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Clark Titman’s designTino rangatiratanga This fl ag is commonly used in sporting events

www.nieonline.co.nz
Kids, check out the fun activities and quizzes on our NiE website. 

Flag designs

Five basic principles of fl ag design
1. Keep it simple 
2. Use meaningful symbolism – the fl ag’s images, colours, or patterns 

should relate to what it symbolises.
3. Use 2-3 basic colours – limit the number of colours on the fl ag to three, 

which contrast well. 
4. No lettering or seals – never use writing of any kind or an 

organisation’s seal.
5. Be distinctive or be related – avoid duplicating other fl ags, but use 

similarities to show connections.

Source: The North American Vexillological Association, dedicated to vexillology, the study of 
fl ag history and symbolism. www.nava.org. 

■ Based on the principles of fl ag design, (not the one you like 
the most) which do you think is the best?  
Explain your answer.

■ Which fl ag has caused divided opinion? Find out more about 
the signifi cance of this fl ag and why it stirs strong emotion.

What are some of the possible future implications for 
New Zealand if we do change the fl ag?

When Nelson Mandela became the new 
President of South Africa in 1994, it marked a 
new era for the country – a recognition that 
apartheid was truly over. The old fl ag was 
viewed as a symbol of apartheid and repression.  

The black, green and yellow on the new fl ag are 
the colours of the African National Congress 
(the political party in power when Mandela 
became President). Red, white and blue 
represent the British and Dutch fl ags, refl ecting 
their historical ties with two countries. The 
Y-shape symbolises the bringing of different 
people together in one unifi ed nation.

Mahe Drysdale  (World rowing champion)
“I’m quite comfortable with it.  We almost have a second unoffi cial fl ag which is 

black with the silver fern.  I recognise both as New Zealand.”

South Africa

Quotes

■ Cut out the quotes below and sort them into reasons For and 
Against changing the fl ag. In a group discuss what you think 
each person meant and whether you agree with them or not.

Case studies

Two countries that changed their fl ag in recent times, for different reasons, 
are South Africa and Canada.

The New Zealand fl ag

To view more than 40 proposed designs for the New Zealand fl ag from the 
public go to:
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=1062 
5679 and view the fl ag gallery tabs on the right.

Three ideas are shown below.

The Canadian Flag is one of the most recognisable in the world.  However, 
there was no offi cial national fl ag from 1867, (when Canada became 
independent*), until 1965. Canada had regularly used both the British Flag 
(the Union Jack) and the Canadian Red Ensign, shown below. 

The new fl ag – a red maple leaf on a white 
background, with broad red stripes at each side  –  
was chosen to establish Canada’s national identity. 
The fl ag bears no historical ties with Britain, as the 
‘mother country’.

Despite the fl ag’s success, some critics argue that 
it lacks symbolism and that it doesn’t really refl ect 
who Canadians are.

* Some people regard 1931 as the year when Canada became 
offi cially independent from Britain.

Canada

■ Which current fl ag do you like the most? Explain your answer.

Sir Donald McKinnon (former Commonwealth Secretary-General) 
“I’m not one that says you dump them [issues which are part of our history] 

tomorrow because you think you need a new suit.”

Dame Catherine Tizard (former Governor-General)
“I don’t think our fl ag says anything about modern-day NZ 

and it’s too close to the Australian fl ag.” 

Margaret Mahy (children’s author) 
“The Maori element in our society is more relevant today than the small 

but dominant Union Jack in the corner of our existing fl ag.”

Buck Shelford (All Black great)
“We don’t want to hang around on to the shirt-tails of the British Empire.  

We’re independent; we’ve been that way for a long time.”

Noeline Taurua (former Silver fern)
“[any change would be] disrespectful to those who had bled for the fl ag.”

The tino rangatiratanga fl ag was fl own alongside the New Zealand fl ag 
at some Waitangi Day celebrations this year and debate about the 
national New Zealand fl ag has been rekindled. 

Proponents for change argue that our national fl ag is outdated and has 
little meaning or relevance for New Zealanders today.  Others disagree, 
saying that the current fl ag refl ects our historical origins and should 
be left alone. 

Today we look at the history of our national fl ag and the arguments for 
and against change. 

Test yourself

One of the key points about fl ag design is that it should be simple enough 
for a child to draw it from memory. 

■ On a separate piece of paper, draw and colour the New 
Zealand fl ag correctly from memory. No cheating please!

■ Identify which country each fl ag represents 

To check if you are right look it up in the library or go to this website:
 http://www.mch.govt.nz/nzfl ag/index.html  

Symbolism of the NZ fl ag

• The fl ag was offi cially adopted in 1902.
• The blue background symbolises the sky and the sea around us.
• The stars of the Southern Cross locate our country in the South Pacifi c 

Ocean.
• The Union Jack (i.e. the British fl ag) refl ects our historical ties with 

Britain as a colony and dominion.

Arguments for and against change

New Zealand is a constitutional monarchy. Queen Elizabeth II is our head of 
State. She has legal authority over New Zealand, but in all but exceptional 
circumstances, she takes advice from our Government.
 
By contrast, a republic is a form of government in which the Head of State is 
not a monarch.

■ How does our current fl ag represent us? When  might a 
country change its fl ag and why?

■ In your group, discuss and then write a list for and against 
changing the fl ag. One argument for each side has been 
done for you.

FOR AGAINST

We’re going to become a republic 
eventually. Let’s get the ball rolling.    

It symbolises our historical ties, 
just because we’ve moved on 
doesn’t mean history is irrelevant.

What are fl ags for?

■ In a group, discuss why you think we have fl ags and write 
your fi ve top reasons on a separate piece of paper. 

Written by Claire Wilson. Designed by Kylie Hibbert. 


