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Policy Foundations 

Ministerial speeches and policy documents on Australia’s foreign policy in the Pacific Islands across 
development, diplomacy and defence 

 

 

Prime Minister the Hon Scott Morrison MP, 
"Australia and the Pacific: A new chapter", 
November 2018  

"The Government that I have the privilege to lead 

is returning the Pacific to where it should be – 
front and centre of Australia’s strategic outlook, 
our foreign policy, our personal connections, 

including at the highest levels of government. 

This is our patch. This is our part of the world. This 
is where we have special responsibilities. We 
always have, we always will. We have their back, 

and they have ours. We are more than partners by 
choice. We are connected as members of a Pacific 
family. It’s why the first leaders I hosted in 

Australia as Prime Minister have been from 
Solomon Islands, Fiji and Papua New Guinea. 

It’s time to open, I believe a new chapter in 
relations with our Pacific family. One based on 

respect, equality and openness. A relationship for 
its own sake, because it’s right. Because it’s who 
we are."  

2020 Defence Strategic Update, July 2020  

"The Pacific Step-up builds on Australia’s history of 
sustained engagement with countries in the Pacific 
and our shared and abiding interest in the 

promotion of sovereignty, stability, security and 
prosperity in the region.  

In line with the Boe Declaration adopted by Pacific 
leaders at the 2018 Pacific Islands Forum, Australia 

is enhancing its security cooperation with Pacific 
countries, including through expanded ADF 
training activities, infrastructure development, 
maritime capability and people-to-people links.  

But habits of cooperation in the Indo-Pacific are 
being challenged, leading to uncertainty and 
complicating security partnerships. This is why 

Defence will continue to work to strengthen 
defence and diplomatic ties with the countries in 
Australia’s immediate region, working alongside 
important partners such as the United States, 

Japan and New Zealand. " 
 
 

Minister for Foreign Affairs Senator the Hon 
Marise Payne, "Building a cohesive Indo-Pacific", 
December 2020 

"Our region’s shared response to the COVID-19 

pandemic has, I think, helped affirm the true 
meaning of the phrase 'Pacific family' and to the 
wider concept of regional cooperation. 

We have to absolutely acknowledge and commend 
the efforts Pacific island countries have made to 
keep the pandemic out of their countries…. Pacific 
governments face declines in revenue, in foreign 

reserves and in cash balances. Australia’s response 
has had to be swift and practical, while still in line 
with our economic principles. To address the new 

and serious challenges of COVID-19, we also 
pivoted our development program to where we 
could most make a difference in the COVID-19 era: 
pivoted to health security, to stability and 

economic recovery of our Pacific and Southeast 
Asian neighbours."  

Partnerships for Recovery: Australia’s COVID-19 
Development Response, May 2020  

"The Pacific is where we live. We share deep 
historical ties with Pacific island nations, Papua 
New Guinea and Timor-Leste. These countries are 

front and centre in Australia’s strategic outlook, 
our foreign policy, and our personal connections.  

Our response to COVID-19 goes to the heart of 
Australia’s Step-up in the Pacific as well as the new 

chapter in our relationship with Timor-Leste. It 
builds on our long history of support for our region 
in good times and in bad. Our assistance to the 
region will be broad-based and responsive to the 

evolving priorities of partner countries.  

We will work closely with the governments of the 
Pacific and Timor-Leste to support their COVID-19 

response and their efforts to establish a pathway 
to economic recovery and enhanced resilience. 
Immediate health and humanitarian responses will 
remain critical, including through the humanitarian 

corridor. We will maintain this corridor as long as 
is necessary."   

https://www.pm.gov.au/media/address-australia-and-pacific-new-chapter
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/publications/2020-defence-strategic-update
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/marise-payne/speech/building-cohesive-indo-pacific
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/aid/partnerships-recovery-australias-covid-19-development-response
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/aid/partnerships-recovery-australias-covid-19-development-response
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2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, November 2017 

"Many countries in the Pacific have limited 

capacity to respond individually to security 
challenges such as transnational crime, natural 
disasters, climate change or outbreaks of 
infectious diseases. Our experience of working 

together — through the Regional Assistance 
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), cyclone 
responses and fisheries surveillance — shows the 
advantages of close bilateral and regional 

cooperation… 

We will work with other partners on cooperative 
arrangements. We will assist some countries to 

develop national security strategies. Australia will 
continue to support and better coordinate 
defence, police, intelligence, border and law and 
justice training. We will help improve information 

sharing between national and regional law 
enforcement agencies, including through the 
Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre. 

This will help deliver more effective approaches to 
transnational organised crime.”  

Dave Sharma MP, Chair of Foreign Affairs and Aid 
Sub-Committee of the Parliamentary Joint 

Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, 
Strengthening Australia’s Pacific relationships, 
December 2020 

"Although island and archipelago countries in the 

Pacific region have unique characteristics, all 
countries in the region face similar challenges —
notably the current severe economic downturn as 

a result of shut-downs during the pandemic, 
health infrastructure preparedness, and the need 
to improve education, skills and employment 
opportunities. Other challenges include isolation, 

narrowly focused economies and low-lying 
topography subject to sea water inundation. The 
health, prosperity and security of the people in 
countries in our Pacific region is of vital mutual 

importance." 

Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade, Inquiry into Australia's 

defence relationships with Pacific Island nations, 
March 2021  

"As one of many Pacific Island nations, Australia is 
historically and indelibly linked to its neighbours in 

the region. Our shared history of endurance and 
mutual assistance during times of major 
international conflict, natural disaster, climate 

change and pandemic has forged strong links 
between Pacific Island neighbours which go 
beyond statehood and diplomacy. Our people-to-
people links, forged over centuries with our Pacific 

Island family, is at the core of this deep 
understanding, and defence relationships play a 

significant role in creating and maintaining this 
unique connection." 

Minister for International Development and the 
Pacific, Senator the Hon Zed Seselja, Stepping up 

help for Pacific neighbours benefits us, The 
Australian, July 2021 

“As a prosperous nation, and one comparatively 
shielded from the impacts of the pandemic, it is 

our moral and economic duty to ensure our region 
is not left behind in the fight against Covid-19. We 
also cannot ignore the threat to this regional 

prosperity and security, and therefore our own. 

We are working closely with partner nations across 
the Indo-Pacific to bolster their health systems, 
providing end-to-end support of their vaccination 

campaigns and vaccine supply. By mid-next year, 
Australia will have shared 15 million vaccines with 
the Pacific and Timor-Leste. It is the right thing to 

do. Through grants and low-interest loans, 
Australia is providing the ballast our friends will 
need to get through economic recovery from 
Covid-19.  

To support an open and free Pacific, we must 
support projects that are sovereign-led, 
economically sensible and will have real benefits 
for the people of our neighbouring countries.” 

Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs, Senator the 
Hon Penny Wong, "Expanding Australia’s Power 
and Influence", National Security College, 

November 2021 

"As a substantial power, but not a superpower, it’s 
always been critical for Australia to work with 
others to achieve our aims. And given the 

proliferation of challenges we face and the 
dynamics of great power competition, that need 
just keeps growing.  

Creative middle-power diplomacy is what Australia 

used to be known for. Because partnerships 
multiply our influence. But a partnership isn’t just 
a vehicle for grip-and-grin photo op staged before 

a stockade of flags. Nor is it simply a transaction. 
Durable and effective partnerships demand an 
alignment of interests. The more aligned, the more 
powerful…  

Calls over years from Pacific leaders for Australia 
to do the right thing on climate have been 
stubbornly ignored."  

 

 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/minisite/2017-foreign-policy-white-paper/fpwhitepaper/index.html
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/About_the_House_News/Media_Releases/Strengthening_Australias_Pacific_relationships
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/PacificIslandnations/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/PacificIslandnations/Report
https://ministers.dfat.gov.au/minister/zed-seselja/news/stepping-help-pacific-neighbours-benefits-us
https://ministers.dfat.gov.au/minister/zed-seselja/news/stepping-help-pacific-neighbours-benefits-us
https://www.pennywong.com.au/media-hub/speeches/expanding-australia-s-power-and-influence-speech-to-the-national-security-college-australian-national-university-canberra-23-11-2021/
https://www.pennywong.com.au/media-hub/speeches/expanding-australia-s-power-and-influence-speech-to-the-national-security-college-australian-national-university-canberra-23-11-2021/
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Deputy Leader of the Opposition the Hon Richard 
Marles MP, Pacific in peril: Why our region needs 

us to step up and lead, Sydney Morning Herald, 
August 2021 

"Globalisation is wonderful in the way in which it 
has cross-pollinated human development. Of 

course, the Pacific can and should benefit from this 
as well. But it is kinship to the lands and seas, and 
a deep connection among people, which has 
preserved the humanity that is distinct to the 

Pacific — a humanity the world should cherish. But 
this plea has a deeper resonance in the Pacific 
compared with most other places, because the 

Pacific is under threat. 

The region performed worse against the United 
Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
— a set of eight relative social measures tracked 

between the years 2000 and 2015 — than any 
other part of the world. Soon, if nothing changes, 
the Pacific will be — in absolute terms — the least 

developed part of the globe. And added to this is 
the menacing threat of climate change. Countries 
like Kiribati are confronting the sobering prospect 
of whole islands becoming uninhabitable due to 

rising sea levels. 

Now, more than ever, the Pacific needs a 
champion. The Pacific desperately wants Australia 
to assume this role. The rest of the world expects 

it of us. We need to expect it of ourselves."  

Shadow Minister for International Development 
and the Pacific Patrick Conroy MP, Address to the 

Australian Council for International Development, 
September 2021 

"Closures of international borders have shut down 
industries like tourism in the Pacific… and curtailed 

migration, which has reduced flows of remittances 
to developing countries. 

Public health measures imposed to contain the 
pandemic have pushed firms out of business and 

destroyed jobs in developed and developing 
countries alike. But developing economies have 
had less resilience, or often less diversified, and 

have thinner social safety nets, making their 
people far more vulnerable to the pandemic's 
economic shock… 

The road to recovery for developing countries 

requires concerted support from developed 
countries, focusing on both health care and 
economic recovery." 

 

 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Pacific 
Women Lead, November 2020 

"Harmful social norms in the Pacific reinforce 
gender inequalities that women and girls face. 
Deep rooted structural barriers, in the form of 
discriminatory laws and non-inclusive institutions, 

reflect prevalent social and cultural norms that 
perpetuate inequality.  

The global pandemic has deepened gender 
inequality in the Pacific and reduced the resources 

available to Pacific women and girls and to Pacific 
stakeholders including governments and civil 
society for services that women and girls rely on. 

Pacific Women Lead is therefore a timely 
contribution of funding in support of the Pacific’s 
regional efforts to promote women’s leadership, 
ensure the rights of women and girls are realised 

and increase the effectiveness of regional gender 
equality efforts." 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison, Address to the 

launch of Friends of our Pacific Family, Parliament 
House, December 2019 

"I have a deep passion for our Pacific family. And it 
goes back a very long time. And I'm so thrilled 

about the way that we've been able to work 
together with our Pacific family to address so 
many of the challenges that they face in each of 
their own countries. And this is not a new thing, 

Australia has been a great friend and a close friend 
to the Pacific over a very long time… 

We have already taken many steps in the Pacific. 

But this most recent one over these recent years 
and in stepping up again goes beyond just what 
the government does. And I think one of the most 
exciting things about this new initiative is it is 

engaging I think all Australians in this process. And 
the fact that it is now engaging the parliament in 
this process on a bipartisan basis, a multi-partisan 
basis indeed, and the relationships that can be 

formed directly between our parliamentarians and 
parliamentarians who operate under very similar 
systems throughout the Pacific. And the exchange 

that can take place there, I think is a very 
important part of that relationship building that 
takes place." 

  

https://www.smh.com.au/national/pacific-in-peril-why-our-region-needs-us-to-step-up-and-lead-20210802-p58f2y.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/pacific-in-peril-why-our-region-needs-us-to-step-up-and-lead-20210802-p58f2y.html
https://www.smh.com.au/world/how-eight-goals-helped-change-the-world-20150206-137w1c.html
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22media%2Fpressrel%2F8203520%22;src1=sm1
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22media%2Fpressrel%2F8203520%22;src1=sm1
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/pacific-women-lead-design-framework.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/pacific-women-lead-design-framework.pdf
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/remarks-launch-friends-our-pacific-family-parliament-house-act
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/remarks-launch-friends-our-pacific-family-parliament-house-act
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“The Pacific Step-up builds on Australia’s 
history of sustained engagement with 
countries in the Pacific and our shared and 
abiding interest in the promotion of 
sovereignty, stability, security and 
prosperity in the region.” 

 

2020 DEFENCE STRATEGIC UPDATE 
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Policy Foundations 

 
Policy documents, speeches and statements from Pacific Island leaders 
 

 
Boe Declaration on Regional Security, Pacific 
Islands Forum Leaders' Meeting, Nauru, 2018 

"We reaffirm that climate change remains the 
single greatest threat to the livelihoods, security 
and wellbeing of the peoples of the Pacific and our 
commitment to progress the implementation of 

the Paris Agreement;  

We recognise an increasingly complex regional 
security environment driven by multifaceted 
security challenges, and a dynamic geopolitical 

environment leading to an increasingly crowded 
and complex region;  

We affirm our stewardship of the Blue Pacific and 

aspire to strengthen and enhance our capacity to 
pursue our collective security interests given our 
responsibility to sustain our Pacific peoples and 
our resources”  

Kainaki II — Declaration for Urgent Climate 
Change Action Now — Securing the Future of our 
Blue Pacific, Pacific Islands Forum Leaders' 
Meeting, Tuvalu, 2019 

“We, the Leaders of the Pacific Islands Forum, 
meeting in Tuvalu see first-hand the impacts and 
implications of the climate change crisis facing our 

Pacific Island Nations…  

Right now, climate change and disasters are 
impacting all our countries. Our seas are rising, 
oceans are warming, and extreme events such as 

cyclones and typhoons, flooding, drought and king 
tides are frequently more intense, inflicting 
damage and destruction to our communities and 

ecosystems and putting the health of our peoples 
at risk.”  

Fijian Prime Minister Frank Bainimarama, Speech 
at meeting of the Australian and Fijian Prime 

Ministers, Suva, January 2019 

"From where we are sitting, we cannot imagine 
how the interests of any single industry can be 
placed above the welfare of Pacific peoples and 

vulnerable people in the world over. 

Rising seas threaten whole communities, forcing 
them to endure the trauma of relocating from land 

they've endured for generations.” 

Naoero Communiqué, 20th Micronesian 
Presidents’ Summit, September 2021  

“Presidents noted that high transportation costs 
and unreliable transportation services contribute 
to the challenges that the subregion face in 
attracting trade and investment… noting that 

without transportation, trade cannot operate 
effectively and efficiently. 

Presidents reaffirmed their endorsement of the 
Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the 

face of Climate Change-related Sea-Level Rise and 
… reiterated the importance of preserving national 
baselines and maritime zones. 

Presidents noted the implications of Illegal, 
Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing on 
sustainable national development and reaffirmed 
their commitment to jointly, and collectively 

combat IUU Fishing by 2023 in the Pacific.”  

Dame Meg Taylor, "The China Alternative: 
Changing Regional Order in the Pacific Islands", 
University of the South Pacific, February 2019 

"The first point I wish to stress is that the focus of 
the Forum and its Secretariat is on how to secure 
the future viability, prosperity and wellbeing of the 

Blue Pacific. The Forum seeks genuine 
partnerships with all actors who are willing to join 
us along the pathway towards that vision. 
Therefore, I reject the terms of the dilemma which 

presents the Pacific with a choice between a China 
alternative and our traditional partners. 
Unfortunately, this framing remains the dominant 

narrative in the public debate about our region in 
the context of today’s geostrategic competition. 

Such a narrative tends to portray the nations of 
the Pacific as passive collaborators or victims of a 

new wave of colonialism. In this context it is often 
difficult to engage in meaningful dialogue over 
relations with China without being labelled 'pro-
China' or perhaps even as naïve. Today I want to 

emphasise that a key challenge for the Forum is to 
maintain its solidarity as staunchly pro-Blue Pacific. 
The alternative we seek is an alternative path for 

development that can secure a better future for 
the people of our region." 

https://www.forumsec.org/2018/09/05/boe-declaration-on-regional-security/
https://www.forumsec.org/2020/11/11/kainaki/
https://www.forumsec.org/2020/11/11/kainaki/
https://www.forumsec.org/2020/11/11/kainaki/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-01-18/climate-change-is-no-laughing-matter-fiji-pm-says/10724582
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-01-18/climate-change-is-no-laughing-matter-fiji-pm-says/10724582
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-01-18/climate-change-is-no-laughing-matter-fiji-pm-says/10724582
https://gov.fm/files/Joint%20Communiques/20th_MPS_Naoero_Communique_SIGNED.pdf
https://www.forumsec.org/2019/02/12/keynote-address-by-dame-meg-taylor-secretary-general-the-china-alternative-changing-regional-order-in-the-pacific-islands/
https://www.forumsec.org/2019/02/12/keynote-address-by-dame-meg-taylor-secretary-general-the-china-alternative-changing-regional-order-in-the-pacific-islands/
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Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea James 
Marape MP, Joint Press Conference with 

Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison MP, July 
2019 

"So PNG, living in a very strategic part of our 
region in the middle of Asia and Pacific, we feel 

that we have a greater role in linking up Asia to 
Pacific, Pacific to Asia.…The strategic placing of our 
country can be of better use to also consolidate on 
the economic potentials and propensity of our 

region, but more importantly, of our country, for 
the mutual benefit of countries in the Pacific 
region, including Australia and New Zealand. 

We come to Australia as friend and family, as 
Prime Minister Morrison has indicated. We will be 
friends and family for a long, long time. Of course 
friends and families have issues that we need to 

sort out and we don’t have many differing issues 
as North Pole is to South Pole, we operate in the 
same space.”  

President Baron Divavesi Waqa of Nauru, 
Opening Speech at the 49th Pacific Islands Forum, 
August 2018  

"The recent history of our region is quite 

remarkable. A political wave was set in motion by 
the people of Samoa in seeking a better life and it 
quickly swept across the entire Pacific. The 
founding fathers and mothers of our newly 

independent island nations firmly believed that we 
must be the masters of our own destiny – that 
prosperity must be crafted with our own hands. 

And so we asserted our right to self-determination 
and began our Pacific project. 

I imagine it was this same irrepressible spirit that 
led our ancestors leave the security of the 

continent and embark on their amazing voyages 
thousands of years ago. 

A large part of what drove our pursuit of 
independence was the recognition of our 

uniqueness. How could a distant administrator 
ever hope to understand the local needs and 
concerns, hopes and aspirations? However, our 

founders also recognized that their nascent States 
would face enormous challenges. A rapidly 
industrializing and financializing world would not 
always be the most welcome environment for 

nurturing our small, isolated, and vulnerable 
nations. They understood that broad-based 
prosperity and security would require regional 

cooperation with each other and with their 
international partners."  

The Hon Henry Puna, "Thinking Outside the 
Rocks: Re-imagining the Pacific", University of the 

South Pacific, October 2012 

"I think the time is right that we take on a more 
concerted effort, as a region, to define ourselves 
on our own terms. After all, this global community 

of ours is continuing to shrink rapidly, thanks to 
the marching advancement of internet technology 
and the uptake of mobile devices, which can 
basically run and organise a business or 

organisation — on the run!  

The conduct of business is evolving in competitive 
ways that demand new thinking. And the 

structures of professional fields in media 
information and dissemination can no longer be 
called ‘traditional’ — they’re constantly 
reinventing themselves into challenging spheres of 

competitive space. Just ask dot com!  

For me, as a leader, and us as governments, our 
collective interests are being pressured and 

shaped toward a new Pacific order — one that 
won’t necessarily meet the expectations of others 
— or the perceptions of outsiders. What is 
important is that we choose what’s best for us. We 

have the ability to define what’s good, and we 
have the right to take commanding ownership of 
our future."  

 

  

  

https://www.pm.gov.au/media/press-conference-hon-james-marape-mp-prime-minister-papua-new-guinea
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/press-conference-hon-james-marape-mp-prime-minister-papua-new-guinea
https://www.forumsec.org/2018/09/03/opening-speech-by-forum-chair-president-baron-divavesi-waqa-at-the-49th-pacific-islands-forum/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2012/10/29/think-outside-rocks-puna/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2012/10/29/think-outside-rocks-puna/
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“Australia’s climate inaction has not 
only damaged its relationships with the 
Pacific but has also led to doubts about 
Australia’s place in the regional political 
order.” 

 

Salā George Carter 

 

 

http://theconversation.com/pacific-island-nations-will-no-longer-stand-for-australias-inaction-on-climate-change-121976
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-19/australia-climate-change-inaction-damaging-pacific-relationship/11426390
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-19/australia-climate-change-inaction-damaging-pacific-relationship/11426390
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Commentary & Analysis  
Reflections on Australia’s foreign policy in the Pacific Islands from leading experts and practitioners across 
development, diplomacy and defence 

 

Joanne Wallis, Crowded and complex: The 

changing geopolitics of the South Pacific, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, April 2017 

"Australia’s strategic geography hasn’t changed 
since before Federation: the South Pacific will 

always be the region ‘from or through which a 
military threat to Australia could most easily be 
posed’. While Australia has been anxious about 

the region before, particularly during European 
colonisation, World War II and the Cold War, today 
the geopolitics of region are more crowded and 
complex than they have ever been. Therefore, 

we’re likely to face more costs and challenges in 
pursuing our strategic interests in the region than 
we ever have before. So, what should Australia do 
to ensure its security?  

Australians, and particularly the Australian 
Government, need to be more aware of and 
focused on the South Pacific. Our attention to the 

region has peaked at moments when it was seen 
to pose an imminent potential threat, such as 
during the ‘war on terror’, when ‘weak’ states 
were perceived to be vulnerable to penetration by 

terrorists or transnational criminals who might 
have threatened Australia… 

Beyond these moments of focus, Australia’s 

foreign and strategic policy in the region has been 
characterised by unclear, inconsistent and 
competing interests and intentions, which has 
reduced its effectiveness and undermined our 

influence. If we’re to ensure that we’re able to 
respond to the geopolitics of the South Pacific, we 
need to prioritise the region in a clear, consistent 
and sustained way in our foreign and strategic 

policy planning.”  

Katerina Teaiwa, No distant future, Australian 
Foreign Affairs, January 2019.  

“The prevailing Australian discourse on the Pacific, 
which frames the region as either a paradise or a 
site of crisis, is decades old, but flourished 
particularly just before and after John Howard 

became prime minister in 1998. Pacific agency and 
efficacy were often ignored or presumes non-
existent… Despite significant developments since 
1993 – increases in tourism, numerous AusAID 

programs, Julie Bishop’s ‘aid-for-trade’ measures, 

the New Colombo Plan, a reimaging of the region 

as an ‘Indo-Pacific’, and Scott Morrison’s recent 
Pacific ‘step-up’ – not much has changed in 
Australian attitudes towards the islands.” 

Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, Re-Presenting Melanesia: 

Ignoble Savages and Melanesian Alter-Natives, 
ANU Press, May 2019 

"Melanesian societies baffled early European 

visitors because they were vastly different and 
unfamiliar. Europeans therefore employed 
pseudo-evolutionary ideas that placed European 
social organisation at the top along with those that 

resembled them and those unfamiliar and 
dissimilar at the bottom. 

Such attitudes are often reflected, albeit implicitly, 
in contemporary discussions of social, political and 

economic developments in Melanesia. In the last 
three decades, Melanesia has been portrayed 
predominantly as a place of conflicts, political 

instabilities and poor social and economic 
development. The diversity of cultures and 
languages is often presented as a problem rather 
than as a rich cultural heritage."  

Hugh White, In denial, Australian Foreign Affairs, 
January 2019.  

"Among our foreign and strategic policy 

communities, and in formal policy statements such 
as White Papers, there has always been a clear 
acknowledgement that we have a vital strategic 
interest in [the Pacific islands]… But in the benign 

Asia of recent decades, there has been virtually no 
chance that this interest would be challenged, and 
thus little pressure. Crisis such as the Fiji coups or 
Papua New Guinea Sandline affairs have 

commanded Canberra’s attention for a few weeks 
or months ... But between crises, Australia’s 
engagement has been uninspiring, with the key 

point of contact largely the aid program. And so 
over nearly fifty years, our relations with our 
Pacific island neighbours have become increasing 
estranged, due to a lack of interest in Canberra 

and consequent disenchantment among our 
neighbours. Australia’s sphere of influence in the 
South Pacific has become threadbare, depending 
for its credibility on the fact that no one has tried 

to challenge it." 

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/crowded-and-complex-changing-geopolitics-south-pacific
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Graeme Dobell, The destiny and duty of the 
Pacific pivot, The Strategist, April 2019 

“Australia is doing a policy pivot to the South 
Pacific. The headline driving the pivot is the 
challenge from China. Australia’s deep strategic 
denial instinct is roused. Our announced ‘step-up’ 

is aimed at Papua New Guinea (PNG) and the other 
island members of the Pacific Islands Forum. Add 
to that list Timor-Leste, which faces the same 
problems as the islands and is part of the island arc 

that has obsessed Australia since before 
federation.  

With the pivot, we’ve made an ambitious offer to 

the South Pacific—economic and security 
‘integration’—to uphold the region by holding it 
closer.  

Integration is a confronting idea for the identity 

and sovereignty of newly independent nations. 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison has shown political 
and diplomatic insight by talking about Australia as 

part of the ‘Pacific family’.  

The family imagining offers much, not least a lens 
to widen Australia’s understanding of our destiny, 
duty and desires in PNG and the islands…. To 

succeed, the pivot must be long-term policy with a 
broad vision of what Australia and New Zealand 
offer the South Pacific. The pivot needs two 
dimensions: power and people.”  

James Batley, Australia and security in the Pacific 
Islands, Policy Forum, April 2021 

“Australia’s Step-up has seen a range of initiatives 

addressing the imperative of ‘integrating’ and 
‘shaping’ the region. They include the Pacific 
Fusion Centre, the Australia Pacific Security 
College, and the Joint Heads of Pacific Security 

meeting – all of which have launched in the past 
18 months. 

Even though COVID-19 has slowed the 
implementation of such initiatives, they underline 

Australia’s convening power in the region, and its 
ability to underwrite initiatives with finance and 
personnel. None is focused explicitly on the 

geopolitical questions confronting the region – if 
there is a sub-text to them, it is about fostering a 
regional community of policymakers, in which 
Australia is deeply and naturally embedded. 

It can’t be said that the region yet conceives of 
itself as a fully-fledged security community. 
Building such a community is a long-term 

endeavour and will require strategic persistence 
and patience. 

Still, recent history provides evidence that 
Australia is successfully prosecuting its ‘traditional’ 

security interests in the region, as seen in on a 
number of occasions, including forestalling a 
proposal for a Chinese-owned undersea cable from 
Solomon Islands to Australia in 2017, as well as 

heading off what may have been a Chinese 
attempt to establish a base in Vanuatu in 2018.” 

Meg Keen, Security through a Pacific lens, ANU 
Press, February 2021.  

“The interplay of different security challenges has 
long been appreciated in the Pacific. Recently, it 
was highlighted by Pacific Island leaders’ 2018 Boe  

Declaration on Regional Security which defined an 
‘expanded concept of security’.  

Climate security was recognised as the primary 
threat to regional security, but other security 

concerns were also noted – human security, 
environmental/resource security, traditional 
security (transnational crime, cyber security, and 

border protection). The complex interplay 
between these security challenges and limited 
resources raises the need for regional and national 
cooperation to build resilience.”  

Salā George Carter, The Pacific should persist 
with Australia on climate change, East Asia 
Forum, September 2019 

"Australia’s climate inaction has not only damaged 

its relationships with the Pacific but has also led to 
doubts about Australia’s place in the regional 
political order. The former president of Kiribati and 

global climate advocate Anote Tong has suggested 
an urgent review of Australia’s PIF membership for 
possible sanctions or suspension over its pro-coal 
stance. He compared Australia’s policy stance 

towards China’s engagement in the region as being 
about the lesser of two evils and that Australia is 
currently emerging as the worst of the two evils. 

These comments have re-ignited debate 

about Australia’s place in Pacific regionalism. 
There are doubts as to whether the Pacific nations 
should forgo both regional partnerships and lines 

of diplomatic dialogue in the face of policy 
divergence."  

Kaliopate Tavola, Towards a New Regional 
Diplomacy Architecture, ANU Press, December 

2015 

“New Pacific diplomacy, whatever field it is 
conducted in, inevitably points to the need for a 

PSIDS (Pacific Small Island Developing States) -only 
forum. Utterances from an all-PSIDS forum will be 
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seen as more legitimate, and consequently 
increases the audience and adherents of the PSIDS 

globally. An all-PSIDS forum will protect the 
integrity, coherence and sustainability of its critical 
issues. This avoids the current situation where 
these issues can come under pressure from 

Australia and New Zealand, with their often-
contradictory views, risking compromise of these 
issues and/or lowered prioritisation. An all-PSIDS 
forum will be most conducive for the growing 

south–south partnerships and is likely to benefit 
maximally from such partnerships. Such a forum 
can also benefit appropriately from north–south 

partnerships, especially if it repositions itself 
strategically in the global arena, driven by 
transformative leadership and backed by 
committed interlocutors who can bring energy and 

dynamism into their work." 

Michel Wesley, What should Australia do about… 
PRC activities in the South Pacific?, China 

Matters, April 2021 

“Over the past two decades, the interest and 
presence of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 
the South Pacific has increased considerably. Using 

measures similar to those it has deployed in Africa, 
South Asia and Southeast Asia, Beijing has 
proclaimed an ambition to promote 'South–South 
cooperation' in the South Pacific. It has provided 

considerable aid to states across Melanesia, 
Micronesia and Polynesia, and significant numbers 
of PRC economic migrants have settled there over 

the past decades. 

The PRC’s motives are complex. It continues to 
seek to dislodge Taiwan’s remaining diplomatic 
partners. The growing presence of the PRC in the 

region is also partly a consequence of the growth 
of its economy and the expansion of its economic 
interests. But there are also compelling strategic 
reasons drawing Beijing towards the region. The 

PRC’s attention will have been drawn to the route 
through the South Pacific as an alternative to that 
through an increasingly contested Southeast Asia 

for its energy supplies from the Gulf…  

Australia has reacted to the PRC’s growing role 
with increasing alarm. The prospect of the region 
being militarised brings potentially serious 

consequences. However, Australia has failed to 
convince Pacific Island leaders to reduce their 
cooperation with the PRC, which allows them to 

balance pressures from Australia and its allies. To 
maintain its influence in the South Pacific, 
Australia must listen to – and engage genuinely 
with – the concerns of the region, most pressingly 

on climate change.”  

Melissa Conley Tyler, Australia is spending less on 
diplomacy than ever before – and its influence is 

suffering as a result, The Conversation, November 
2019 

“One impetus for the Morrison government’s 
much-vaunted 'Pacific Step Up' was the realisation 

that cuts in aid and diplomacy had led to lessened 
Australian influence in its neighbourhood. In the 
words of one diplomat I spoke to, 'China had been 
eating our lunch'. 

The problem is that the 'step up' did not come 
with increased funding for diplomats, meaning 
that DFAT’s new Office of the Pacific is being 

formed by taking staff and resources from other 
parts of department.” 

Sean Jacobs, Time to ‘step up’ the tempo: 
Australia’s answer to Beijing in Papua New 

Guinea, Centre for Independent Studies, October 
2021 

“China’s influence has grown significantly in Papua 

New Guinea (PNG) over the past 10 years. Beijing’s 
construction of a PNG national data centre, 
significant infrastructure investments through the 
Asian Development Bank, small-scale military 

cooperation, concessional loans, and other forms 
of conditional assistance, have been seen as 
incentivising recent PNG diplomatic support of 
China. They have also fostered ground for 

strengthened bilateral agreements. While it is 
natural for countries to grow and pursue bilateral 
relations, the nature of China’s assistance to PNG 

— Australia’s closest neighbour — should in many 
ways concern Australians. The Beijing-backed 
November 2020 proposal to build a fisheries 
facility (artificial island) in PNG waters — just 

kilometres from the Torres Strait — highlights 
China’s potential for gaining regional footholds, 
especially in physical proximity to Australian 
shores.”  

Caitlin Byrne and Tess Newton Cain, Activating 
trade and investment between Australia and the 
Pacific islands region, Griffith Asia Insights, 

October 2021 

"Pacific island nations, like many others in the Asia 
Pacific, face a long and challenging road to 
recovery out of COVID-19. Australia’s ‘stepped-up’ 

Pacific engagement must recalibrate, with a 
renewed emphasis on strengthening trade and 
business relations in ways that respond to Pacific 

priorities, while providing a boost to recovery now 
and into the long term. This seemed to be the core 
message to emerge from the trade-subcommittee 
of the Joint Standing Committee on Defence, 

https://chinamatters.org.au/policy-brief/policy-brief-april-2021/
https://chinamatters.org.au/policy-brief/policy-brief-april-2021/
https://theconversation.com/australia-is-spending-less-on-diplomacy-than-ever-before-and-its-influence-is-suffering-as-a-result-125722
https://theconversation.com/australia-is-spending-less-on-diplomacy-than-ever-before-and-its-influence-is-suffering-as-a-result-125722
https://theconversation.com/australia-is-spending-less-on-diplomacy-than-ever-before-and-its-influence-is-suffering-as-a-result-125722
https://dfat.gov.au/geo/pacific/engagement/Pages/stepping-up-australias-pacific-engagement.aspx
https://dfat.gov.au/geo/pacific/Pages/office-of-the-pacific.aspx
https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2021/10/ap27.pdf
https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2021/10/ap27.pdf
https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2021/10/ap27.pdf
https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/one-region-one-family-one-report-activating-trade-and-investment-between-australia-and-the-pacific-islands-region/
https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/one-region-one-family-one-report-activating-trade-and-investment-between-australia-and-the-pacific-islands-region/
https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/one-region-one-family-one-report-activating-trade-and-investment-between-australia-and-the-pacific-islands-region/


Asia-Pacific Development, Diplomacy & Defence Dialogue  

Foreign Affairs and Trade’s report: 'One Region, 
One Family, One Future: Deepening relations with 

the Pacific nations through trade'. Released last 
month nearly two years after the inquiry was 
launched, the report offers a timely reminder that 
for Australia, improving trade with Pacific island 

nations is not a zero-sum equation. Gains will flow 
in both directions." 

Shahar Hameiri, Australia and Digicel: 
Hands-off no more?, The Interpreter, October 

2021 

“The Australian government’s decision to finance 
Telstra’s takeover of the Pacific’s biggest 

telecommunications provider, Digicel, via a $1.33 
billion loan from Export Finance Australia, is the 
clearest indication yet that competing with China 
is changing government-firm relations in Australia 

in profound and potentially lasting ways… 
Australia’s hand-off approach to its firms’ activities 
abroad is being supplanted by more active 

direction of outbound investment and 
development financing. 

This shift is clearly driven by the perception that 
China’s growing presence in the Pacific Islands 

region constitutes a threat to Australia’s security 
interests. Although Australia remains the region’s 
biggest source of aid, China’s bilateral trade with 
most of the region’s countries now eclipses 

Australia’s. Additionally, some significant Chinese-
financed investments in the region’s resources 
sector and in its infrastructure have raised anxiety 

levels in Canberra. Australia has therefore shifted 
towards open competition with China in the region 
via the 'Pacific Step Up', which is meant to pull 
together and enhance Australia’s diplomatic, 

security, and economic engagements.”  

Professor Brendan Sargeant, The place of the 
Pacific islands in the Indo-Pacific, The Strategist, 
July 2019  

"Australian strategic policy towards the Pacific 
islands has been, over decades, quite instrumental 
in its focus—the islands have been seen as objects 

that can be shaped and used in various ways to 
enhance Australia’s strategic position. Offshore 
detention centres, to use a polite term, are a 
recent manifestation of this instrumentalism—the 

island countries are a means to our end. In this 
case, they’re places to put people we don’t want in 
Australia…. 

We’ve also wanted to shape defence and strategic 
policy thinking in those countries. Important 
projects such as the Pacific patrol boat program 
and its successor Pacific maritime security 

program are not only concerned with providing 
much-needed capability but also with building a 

world view about the nature of that strategic 
environment."  

Michael Shoebridge, "Australia’s Pacific step-up 
needs to aim higher", The Strategist, May 2021 

"Maintaining states’ sovereignty and keeping the 
Pacific a region that is not subject to military 
tension are goals for us to pursue with Pacific 
partners….  

But in understanding and working with the 
multiple interests, sensitivities and tensions 
present in the region, we shouldn’t be shy in 

making the active case to our regional partners 
that their sovereignty is enabled and advanced by 
having deeper security partnerships with Australia, 
New Zealand, France, Japan and the US. And we 

should also make the case that working to enable 
Australia’s military to operate around the Pacific 
will be a net benefit to the region’s strategic 

environment."  

Maureen Penjueli, The role of transnational 
corporations and extractive industries in seabed 
mining, and the impacts on oceans health and 

food security, Spotlight on Sustainable 
Development, February 2017  

“Despite the importance of a healthy Pacific 

Ocean, evidence is mounting that this unique 
ecosystem is in real danger from anthropogenic 

threats such as overfishing, habitat destruction, 
and pollution and probably the most severe threat 
of all, climate change and resulting sea level rise. 
The rush to mine the deep seas is representing the 

newest frontier of extractive industry and perhaps 
the biggest threat to the world’s oceans in the 21st 
century.”  

Anna Naupa, Safeguarding Pacific Island seas 
starts with indigenous knowledge, The 
Interpreter, September 2021  

"The role of indigenous communities in marine 

governance is well-known. Whether in relation to 
Palau’s National Marine Sanctuary or the Cook 
Islands’ Marae Moana Marine Park, Pacific island 
governments have harnessed indigenous 

knowledge and traditional resource management 
to support shared stewardship of marine 
resources.… 

Indigenous knowledge has also been effectively 
used in maritime boundary determination across 
the Pacific where island nations’ UNCLOS-
determined economic exclusion zones overlap. 
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After 32 years of unsuccessful attempts to agree a 
maritime median boundary line under the relevant 

UNCLOS provision, in 2016 the governments of 
Vanuatu and Solomon Islands resorted to 
traditional knowledge and negotiation methods, 
which successfully secured a boundary 

agreement." 

Transform Aqorau, Fishing For Success Lessons In 
Pacific Regionalism,  ANU Press, 2019 

“Regional cooperation in the context of the Pacific 

Islands takes on a number of important 
ramifications, but Pacific Island states are still very 
traditional in their approach and guard their 

sovereignty closely. Attempts at getting closer 
integration, even in the tuna fisheries, have not 
been very successful…  

[The Parties to the Nauru Agreement] is unique 

and has been one of the most successful stories of 
regionalism in the Pacific Islands…about how a 
group of countries, friends and colleagues — 

through their friendship, alliance, shared vision 
and desire to control their fisheries, so that they 
get a bigger and fairer share of their resources — 
put their heads together and created the largest 

capitalised tuna fishery in the world… that has 
seen the transformation of the value of the 
economic returns from the tuna fishery from 
US$60 million in 2010 to around US$500 million by 

2019; something that donors, regional 
organisations and political leaders have been 
trying to do for years, but could not.  

How is it that a group of Pacific Islanders was able 
to achieve something that so-called experts failed 
to do? Is it something about development aid, the 
role of donors, and the lack of confidence that 

Pacific Islanders have in these institutions, or is it 
testament to the adage that when you do 
something for yourself you are more likely to 
succeed?”   

Jenny Hayward Jones, Australia’s costly 
investment in Solomon Islands: The lessons of 
RAMSI, Lowy Institute, May 2014 

"Even if Australia does not make another large-
scale intervention in the Pacific Islands region, the 
need of Papua New Guinea and Pacific Island 
countries for external assistance for a variety of 

governance, economic and security challenges is 
unlikely to disappear. Many of the lessons of 
RAMSI are relevant in these cases. Future 

decisions to intervene in Australia’s 
neighbourhood should be based on clear 
assessments of the need, the real risk to regional 
security and Australia’s national interests." 

Nicole George, Solomon Islands deployment: 
Australia must meet obligations to women, The 

Interpreter, November 2021.  

"Amid the disturbing images of mass protests, 
looting and arson in Honiara last week, local 
journalist Georgina Kekea…. made clear the 

gendered face of violent unrest Honiara. It pointed 
to the potential for physical harm and risks to 
already precarious livelihoods that women 
navigated. 

Since the first deployment on Thursday, I have 
approached Australian Defence and Foreign Affairs 
department to investigate if and how these 

capacities will be evident in the current mission.... 
So far, on evidence of public relations material 
released, the “boots on the ground approach” 
seems to predominate over the women, peace and 

security mandate. Women in Solomon Islands 
need far better from Australia than this."  

Jacqueline Westermann, Gender and climate 

(in)security in the Pacific, The Strategist, May 
2019  

"Experience from past natural disasters has 
demonstrated that women and girls are affected 

differently from men. Women and children are 
14 times more likely to die or be injured during a 
disaster, according to UN Women Fiji. Climate 
change will also have an impact on women’s 

livelihoods and daily tasks (for example, through 
effects on arable land and freshwater resources)…. 
We need to recognise that climate change in the 

Pacific will produce particularly insecure 
circumstances for women."  

Dr Teagan Westendorf, Snapshot in a turbulent 
time: Australian HADR capabilities, challenges 

and opportunities, Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute, October 2021  

“Without innovation in strategy and capabilities, 
the financial cost of regional disasters will continue 

to vastly outpace the capacity of Australia to fund 
preparedness and response efforts 
comprehensively enough to mitigate the human 

and strategic security risks those disasters pose. 

Australia’s humanitarian assistance and disaster 
resilience (HADR) strategies need to consider how 
to increase capacities for speed, coordination, 

communication, agility, flexibility, mobility and 
capability by making better use of the resources 
already allocated to organisations involved in 

HADR work, and so that any additional funding has 
maximum impact.”  
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