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The people of the Cook Islands are fearless, 
resourceful, explorers of the vast Pacific Ocean. 
They are true Polynesians connecting directly back 
to the finest seafarers of the Pacific. The peopling 
of Polynesia was a stunning achievement! Cook 
Islanders and people of the Pacific have a strong 
sense of self-reliance, curiosity, a spirit of exploring 
new opportunities. 



RESEARCH AIMS

1. To investigate some advantages and disadvantages 
for the Cook Islands under the free association model 
with New Zealand.

2. What are the effects on Cook Islands migration 
under the free association model?



BACKGROUND

• The Cook Islands were declared a British Protectorate in 

1888 and then annexed by the New Zealand Government 

in 1901. 

• In 1901, New Zealand took over as the colonial power in 

many parts of the Pacific, including the Cook Islands and 

Niue (Crocombe, 1979).

• From 1901 to 1965, the islands were administered by 

New Zealand



COOK ISLANDS & THE FREE ASSOCIATION MODEL

• The Cook Islands – 1962

• Sir Leon Gotz, New Zealand's Minister of Island Territories, 
invited the Cook Islands Legislative Assembly to consider four 
alternative courses of political development: 

• Complete independence; 

• Self-government, with Cook Islanders retaining New Zealand 
citizenship; 

• Integration with New Zealand, and 

• Ultimate integration into a possible Polynesian Federation.  

• New Zealand was providing almost all of the Cook 
Islands’ budgetary and other assistance; 

• The only regular contact between the Cook Islands and 
the outside world was through New Zealand via Morse 
code telegraph and a fortnightly steamer. 

• Almost all trade was with New Zealand, and

• Whenever they could, more and more Cook Islanders 
were taking advantage of their New Zealand citizenship 
to migrate to Aotearoa, sending valuable remittances 
back home. 



Free Association represented an alternative to independence that allowed Cook Islanders to govern their own 
islands and have full responsibility for external affairs. It also allowed Cook Islanders to retain New Zealand 
citizenship, use New Zealand currency, and to call upon the New Zealand government to assist in defence and 
foreign affairs matters (New Zealand Government, 1999).



1. ADVANTAGES UNDER FREE ASSOCIATION

New Zealand Citizenship

1. Cook Islanders have easy access to New 

Zealand & Australia.

This allows the following

• Healthcare

• Social welfare

• Access to the New Zealand labour market

2. Ease of International travel

The New Zealand passport currently ranks as 

6th in the world

Agencies, including the FAO, ICAO, UNESCO, 

the WHO and the WMO, as a full member, 

often where associate membership in such 

organisations is open to less than 

independent States.

External affairs

Cook Islanders to govern

their own islands and have full responsibility

for external affairs. It also allowed

Cook Islanders to retain New

Zealand citizenship, use New Zealand

currency, and to call upon the New Zealand

government to assist in defence

and foreign affairs matters (New Zealand

Government, 1999).

UN specialized organisations



2. DISADVANTAGES UNDER FREE ASSOCIATION

International Organizations

The Cook Islands is not recognized as a 

member of key organisations, including 

the World Bank, International Monetary 

Fund, and Commonwealth Heads of 

Government Meeting (CHOGM). 

Restricting access to funding and further 

representation on the world stage.

High- Income status

In January 2020, Cook Islands graduated 

from the OECD Development Assistance 

Committee List of Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) recipients. As a high-

income status country, Cook Islands is now 

ineligible to receive ODA. 

“#KYR: Cook Islands – Economy | the Cove.” 

2024. The Cove. 2024. 

https://cove.army.gov.au/article/kyr-cook-

islands-economy.

Limited Funding Diversification

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

has provided the largest proportion of 

lending to the Cook Islands, 

accounting for 81 per cent of the debt 

portfolio in 2024/25.

 

https://www.cookislandsnews.com/internal

/national/economy/adb-dominates-cook-

islands-debt-portfolio/



Q ARE THE COOK ISLANDS ABLE TO 
DEMONSTRATE SOVEREIGNTY UNDER THIS 

MODEL?

Q UNDER THIS MODEL, ARE THE COOK ISLANDS 
AN INDEPENDENT AND SOVEREIGN STATE?

Yes, but to an extent

No



EXAMPLES TO CONSIDER OF SOVEREIGNTY

Under the 2001 Joint Centenary Declaration, the Cook Island's is able to interact with the international community as an independent state. 

Any action taken in New Zealand for the foreign affairs of the Cook Islands will be at their request.

The Cook Islands held the 52nd Pacific Islands Forum Meeting from 6-10 November 2023. The Prime Minister of the Cook Islands, Honourable 

Mark Brown, chaired this gathering. 

In addition, from February 2021 – May 2024 previous Cook Islands Prime Minister Henry Puna was the Secretary General of the Pacific 

Islands Forum.

“US Recognises Cook Islands, Niue as Biden Hosts Pacific Island Leaders.” n.d. Www.aljazeera.com. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/25/us-

recognises-cook-islands-niue-as-biden-hosts-pacific-island-leaders.

“FACTSHEET: 52nd Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting | Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat.” 2023. Forumsec.org. 2023. 

https://forumsec.org/publications/factsheet-52nd-pacific-islands-forum-leaders-meeting

https://forumsec.org/publications/factsheet-52nd-pacific-islands-forum-leaders-meeting


https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/09/25/statement-by-president-biden-on-the-recognition-of-the-cook-

islands-and-the-establishment-of-diplomatic-relations/

TODAY, I AM PROUD TO ANNOUNCE THAT THE UNITED STATES RECOGNIZES THE 
COOK ISLANDS AS A SOVERIGN AND INDEPENDENT STATE AND WILL ESTABLISH 

DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS BETWEEN OUR TWO NATIONS

STATEMENT BY PRESIDENT BIDEN ON THE RECOGNITION OF THE COOK ISLANDS AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 
DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS

U.S. – PACIFIC ISLAND COUNTRY SUMMIT IN WASHINGTON, D.C. ON SEPTEMBER 28-29, 2022



2. WHAT ARE THE EFFECTS ON COOK ISLANDS MIGRATION UNDER THE 
FREE ASSOCIATION MODEL?

• 1883 85 Rarotongans left the island

• The total population of the Cook Islands reached a historical peak of 21,300 in 1971, (Cook Islands Population Policy 2022-2030 pg 13)

• In the case of the Cook Islands, freedom to move to New Zealand is facilitated by the fact that Cook Islanders are New 
Zealand citizens and can enter and leave that country freely. By virtue of the Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement (TTTA), 
Cook Islanders are also able to freely enter Australia, although not without certain restrictions. The ease with which Cook 
Islanders are able to enter and reside in New Zealand and Australia provides a strong “pull” factor that is difficult to 
overcome. (Cook Islands Population Policy 2022-2030 pg 7)



• 1940’s – 1974 Cook Islanders were attracted to New Zealand 

for employment opportunities in primary and manufacturing 

industries (Macpherson, 2012)

• 1974 – 1990’s Facilitated by a newly opened international 

airport in 1974, led to the growth of Cook Islands 

communities resident in New Zealand and large scale 

depopulation in the Cook Islands (Barcham, et al. 2009; 

Crocombe, 2003; Koteka-Wright, 2007; Spoonley, 2001).

• 1990s when economic restructuring in the Cook Islands halved 

public sector jobs and removed government subsidies for basic 

goods and services (Murray & Overton, 2011; Secretariat of the 

Pacific Community, 2005).

PERIODS OF MIGRATION



MIGRATION FIGURES

• In the most recent available data (February 18, 2025), there 
were 94,176 Cook Islands Māori people living in New Zealand. This is 
a significant increase from 80,532 in 2018 and 61,839 in 2013.

• The latest census (2021) records that at least 28,000 people of Cook 
Islands descent are residents in Australia 

• https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/cook-islands/cook-islands-country-brief

“Cook Islands Population Policy 2022-2030” pg 13

https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/cook-islands/cook-islands-country-brief


Cook Islands Rarotonga
Southern Pa 

Enua

Northern Pa 

Enua

(1) Population 2016
14,802 10,649

3,329 1,099

(2) Population 2021
14,841 10,739

3,083 1,072

(3) Population Change 2016-2021

39 90

-246 -27

(4) Births 2016-2021
1,136 695

208 71

(5) Deaths 2016-2021
532 369

111 37

(6) Natural increase (4)-(5)
604 326

98 33

(7) Expected pop 2021 (1)+(6)

15,406 10,975

3,427 1,132

(8) Actual population 2021 (2)
14,841 10,739

3,083 1,072

(9) Net migration* (8)-(7)
-565 -236

-344 -60

• At the time of self-government in 1965, 97 percent of the population of the Cook Islands were classified as Cook Islands Maori, with around 3 

percent “Other”. By 2016, 86 percent were Cook Islands Maori and 14 percent other. Among the Cook Islands Maori population (which includes 

part-Cook Islands Maori), 71 percent were born in the Cook Islands and 29 percent elsewhere, predominantly New Zealand. Of the 14,800 

residents in 2016, 29 percent were born outside the Cook Islands. This is similar to the situation in New Zealand, where 27 percent of the 

population is foreign-born. In summary, the Cook Islands have gone from being an ethnically homogeneous society in 1966 to a more diverse 

and heterogeneous society 50 years later. It’s that the Cook Islands are transitioning to a multi-cultural society, much like other high-income 

countries. (Cook Islands Population Policy 2022-2030” pg 16)

“Cook Islands Population Policy 2022-2030” pg 24

INWARD MIGRATION



CONCLUSION

• Independence & Soverignty

• The Cook Islands have a degree of sovereignty. It has benefited greatly from the Free Association model. However, there are areas where it is 

restricted. 

• Although it appears not to be independent and sovereign. It is recognized by New Zealand and the United States as “a sovereign and 

independent state”.

• There is some confusion on the limits of this “sovereignty”.

• After 60 years of the Free Association model, it might be time for both parties to reestablish their positions and future.

• Migration 

• Cook Islanders have unrestricted access to Australia and New Zealand.

• There were 3 major periods of migration. 1940-1975, 1975 - 1990, 1990s.

• As of 2025, 94,176 Cook Islands Māori people are living in New Zealand. This is a significant increase from 80,532 in 2018 and 61,839 in 2013.

• The latest census (2021) records that at least 28,000 people of Cook Islands descent are residents in Australia.



MEITAKI MA’ATA

mata.rakanui@cookislands.gov.ck
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