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OVERSTAYERS,
DAWN RAIDS AND
THE POLYNESIAN

PANTHERS

MELANI ANAE

At 6am on Tuesday, 17 February 1976, police and
immigration officials swooped on the home of Mrs
Telesia Topping, of Onehunga. Mrs Topping, a Tongan
who is married to a New Zealander and had lived here
for ten years, was almost in tears as she told her story to
the Auckland Star:

A young policeman, about 22 years old, came
into my room ...I asked him what he was
doing in my bedroom. He did not answer.
I'was really frightened. He went to the
bathroom, inspected it, came back and pulled
the covers off my bed ... He pulled open the
wardrobe, fiddled with the clothing, checked
everything. The same policeman went into
the adjoining room where my two nephews,
aged 19 and 20 years, were asleep. The
policeman shone the light into their eyes,
saying ‘get up and get out.... My nephews
were very frightened. The police then started
dragging them out to their van.!

‘The revolution we openly rap about is one of total
Cha.nge. The revolution is one to liberate us from
Tacism, oppression and capitalism. We see many of our
Problems of oppression and racism are tools of this

society’s outlook based on capitalism; hence for total
change one must change society altogether.?

The racial tension and unrest that marked New
Zealand’s social and political climate during the early
1970s, in which police and immigration authorities
victimised Pacific Islanders whom they suspected of
abusing the terms of their visas, evolved after record
levels of immigration from the Islands (largely to fuel
postwar demand for unskilled labour) coincided with
the collapse of the global commodity boom and the
onset of recession in the New Zealand economy. The
circumstances provided fertile ground for the public
expression of racism and general resentment towards
groups perceived to be taking employment from locals,
threatening cultural homogeneity, boosting crime rates
and adding strain to public resources such as housing,
welfare and education.? The same distorted perspective
that saw Pacific Island immigrants as contributors
to the economic downturn also identified the typical
Pacific Islander as an ‘overstayer’ (an individual who
remained in New Zealand past the limit of his or
her visa). During the early years of the decade, this
stereotype was reinforced in the media and exploited
cynically by politicians.
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elogo of the Polynesian Panthers, 1970s.

us: A Polynesian Panthers protest

In Auckland in the 1970s, The youth-

1thers were formed against the backdrop of racial tension and police

ment in Auckland during the 1970;

s. Photograph by John Miller (detail),

Rhetoric escalated into direct action in the form
of random checks and dawn raids, conducted mainly in
Auckland, when police taskforces targeted individuals
who looked like Pacific Islanders or potential overstayers,

regardless of their status as citizens, The police swooped A

on households in the early hours of the morning,
often employing aggressive or intimidatory tactics, It

was in response to this hostility that the Polynesian {&

Panthers sprang into action, working at both grass
roots and governmental level to expose and eradicate
injustice, inequality and racism. This essay explores the
circumstances that led to both the police tactics and the
emergence of the Panthers,

The law controlling entry to New Zealand in the
1970s was the Immigration Act 1964; this was an update
of the 1920 Act, which conferred on the immigration
minister the absolute power to refuse or permit entry i
to any person nota New Zealand citizen (section 14 E
[1]), extend the period permits applied (section 14 [4])
and pardon or exempt people from application of the
Act (section 32).4 The criteria under which the ministry
could grant or reject immigration applications derived
from a policy that for many decades had favoured
those races deemed most able to assimilate - in effect,
to fit in’ with New Zealand society. Top of the list
were northern Europeans (especially Britons), white
Americans and Australians; southern Europeans,

Pacific Islanders, Indians and Chinese came lower
down,’ although residents of the Cook Islands, Niue
and Tokelau were, as New Zealand citizens, free to
enter the country. From 1964, a quota of visitors from
Western Samoa received short-term work permits,
typically of three months’ duration,’ and from 1967,a
quota of Fijians received work permits valid up to six
months. A 1968 amendment to the Immigration Act
allowed the deportation of those overstaying their work
Ppermits: section 33a empowered police to ask people to
produce not only a valid passport, but also a permit to
enter and remain temporarily in New Zealand, as well
as documentary or other evidence of identity. In short,
it outlined procedure for the random checks and those
who did not comply on the spot could be arrested and
keptina holding cell without a warrant and in some
cases deported back to Simoa or Tonga.’
Much Pacific Island migration was of a

temporary and shifting nature, with many Islanders

such Temittances.) Instead of returning, howevey. ma
overstayed thejy working visas and there were otl’lersny
who worked illegally op Ton-working visas, Historicall
New Zealal?d’s high demang for labouy, coupled with ”
the convemenc~e of this under-the-tab]e labour pool,

the Pacific »
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Wwrite a significant, byt largely ignored, chapter of

Pacific Islapq histo iti
1y, politic: i 3
ew Zealany, P s and race relations in

ci -.what We were trying to achieve in these
4ays was just to make life better for People...

---8uys about oyy age...were getting picked
up, held in custody Overnight, appearing

at t1'1e magistrates’ coyyt the next day and
get‘nng Sent away to borstalg and that. .,
[with] no Tepresentative there to say, ‘Hey
what’s happened to this berson, what diq they
actually do?’ And 5 lotof People were finding
out that these People were actually being sent
away for minoy offences,

—Vaughan Sanf

To many young Polynesians like myself, the
only way forward for ug as a migrant people
was ‘self help’ we would have to stand up
for ourselyes and our Ppeople, and not wajt
for others to doitforus. .. The Panthers
brovided the Platform for us to do just that.
—Wayne Toleafoas

The Pathers were remarkab]e iy many ways. The core
lefndershlp comprised 5 8Toup of Simoans, Tongans,
Nmeans,.Cook Islanders, Maori and one New Zealand-




PEOPLE
226 ALL POWER TO THE TANGATA O Lt MOANA 227

e rules were simple and strict: no possession of narcotics { The Panthers expanded and thejr influence
or being under the influence of alcohol during ‘ grew in the early 1970, Chapters of the Polynesian
D AWN R AIDS movement time; no possession of weapons or other A Panther Party were set Up in South Aucklseg Praediy
harmful devices; no using the name of the movement K and Christchurch, The establishmen ofa che;pter in O

Panthers set out to portray the realities of being brown e | Aboriginal embassy. The Panther’ minister of culture
in Auckland in the 1970s. They sought to change Fl'fe 3 Ama Rauhihi, became the organisation’s first fn]] ’
mindsets of both white and Polynesian communities by o time Community worker jn 1973.In July of that year,

A

LITY in public for selfglory; equality of the sexes.” 5 B Sydney caused world headlines when Tlolahia was A L,
THE UGLY REA Under the rallying cry of ‘power to the people’, the 1 arrested in Canberra in July 1972 for trying to setup an - AI D

exposing and challenging racist policies and activities K Norman Tujasay represented the Panthers ar the 10th
and by lobbying for much-needed resources for the - International Youth Festival in Berlin and in November
people.s They worked with the mayor (Sir Dove-Myer B the Tenants Aid Brigade (TAB) was created to hel
Robinson) and the Auckland City Council and with F | Polynesian tenants dea] with illegal evictiop fronf their §.‘,"E§;}s:.',‘f e
. - T Maori and community groups such as Méon activist e 1 homes. Formal Tecognition came to the Panthers when ::gs?;z_zm
%ﬁ‘?&mﬂm";:““:"wxﬁ;ﬂﬂ'ﬁ group Nga Tamatoa, I’—IART (Halt All Racist Toulis), . 4 .they were made the Tecipients of severa] youth awards,
A et o "o they the Ponsonby Peop.le S Unmn_ am.i A,CO@ (Aucklan i j Including the Governoy General’s Youth Awarg ($250) .AWHINA ATE TURE
O ey 31 oo 10700 P Committee on Racism and D1sgnm1{1at10n). They also ) 0119 September 1972 and Presented with a $1000 grant @ 5
e b e s e trse ol ol o o Lo _mwm;_p‘m;_ worked with nascent Maori nat}ona.xhst movements, 3 A n 1973 from the National Council of Churches, ESOANI FA’A LE WWONO
T G e s st such as MOOHR (Maori Organisation on Human ! In the face of such advances, however, immigration . AUTURU NO TE PAE
gt oot e el e b 0 0l et gt e Rights) and Te Roopu o te Matakite (which spearheaded @ : and crime had become major political issu,es and, @ L Tiky
bl fe L 7 the Maori land march of 1975), arguing that the . 1 aggravated by the onset of 3 recession, would inteilsify AGAONATAT HE FARATUF ONO
e Dt o 2 M.'T:::m:"' dominant Buropean culture was trying to divide Maori 3 inthe run-up to the 1975 general election. In Tesponse to . OKONI FAKALAO
W#m&‘mwu-—mum e et smesiat and other Polynesians. . k' § cconomic pressures and to public fears about Polynesian
o e L Sopmet i oung oo bt ey et With CARE (Citizens Association for Racial R ’ violence on Auckland’s inner-city streets the Labour
e 'Mw”n: T 10 gt hep. They Sialy contacted s Equality), the Panthers established homework centres : : 8overnment felt obliged to reassess its im’mjgram'on
Jawyar ot sbout 10 pm oo Bundey night. ety ;‘rﬂ’%‘.’.{t‘:‘.ﬁ:’uﬁm and they linked with the Ponsonby Peoples’ Union i 3 policy. One of Kirls TOves in 1973 was to commission
& to set up a food cooperative. They raised money for k an Auckland police taskforce, fetorilss sanctioned the -74.
ﬁﬁﬁ causes with which they sympathised, were prominent / f continuation of random checks; these had been takin,
. in anti-Vietnam protests and organised transpt?rt to 4 32 place intermitrendy and unofficially since 1972, but g
Wi raids - the ugly reality. An Information Sheft de‘:g'cr:flaan';"gc;;;’:r Tor shuttle families and visitors to Paremoremo Prison, 1 1 would enter a more disturbing phase in 1974
ngan couple and thelr two sons living in Grey Lynn, ! where they also had a chapter. Former inmates were. b On the night of 13 March 1974, police and
also given advice, assistance and often accommodation i immigration officials carried out 3 series of raids on
with Panthers on their release. They spoke at Scl':tOOlS : i Tongan households in Onehunga and by 3am thirteen
and set up homework centres, community meetings, A ] Tongans haq been arrested op charges of being illega]
concerts for the elderly and street parties. In PonSOI%b_y’ ' ¢ Immigrants and/or failing to produce apassport, Oi
they galvanised a truly multicultural community spirit. 4 4 18 March, a further twenty-one Tongans were arr;ested
The local paper City @ Westend News, for example, 7' : after rajds op another six houses 2t Church services
was translated into Sémi)an, Cook Island§ Maori fmd 9 Were also interrupted, as one participant recalled: AUS'II"'FIALIA”
Niuean as a way of meeting the needs of its growing " O —
Polynesian communities. The Panthers also publishe g Ican think of ope instance, at a church M Uil . A L s
their own newspaper, Panther Rapp, from 1975, and 4 1 Service at 64 Crummer Road, all of a sudden, 15Tk e 4 o s e
prepared their own press statements for broadcast i the doors were Knocked in ap.g -, Was, ‘ gl i
media egld f:or the publications of other protest.me # ] SWarming with police, officials, and dogs. A poster advertising talks by Austraji i
groups.” With the help of lawyer (and future pri . They asked for Passports. There were 15 9 v Australian Black Panthers.SDems Walker and
minister) David Lange, they printed 1500 copies 0 3 that didpe have them including the Ppriest. e

“Your Rights’,a legal aid booklet.20 1 i They were taken to Mt Eden. There was great




