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Throughout the world small islands share the handicaps of isolation 
.and a paucity of resources. In spite of these, however, if their populations 
possess an effective demand for modern goods, they often develop small
scale manufacturing industries to supply local needs. The island of Tahiti, 
for example, has responded to a varied demand in a profitable, and fre
quently ingenious, manner in the face of these limitations. 

On first thought it may be difficult to take seriously such a title as 
"Manufacturing in Tahiti." To be sure, no smoking factories or sprawling 
assembly plants disturb the island's groves of coconut palms, but 60 dif
ferent manufactured items are in production by more than 600 firms
establishments which by their nature, if not by their size, would be classed 
as manufacturing firms by the United States Census of Manufactures. 

Tahiti lacks most of the essentials for manufacturing. Raw materials 
and energy sources are few, labor is unskilled and expensive, and the 
market is small. 

It is this market, however, that permits the 600 firms to thrive. Al
though limited in size it is protected by distance from other producing 
areas. It is 2,381 miles to Honolulu, and more than 3,300 miles to important 
industrial centers such as Los Angeles or Sydney. The 40,000 inhabitants 
of Tahiti are not naked savages living on bananas and fish, but have 
acquired Western tastes in food, clothing, and shelter which is reflected 
in demand for baked goods, soft drinks, beer, ice, ice cream, cooking oil, 
men's and women's clothing, soap and bleach, simple furniture, and perhaps 
most important of all, electric power. All, at least in part, are produced 
locally. 

Tahiti's manufacturing is presented not as a significant segment of 
the world total, but as an example of the type that, regardless of the absence 
of other locating factors, is attracted to a market-in this case one as iso
lated as any of comparable size on earth. It is, to an extent, representative 
of that found in all small island communities. 

In Tahiti manufacturing establishments producing for sale are licensed 
for each product. A list of licensees, then, after eliminating duplication, 
gives a count of the firms. Since they are not required to report the number 
of employees, nor the value nor volume of their product, no other quanti
tative description is possible. 

Of the processes preparing the important locally-produced exports, 
copra drying and pearl shell cleaning are not considered manufacturing, 
while vanilla curing is included. 

NuMBER OF EsTABLISHMENTS 
The following count includes the establishment on the islands of 

Tahiti, nearby Moorea, and the phosphate island of Makatea.1 

1 Data is from unpublished sources made available by the municipal authorities 
in Papeete. 
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The most numerous concerns are those producing pastry products, of 
which there are 273, and bread, numbering 119 (there is much duplication 
involved here); and women's clothing and men's clothing, 134 and 67 re
spectively, also involving duplication. There are 48 furniture manufactur
ers, 26 vanilla dryers, 18 mattress manufacturers, 18 producing sausage 
and related products, 17 making soap; 14 shoe repair and sandal manufac
turing concerns, and 14 tinsmiths who make such products as roof drains, 
vents, sprinklers, and vanilla boxes. 

Eight concerns bottle soft drinks, seven produce tobacco, six make 
candy and six produce cooking oil. There are five boat builders, five 
printers (in addition to the Government Printing Office), five producing 
picture postcards, and five blacksmiths whose output includes stoves, 
wagon wheels, rims, coconut graters, fishing spears, and goggle frames: 
Four concerns make saddles, harness, and belts; four produce torteaux, 
the coconut meal cake for cattle feed. There are three tanneries, three 
firms that make cement blocks, and three making curios, largely of pearl 
shell. There are two coffee roasters, two sawmills, and two firms each are 
engaged in the production of ice, jewelry, cheese, coconut fiber, bleaches, 
and phonograph records. 

Pottery, rum, bottled grapefruit juice, baskets of rattan and bamboo, 
and vanilla crates of the local purau wood are produced by one firm each. 
There is one meat packer, one brewery, and one electric power plant. 

Public Works makes large concrete drain pipe and culvert sections, 
and since it has the only large metal cutting machinery on the island, does 
some contract work for others. 

Not licensed, and hence not included in the count, are "family manu
factures" made in the home even though for sale in the market, on the 
street, or to retailers. Among such products are grated coconut, poi, guava 
jelly, dried fish and other prepared foodstuffs sold in the Papeete market, 
coconut husk rope, coconut fiber or leaf brooms, and mats, hats, and bas
kets of coconut or pandanus leaf. Three unlisted items, charcoal, coral lime 
for construction and whitewash, and pandanus leaf sections, are produced 
iri large volume. 

Additional industries which have been tried in the past but which 
failed, largely because of undependable raw material supply, include the 
canning of tuna, pineapple, and papaya; the production of perfume from 
the native gardenia, the tiare Tahiti; and cane sugar refining. An attempt 
was made to make bleach from sea water, but the product was inferior and 
the venture failed. 

LocATION FAcToRs 

. The characteristics of Tahiti's manufacturing are disclosed by a con
sideration of the principal factors of industrial location: raw materials, 
power and fuel, labor, and market. 

Examination of the list of products reveals heavy dependence on im
ported but easily shipped materials. Among them are wheat flour from 
France; cotton textiles from France, United States, and Hong Kong; hops 
from Germany and malt from France; refined sugar from Holland; chemi
cals for soap, bleaches, and carbonated drinks from France ai1d United 
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States, sheet metal from France; lumber from the United States and 
Canada; and bottles from France, the United States, and Australia. 

The principal local materials used include vanilla, coffee, sugar 
cane for rum, rattan and bamboo, tobacco, native hardwood timber, meat 
and hides, coral rock, and above all, the coconut, the fiber, meat, and oil of 
which are used as ingredients, and the husk and shell of ·which become fuel. 

To make up for dehciencies there is frequent use of scrap materials 
and the re-use of containers. The raw material of the blacksmith's products 
is often scrap metal; the tinsmiths make usc of old oil drums for Chinese 
stoves and chimneys. (Figure 1) The metal parts of wrecked boats are sal-

Figure 1. Tinsmiths make a variety of products, frequently using scrap metal 
as their raw materiel. 

vaged and re-used. Bottles are used again and again and may contain many 
different substances during their lifetime, and old wine casks are used for 
the shipment of pearl shell. 

Povver and fuel represent the greatest deficiencies among the island's 
factors of production. Potential water power is undeveloped and mineral 
fuels are lacking entirely. \i\1 ood and the husks and shells of coconuts arc 
the common fuels used for heating the Dutch ovens of the bakeries and 
the boiling pans for soap manufacture, for drying coconut, and for firing 
the boilers for oil distillation. 

Before the war even the electric power plant was a steam plant fueled 
with coconut shells and firewood. Following the war it was converted to 
diesel power, and now, with f-ive engines, has a capacity of 1,500 kilowatts 
per hour. Most of the manufacturing plants requiring power are located in 
Papeete and purchase electricity. Two out-of-town concerns buy fuel oil and 
produce their own power, one producing electricity and one using diesel 
power directly to operate equipment. 

The Phosphate Company (Compagnie Francaise des Phosphates de 
l'Oceanie) that exploits the deposits of tricalcium phosphate on the 
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island of Makatea, long had the monopoly on diesel oil, receiving it from 
freighters from the United States that carried it in the ship's tanks in 
500- or 1,000-ton lots. From the main dock the oil was pumped by ship's 
pumps to company tanks from which it was trucked next door to the tanks 
of the power plant or dispensed in 50-gallon drums to small users. In 1956 
a bulk oil terminal and tanker berth were established at the north end of 
the harbor to handle all oil products. 2 

RoLE oF LABOR 
Labor has a relatively important role in Tahiti's industrial picture as 

there is little modern equipment or mechanization. (The power plant and 
the brewery are notable exceptions.) Most of the tasks, however, demand 
little in the way of skill. The few skills that are required, and the nec
essary industriousness, are provided by the Chinese residents of Papeete 
who in many instances are also the entrepreneurs. Labor for pay does 
not attract the Tahitian and, with high copra prices, is frequently un
necessary. It is, therefore, costly. Certainly no industries are attracted to 
Tahiti by a favorable labor situation. 

This leaves, then, the market dominant among the factors of pro
duction. Tahiti's 35,000 native inhabitants, 2,000 Europeans, 5,000 Chinese 
and their demands require local production of goods that cannot be shipped 
profitably from remote sources. Thus it is the typically market-oriented 
industries that are conspicuous-those with final products that cannot be 
shipped at all such as electric power, or which are perishable and hence ex
pensive to ship, such as ice, ice cream, and baked goods, or those that 
because of weight or bulk per unit of value are likewise expensive to 
transport-cement building blocks, cheap furniture, and the various 
bottled liquids. 

A detailed description of a few of Tahiti's manufacturing enterprises 
and their processes will illustrate more specifically the employment of 
these factors of production. 

The most abundant of the manufacturing firms on the island are the 
bakeries (a situation that prevails also in the United States). Twelve 
bakeries serve Papeete, each producing from 1,000 to 1,800 loaves of 
French bread daily. Assam's establishment in nearby Pirae is typical. A 
large indoor Dutch oven of stone is heated by burning wood and coconut 
husks within it for a few hours. After the ashes are raked out, the long 
loaves, which have been mixed, weighed, and shaped by hand, are in
serted on a long paddle and slid off with a quick jerk. The heat lasts for 
five or six lots. 

Finished loaves are removed by a paddle, one at a time. Some are 
broken by the narrow opening. The rest get the dust wiped off of them, 
then are stacked for delivery. None are wrapped. Assam bakes twice a 
day, in early morning, and again at 7 p.m. for 3 a.m. delivery. One baker 
uses a modern oven burning fuel oil and some have machine dough 
mixers, but most resemble Assam's in equipment and method. 

2 Pacific Islands Monthly, Nov. 1956, p. 68. 
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Next door to Assam's is a coffee roasting establishment. Coffee beans 
are hulled in a small electrically-run machine. Each morning roasting is 
done in an oil drum revolving over a wood fire by an electric motor. Two 
drums are roasted daily. Coffee is ground in a small electric grinder as 
each customer arrives with his own container. 

Also in Pirae is the "Trichlore" factory producing bleach. A quonset 
hut houses a simple array of mixing and storage vats in which the pow
dered concentrate from France is mixed with water. The paddle mixers 
arc electricallv driven. Bottles are filled from a faucet at the base of the 
mixer then c�rriecl to an adjoining shack for hand labelling, storage and 
retail sale. The three employees produce from 100 to 200 bottles per clay. 

Figure 2. One of tha isk1nd's few pieces of modern equipment is found in 
this 11iimonade" boBiing plant on the outskirts of Papeete. 

"Limonacle", the name for all soft drinks, carbonated or not, is bottled 
by eight firms, all in or near Papeete. The two largest, with automatic 
equipment, have capacities of 40,000 or more bottles per month, buy new 
bottles for their products, and sell to retailers. The others, employing two 
or three persons only, have capacities from 1,500 to 5,000 bottles per 
month, sell only on the premises, and in used bottles. 

One of the largest, Petillante, bottling limonacle, soda, and "siphon," 
employs seventeen. Purchased electric power runs a modern American 
bottle washing and sterilizing machine feeding onto a moving belt to the 
filling and capping units. (Figure 2) Operating at a rate of about 25 
bottles per minute, it is slow enough so the man at the end can pack cases, 
load onto the truck outside and fetch more boxes. Syrup, mixed on the 
upper floor, is feel by hose. 

CocoNUT INDUSTRIES 
Two of Tahiti's larger and more picturesque establishments make use 

of the island's one abundant raw material, coconuts. Burtchkey's Usine 
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Cocorape in Paea, 19 kilometers south of Papeete; produces grated des
skated coconut for export. The building, roofed but without walls, is 
located among large coconut groves and is surrounded by enormous piles 
of nuts, copra drying racks, and bonfires of burning husks. 

The nuts are husked by hand on sharp stakes then carried by wheel
barrow to the building where women chip off the shells with small hatchets. 
Three powered lathe-like machines rotate the nuts while the brown skin is 
removed with a hand directed knife. The peeled nuts are dumped into a 
concrete tub and crushed by trampling on them to remove the milk which 
soaks the dirt floor for yards around. They are then shoveled to a table 
where there are chopped with a knife, then into the power-operated grater. 
The grated coconut is hand lifted to the dryer and from it to the power
agitated sifter. Finally it is packed in paper bags and loaded onto trucks. 

Power from a French diesel engine is delivered by overhead shaft and 
belts to the three cutters, the grater, the dryer and sifter. The dryer burns 
coconut shells but not the husks. Unfit nuts are made into copra. About 
40 men and women, all Tahitian except the manager, are employed in 
husking, chipping, peeling, crushing and chopping the nuts, attending 
the grater, dryer, and sifter, stenciling the bags, and sacking and loading 
the product. 

Chin Foo, employing 18, operates the only coconut oil extracting 
plant on the island. He buys copra, rather than producing it, giving it 
additional drying if needed. The coconut meat is shoveled by hand onto 
the power-operated oil press, usually going through twice to remove all 
the oil. The extracted oil is packed in used fuel oil drums, some to be used 
in the plant for cooking oil and soap manufacture, some to be sold to other 
local soap manufacturers, some to be exported to France. Electric power is 
produced in the plant with surplus fuel oil burning equipment obtained 
from military installations on the island of Bora Bora after the war. 

Cakes of the meal residue known as torteaux, a by-product of oil 
exlTaction, is sold in bulk for cattle and chicken feed. 

Refining of the crude oil to cooking oil quality consists of removing 
the free acids with caustic soda, followed by steam distillation in an old 
locomotive boiler fired with coconut husks. The refined oil, also packed 
in drums, is sold to restaurants and to retailers who dish it out to customers 
in reclaimed bottles. 

Soap is made by boiling the residue of the refined oil with more 
caustic soda in large pans or oil drums over a wood fire. It is poured iri.to 
wooden molds to harden, cut into long bars with a wire, and allowed to dry 
in storage. To satisfy certain customers it is frequently colored with bluing. 
Several other soap manufacturers, usually producing three or four tons a 
month, buy coconut oil from Chin Foo. 

BoAT BUILDING 
Boat building, important in all island communities the world over, 

is undertaken by several small concerns. All of the wood working (of local 
or Canadian timber) is 'done locally. Metal parts are obtained from the 
United States or are salvaged from wrecked boats. Several inter-island 
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schooners have been built, the largest being about 300 tons. Some are 
converted yachts. In recent years with increased labor costs it bas been 
cheaper to buy used boats in the United States and send crews to sail 
them to Tahiti. 

Quite in contrast to most of Tahiti's manufacturing enterprises is 
the modern brewery. (Figure 3) New automatic equipment from Nancy, 
France, was installed in 195 5, reducing the necessary labor force from 35 
to ten. Using imported malt, hops, and bottles, the brewery bas an an
nual capacity of one third of a million gallons. lee is a by-product. 

In summary, Tahiti's manufactures arc of three types. Simple handi
craft industries such as the making of canoes, fishing gear, baskets and 

Figure 3. Tahiti1s industrial plants are not impressive in appearance. This 
brewery, however, houses modern French equipment. 

mats represent remnants of the earlier Polynesian culture with its self
sufficient economy. Only a few such items are produced for sale and still 
fewer, principally objects for the tourist trade, are produced for export. 

f\ second group represents the processing or utilization of local 
materials, the vanilla, coconuts, fruit, coffee, tobacco, fish, meat, hides, 
coral rock, or timber. Although produced in quantity for sale, these items 
are largely for local use with the exception of the vanilla and some of the 
coconut products, which are based on the only two raw materials that 
Tahiti bas in surplus. 

Finally there are the market-oriented (transportation cost-conscious) 
industries using imported raw materials to create products usually more 
bulky or perishable in nature, hence impossible to ship or more costly to 
ship than the imported components. 1\mong them are electric power, 
bread, clothing, ice cream, beverages, bleach, tinsmith products, cement 
blocks, furniture and mattresses. These arc entirely for local use. 

Since most of the manufacturing in Tahiti is for the local market, it 
is not surprising to f-ind that exports of manu facturecl goods arc few, with 
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vanilla and coconUt products accounting for most of them. Most important 
by far is cured vanilla. In 1961, 195 tons with a value of 175,914,000 
francs were shipped overseas. 3 Coconut products have been insignificant in 
recent years but as late as 1958 amounted to a value of 18,889,000 francs 
for unrefined coconut oil and 14,919,000 francs for shredded coconut.4 
Smaller amounts of coconut fiber, rum, and such tourist items as wood 
carvings, shell curios, baskets and hats were also sent abroad. 

Vanilla exports went to France, Germany, the United States and 
Australia, the coconut products and rum entirely to France, and the 
souvenirs and curios to France, the United States, and New Caledonia. 

SrTE FACTORS 
Site factors influencing the immediate location of Tahiti's manufac

turing concerns are generally simple and straightforward, again illustrat
ing in most cases dependence on location near labor, power, raw material 
supply, or market. Nearly all of the establishments are in Papeete which 
represents the concent-ration of the market and of the labor supply, the 
only source of power, and the entry port of the imported raw materials. 

The downtown section of Papeete consists of several blocks of two-stor
ied frame buildings housing retail stores mingled with small carpenter shops, 
tins]11iths, matt-ress factories, and garment factories producing for sale 
both on and off the premises, and invariably operated by Chinese who 
live on the floor above. Some of the larger bottling works and cement 
block manufacturers with greater space requirements are on the edge of 
town but within range of electric power dist-ribution. 

The power plant itself lies near the waterfront adjoining the fuel oil 
storage tanks of the Phosphate Company. The ice plant is also on the 
waterfront as it utilizes the freezer of the former fish cannery. Likewise 
the boat works obviously require waterfront location and are clustered 
around the north end of the harbor, removed from busy liner and schooner 
docks and yacht anchorages. (Figure 4) 

The two large processors of coconuts, both independent of city 
power, are located some miles from town in the midst of coconut produc
ing areas. Vanilla curing is similarly located on the plantations. 

Most widespread are the many small units of the baking industry 
located throughout Papeete and in every village on the island-distributed 
as are their customers. The brewery adjoins the cathedral, perhaps through 
some causal relationship that has escaped the author. 

Tahiti, the most Westernized of any of the South Sea islands of 
Polynesia, has by far the greatest quantity and variety of manufacturing. 
In contrast, the people of Samoa, although three times as numerous, re
tain native culture to a greater degree and do not present a universal de
mand for Western foods, beverages, clothing and household goods, thus 

3 Pacific Islands Yem·bool� and Who's 'Vho, 9th ed., 1963, p. 157. The Pacific 
franc exchanges at 89.8 for $1.00. 

4 From data in Statistiques Douanidms, Annee Entiem 1958, Supplement au Jou1·
, nal Ofliciel de la Polynesie Francaise du Avril 1959. In 1958 the Pacific franc ex

changed at 63 for $1.00. 
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the islands have no brewery, no garment or furniture factories, and only 
an occasional establishment producing soap, bread, or bottled drinks. 
Curios are the only items produced for export. A similar situation prevails 
in Tonga. 

Unique in all of Polynesia is the garment factory on Rarotonga in 
the Cook Islands producing che,lp shirts for the New Zealand market, 
utilizing imported materials and inexpensive native labor which attracted 
the industry to this unlike! y place. 

Presenting a picture of manufacturing activity more comparable to 
that of Tahiti arc the small islands of the Lesser Antilles. Although gen
erally larger in population and less isolated from other producing centers, 

Figure 4. Boat Building on the shores of Papeete's harbor requires a minimum 
of equip·ment. 

they present a population that is entirely Western in culture and hence 
in demands. Sugar cane products repla:e those of Tahiti's coconuts in 
manufacturing and exports, but almost all, like Tahiti, have bottling 
plants, bakeries, boat works, and producers of apparel, tobacco products, 
soap, ice, and cooking oil for the local island buyers.'' 

Although all small island communities tend to develop industrially 
in similar fashion, the character of such development will vary with 
remoteness, with the resources available locally, and with the size and 
degree of "Westernization" of the population. 

0 Barbados, with a popula tion of 235,000 and a ro�e as supplier for many of 
the neighboring islands has a more icnpressive list of manufacturing concerns, employs 
more than 18,000 in mamJfacturing and produces many items for export. Otis P. 
Starkey, The Commercial Geog,·a11hy of Barbados, pp. 8, 19. 
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