Islands Colony. Locally designated 
Governor-General and Prime Minister elected by 16-member 
Parliament; subnational government by island councils.

• Strict immigration policies. Tuvaluan citizenship difficult to obtain.

• Land tenure: All land is customary; collectively owned by local 
families and cannot be bought or sold.

• Falepili Union Treaty with Australia 2025: Migration pathway 
while Australia is given security veto rights, sort of a free 
association agreement.

• 26 km2

• 10,643 
inhabitants 
(2021)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
6,076 (2023 est.)

• 9 atolls

• 3m max. 
elev.



Model 2: Freely Associated States



Niue 

• Self-governing nation in free association with 
New Zealand since 1974. Prime Minister elected 
by 20-member parliament; subnational govt by 
district councils.

• Immigration control by Niuean govt.  Permanent 
resident status distinct from NZ citizenship

• Land tenure: All land is customary; collectively 
owned by local families and cannot be bought or 
sold

• 261 km2

• 1,937 inhabitants 
(2021 est.)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
11,100 (2021 est.)



Model 3: Dependent territories with limited 
self-government



Tokelau

• NZ territory since 1948, limited self-government since 1993. NZ 
appointed administrator. 20-member legislative assembly 
(General Fono). Each atoll is largely autonomous; chief minister 
(Ulu o Tokelau) rotates annually between the three atoll heads.

• Immigration control by Tokelauan territorial govt.  Permanent 
resident status distinct from NZ citizenship.

• Land tenure: All land is customary. Collectively owned by local 
families and cannot be bought or sold.

• On UN list of Non-Self-Governing Territories (NSGT) since 1946. 

• Self-determination referenda 2006 and 2007 failed to achieve 
required 2/3 majority for self-government in free association 
with NZ like Niue and Cook Islands.

• Planned new referendum 2026.

• 10 km2 (3 atolls)

• 2,608 inhabitants 
(2021)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
6,275 (2017 est.)



Pitcairn

• British Overseas Territory
• Under 2010 constitution, British 

resident administrator represents non-
resident governor (UK High 
Commissioner in NZ); local 
administration consists of 10-member 
Island council and mayor 

• Immigration control by local 
government. Permanent resident 
status distinct from British citizenship

• Land tenure: Land is controlled by the 
island council; leaseholds are given to 
individuals; land cannot be bought by 
outsiders.

• On the UN list of NSGT since 1946

• 47 km2 (Pitcairn I. 
[5 km2] & 3 atolls)

• 35 inhabitants 
(2023)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
4,617 (2005 est.)



Model 3: 
Integrated First-tier administrative units



Rēkohu 
(Chatham Islands)

• Chatham Islands Territory, a special-
status unitary authority since 1995; 
previously a county of NZ.

• Elected 9-member council and mayor: 
Fulfills all the district-level 
responsibilities and most of the 
region-level responsibilities, some 
others are delegated to Canterbury 
Region on the NZ South Island.

• No legal restrictions of migration of 
NZ citizens; however, cold climate and 
limited opportunities do not make it 
attractive.

• Land ownership generally freehold 
and unlimited; however substantial 
lands are Crown nature reserves; 
some land is native reserve land 
under control of either Moriori or 
Ngāti Mutunga. Controversy remains 
over ramifications of 19th-century 
genocide of the former by the latter.

• 794 km2

• 620 inhabitants 
(2025)

• GDP/capita: no 
data, but likely 
high, exceeding 
US$ 40,000



Model 4: 
Integrated second-tier administrative units



Bonin Islands (Ogasawara)

• Municipality and subprefecture within Tokyo prefecture, Japan.

• Appointed administrator; elected 8-member municipal council and mayor.

• Prehistoric Micronesian settlement; Anglo-Polynesian creole community 
established 1830; annexed by Japan 1875; occupied by the US 1945-1968; 
Japanese again since 1968; municipal government since 1979.

• No legal restrictions of migration of Japanese citizens.

• Land tenure: Large state-owned nature reserves and military bases. Village 
areas generally freehold.

• Locals are largely outnumbered (est. 9 per cent in 2018); very few still speak 
Bonin Creole language. All mayors since 1979 have been mainland Japanese; 
one islander was appointed administrator in the mid-1990s.

• 104 km2

• 2,930 
inhabitants 
(2023)

• GDP/capita: no 
data, but likely 
high, exceeding 
US$ 40,000



Rapa Nui(Easter Island)

• 164 km2

• 7,750 
inhabitants 
(2017)

• GDP/capita: 
no data, but 
likely 
medium to 
high, 
exceeding 
US$ 25,000

• Municipality and Province within the Region of Valparaiso, Chile, since 1966.

• Appointed Provincial delegate [administrator] (has always been an 
indigenous islander since 1984); locally elected mayor and 6–member 
municipal council; partially elected Indigenous development commission.

• Immigration control since 2018.  Permanent resident status is now distinct 
from Chilean citizenship.

• Land tenure: Most land is state-owned. Freehold grants have been given to 
Indigenous Rapanui. Non-Rapanui cannot buy land.

• Political status remains contested. Proposed special territory status as a 
unitary authority directly under the national govt. was rejected by 
referendum in February 2026.



Lord Howe 
Island

• Unincorporated area of New South 
Wales, self-governed by Lord Howe Island 
Board since 1953.

• Since 1981, majority of LHIB members are 
elected locally (4 of 7 since 2004); chair is 
still a NSW ministerial appointee.

• Migration strictly controlled. Legal 
Islander status is distinct from Australian 
citizenship. Number of visitors capped at 
400. 

• All land owned by the Crown; perpetual 
leases to descendants of original 
islanders present on the island in 1913. 
Normally no leases to non-Islanders.

• 15 km2

• 445 inhabitants 
(2021)

• GDP/capita: no 
data, but likely 
high, exceeding 
US$ 40,000



Conclusion

• Norfolk Island’s current system: Worse than all of the above



Norfolk Island

• Zero self-government:
• No locally elected representatives at all since 2021.
• Federal level responsibilities directly exercised by 

administrator 
• state level services by Queensland under NSW laws 

(NF not represented in either QLD or NSW 
parliaments)

• local responsibilities exercised by NIRC appointed 
by federal ministry

• Unlimited migration of Australian citizens

• Most land except reserves is freehold; 
unlimited land purchases possible; land rates 
imposed without consultation, leads to poorer 
locals losing their landholdings

• 35 km2

• 2,188 inhabitants 
(2021)

• GDP/capita: US$ 
27,517 (2016 est.)



Thank you!
Questions & Comments?
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