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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
ché{ng& 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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222 ALL POWER TO THE PEOPLE

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,
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DAWN RAIDS
THE UGLY REALITY

Stons and Belaita are x middis agad Tongan couple who lve with theis two sons Tesimmord (20) and Masi (6)
i Grey Lynn, Auckland. Th [ months ego, and speak very little
Englih. Both parents work In faciories. When the Overstayers Regller was opened lhey ol signed, They

would gt ‘and aleo that they would not

underviced
need lo worry sbout the police,

Jott the be was

rogistesed overstayer. The palics then picksd up his parents’ passports, saw that Uheir permaits had expiced o0
2nd went 1o wake them up.
Bione woke 1o find the three policemen In the bedroom snd lold them 1 get out of the bowse but bis wite
held him back, not waating 1o make lrouble. The polic teld them 10 got deessed and one even stayed with
them while Urey did . The other lwo checked every room, asking svecyons there fox heir passports, snd
arested two of them.
One wasman In the house who apoke Engish tokd the police thst Sione snd Beiaita had signed the regicter, but
they 1ok her 1o keep quist of she would be wmested 190. Then fhey loak Sione, Betaita and \he olher two awry,

‘old Masis: cryiny, to .

she
I they could contact thelr young son but they were not
aliawed 1o use the lalephons. On Bunday night the police did o back 10 thair home and found the by stk

/n raids - the ugly reality. An Information sheet detailing a police raid on a

gan couple and their two sons living in Grey Lynn, Auckland, October 1976,

rules were simple and strict: no possession of narcotics
or being under the influence ofalcohol during
movement time; no possession of weapons or other
harmful devices; no using the name of the movement
in public for self-glory; equality of the sexes.”

Under the rallying cry of ‘power to the people’, the
Panthers set out to portray the realities of being brown
in Auckland in the 1970s. They sought to change the
mindsets of both white and Polynesian communities by
exposing and challenging racist policies and activities
and by lobbying for much-needed resources for the
people.’® They worked with the mayor (Sir Dove-Myer
Robinson) and the Auckland City Council and with
Maori and community groups such as Maori activist
group Nga Tamatoa, HART (Halt All Racist Tours),
the Ponsonby People’s Union and ACORD (Auckland
Committee on Racism and Discrimination). They also
worked with nascent Maori nationalist movements,
such as MOOHR (Maori Organisation on Human

Rights) and Te Roopu o te Matakite (which spearheaded
the Maori land march of 1975), arguing that the
dominant European culture was trying to divide Maori
and other Polynesians.

With CARE (Citizens Association for Racial
Equality), the Panthers established homework centres
and they linked with the Ponsonby Peoples’ Union
to set up a food cooperative. They raised money for
causes with which they sympathised, were prominent
in anti-Vietnam protests and organised transport to
shuttle families and visitors to Paremoremo Prison,
where they also had a chapter. Former inmates were
also given advice, assistance and often accommodation
with Panthers on their release. They spoke at schools
and set up homework centres, community meetings,

concerts for the elderly and street parties. In Ponsonby,
they galvanised a truly multicultural community spirit.
The local paper City ® Westend News, for example,

was translated into Simoan, Cook Islands Maori and
Niuean as a way of meeting the needs of its growing
Polynesian communities. The Panthers also published
their own newspaper, Panther Rapp, from 1975, and
prepared their own press statements for broadcast
media and for the publications of other protest
groups.'? With the help of lawyer (and future prime
minister) David Lange, they printed 1500 copies of
“Your Rights’,a legal aid booklet.20
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.The Panthers expanded and their influence
grew in the early 1970s. Chapters of the Polynesian
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“ olnormc pressures and to public fears about Polynesian
1olence on Auckland’s inner-city streets, the Labour
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Ican think of one instance, at a church —

Service at G4 Crummer Road, all of 3 sudden,
e doors were knocked in anq the place was’
SWarming with police, officials, and dogs
They asked for Pbassports. There were 18 .
that didn’t havye them including the priest
€y were taken to Mt Eden. There was gre.at
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A poster advertising talks by Australian Black Panthers, Denis Walker and
Sue Chilly, c. 1972.




