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Pacific Regional Order

3
Australia and
regional order

As the largest member of the Pacific Islands Forum—in terms of population, economy,
defence and diplomatic resources—it is vital that Australia demonstrate leadership
if the Forum is to evolve. This chapter considers the important threshold question of
whether Australia could be convinced of the merits of pursuing regional integration
through the Pacific Islands Forum.

This chapter first considers the history of Australia–Pacific relations and the
degree to which each phase has promoted the five goals of regional order. The
argument is then made that there are indeed challenges that call for a new phase in
Australia’s Pacific relations. Further, pursuing comprehensive regional integration
through the Pacific Islands Forum would benefit Australia because of Australia’s
broad interests in the Pacific, the deteriorating security environment in Australia’s
local region, and the rise in regionalism around the world.

To meet these challenges will require a new boldness in Australia’s foreign policy,
and recognition of the need for a new vehicle through which to pursue Australia’s
national interest.

Australia as the pivotal player

Pacific regional integration depends on Australian leadership and engagement.
Australia should be regarded as the pivotal player for the following reasons.

First, Australia has the largest population, and the largest economy, as the following
table demonstrates. Australia is also the hub for Pacific regional trade, and the largest
source of private investment in Forum island countries (Australia-Fiji Business Council
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Table 3.1 Size of Forum members’ populations and economies

Population GDP
(‘000) (US$ billion)

Australia 19,800.0 398.69
Cook Islands 17.8 0.08
Federated States of Micronesia 112.6 0.23 
Fiji 800.0 1.60
Kiribati  88.1 0.05
Marshall Islands 54.0 0.01
Nauru 12.1 ..
New Zealand 3,900.0 58.20
Niue 1.7 ..
Palau 20.3 0.12
Papua New Guinea 5,100.0 2.90
Samoa 180.0 0.28
Solomon Islands 500.0 0.24
Tonga 100.0 0.14
Tuvalu 10.2 0.01
Vanuatu 200.0 0.21

Source: Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2004a. Country Fact Sheets,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra. Figures are for 2002, or nearest available year.

et al. 2002; World Bank 2002; Asian Development Bank 2002). Australia is the
largest aid donor to the region, both bilaterally and regionally (Tables 3.1 and 3.2).

There is already a degree of monetary integration among Forum members based
on the Australian dollar. Kiribati, Tuvalu and Nauru use the Australian dollar, and a
possible future president of an independent Bougainville told me that Bougainville
may also end up using the Australian dollar (the Cook Islands and Niue use the New
Zealand dollar, and the Marshall Islands, Palau and Micronesia use the United
States dollar).

Australia also has the largest military in the region.1 Through the Defence
Cooperation Program, Australia underwrites a significant element of Forum island
countries’ defence capabilities—their Pacific Patrol Boats. From 1985 to 1997,
Australia provided the Forum island countries with 22 patrol boats, which are
specifically built for these countries to patrol their exclusive economic zones. Australia
meets the cost of the vessels, ongoing maintenance, logistics, Australian advisors,
and, in some cases, fuel—a commitment totalling A$475 million by 2000. In August
2000, Australia agreed to meet the A$350 million cost of doubling the life of the
patrol boats (Australian Department of Defence 2002). In terms of regional
operations, the sustainability of the Bougainville peace monitoring operation was
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dependent on high-level Australian involvement, and the Solomon Islands
peacekeeping operation was dependent on Australian leadership and involvement.

Finally, Australia has the most extensive diplomatic network in the region, giving
it the capacity, should it choose to exercise it, to be an effective advocate of new
proposals (Smyth et al. 1997).

Phases in Australia’s Pacific relations

Australia’s relations with Forum island countries can be broadly divided into four
phases: the colonial period, the strategic denial phase, the constructive
commitment phase, and the current phase of cooperative intervention.2 Each
phase continues to provide an important context for Australia’s current and future
policymaking.

Phase One: the colonial period

For the first half of the twentieth century, the Pacific states enjoyed a much higher
profile in the Australian consciousness. For much of this period, Australia’s focus
was on promoting the goal of security. The islands’ security was seen as crucial to
Australia’s security, as was demonstrated in World War II. Following World War II,
Australia’s relations with Pacific states were largely conducted with other colonial
powers through the South Pacific Commission. What is often forgotten is that
Australia, too, was a colonial power during this period, with responsibility for Papua

Table 3.2 Lead donors to Forum members, 2000 (A$ million)

Amount
(A$ million)

Australia 461.6
Japan 260.8
New Zealand 84.1
United States 29.3
France 22.5
Germany 8.7
United Kingdom 6.9
Canada 4.4
Netherlands 2.2
Other European countries 2.3
Total bilateral aid 882.8

Source: Australian Agency for International Development, 2002. Submission to the Senate
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee Inquiry into Papua New Guinea and the Island
States of the South West Pacific, Australian Agency for International Development, Canberra.
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New Guinea from 1883 to 1975 and, along with the United Kingdom and New
Zealand, for Nauru until 1968.

Australia’s record as a colonial power was, at times, less than honourable.
Henningham refers to Australia’s ‘decades of neglect’ in Papua New Guinea, and a

bipartisan parliamentary report on Australia’s relations with that country concluded
that Australians were ‘diffident colonisers who governed with casual practicality and
who departed with alacrity and too little care’ (Joint Parliamentary Committee
1991:1). Phosphate mining during the colonial period left two-thirds of Nauru a
blasted, unproductive landscape. Australia only provided compensation for this
damage after Nauru initiated an action in the International Court of Justice (‘Making
waves in the Pacific’, The Economist, 21 August 1993; Evans and Grant 1995).

Dobell believes Australia suffers from a ‘popular amnesia’ about its role as a
colonial power (Dobell 2003). Australians may have short memories in this regard,
but the Forum island countries do not—after all, this is the era in which many of their
current leaders grew up.

Phase Two: strategic denial

Following the Forum island countries’ independence, Australia pursued a policy of

strategic denial, acting on behalf of the Western Alliance and working to deny the
Soviet Union a presence in the Pacific (Herr 1986). The fear was that any Soviet
involvement in the region could lead to political influence, a military base, and threats
to Australia’s sea lines (Fry 1991). Again, promoting the goal of security was Australia’s
most critical goal, with a hint of interest in sustainable economic development.

The strategic denial policy led, at times, to some misjudged diplomacy (Fry
1996). Grave concern was expressed, for example, about the Soviet Union entering
a fishing agreement with Kiribati (and later Vanuatu), and Australia pressured
Kiribati to abrogate the agreement. We can be thankful for the passing of the
Soviet Union, but Kiribati’s interest in a Soviet fishing agreement at a time when
the United States was refusing to pay fishing fees was understandable. Australia
also worked to ensure that Vanuatu and Solomon Islands resisted Soviet offers to
conduct hydrographic research and negotiate Aeroflot landing rights. Another
concern during this period was a Libyan proposal to establish a bureau in Vanuatu,
which Australia likewise resisted (despite the presence of such a bureau in
Australia) (Fry 1991).

The policy of strategic denial did ensure some ongoing Australian interest in the
region, and resulted in significant increases in aid and the creation of the South
Pacific Regional Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement (SPARTECA) (Fry 1991;
Rosewarne 1997). However, there was also a lack of substantive engagement: Bill
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Hayden, for example, did not visit the region in his first three years as Australian
Foreign Minister (Rosewarne 1997).

Phase Three: constructive commitment

A new policy of constructive commitment was announced by Gareth Evans shortly
after he became Foreign Minister in 1988 (Evans 1988). Australia, he said, was ‘a
part of the region and we wish to be a helpful neighbour ready to use our resources for
the common good’ (Evans and Grant 1995:32). In an effort to draw a line under the
excesses of the strategic denial period, Australia would ‘approach the region within a
framework of regional partnership, not dominance’ (Evans and Grant 1995:31–32).
During this phase, Australia’s interest in promoting the goal of security continued, but
there was heightened interest in promoting sustainable economic development, and
the beginnings of interest in promoting the rule of law and democracy.

The government later appointed a Minister for Pacific Island Affairs, Gordon
Bilney. The engagement of Bilney (see Bilney 1994), and Prime Minister Keating, led
to the adoption of the Forum’s Madang Action Plan, which aimed to improve
governance and economic growth in the region (South Pacific Forum 1995).

The policy of constructive commitment was continued, with little change in
emphasis, under the Coalition government elected in 1996. The new Foreign
Minister, Alexander Downer, spoke of Australia’s ‘deep and long-term commitment
to the region’ (Downer 1997) and the Coalition government’s foreign policy
cautioned, ‘whilst Australia is able to exercise a leadership role, it must do so
through assistance and constructive advice, rather than through assuming the
role of pious lecturer’ (Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 1997c).
The initiative of a Minister for Pacific Island Affairs was, however, not continued
under the Coalition government, and the Prime Minister, John Howard, missed
various Forum meetings (Australian Parliamentary Committee 2003). Downer,
however, seemed to have a genuine interest in the Pacific and was responsible for
the deployment of two Pacific peace-monitoring operations (Australia-Fiji Business
Council et al. 2002).

The policy of constructive commitment was sufficiently broad and flexible enough
to be somewhat schizophrenic as well. It covered Bilney and Keating’s explicit criticisms
of Pacific economic management, which led to the Madang Action Plan, and Downer’s
two deployments of peace monitors. But it also covered frequent protests by
policymakers, as in the 2003 Foreign Affairs and Trade White Paper, that ‘Australia
cannot presume to fix the problems of the South Pacific countries. Australia is not a
neo-colonial power. The island countries are independent sovereign states’
(Commonwealth of Australia 2003:93). The lack of engagement apparent in
Australia’s approach to the PACER–PICTA negotiations, to be discussed in the next
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chapter, is evidence of this approach; as is Australia’s refusal of the Solomon Islands’
initial request for assistance in 2000 (Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003).

There are two elements to statements such as ‘Australia cannot presume to fix
the problems of the South Pacific countries’ as in the 2003 White Paper. On the one
hand, they reflect a genuine desire to avoid Australia being characterised as an
interfering, neo-colonial power. Yet such lines can also become bureaucratic mantras,
avoiding more creative and strategic thinking on the part of policymakers. Most
insidiously, they become the excuse for a hands-off approach and a failure to engage.
Dobell, for instance, quotes a senior official in the Australian Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade as saying Australia’s objective in the Pacific was merely to ‘cleverly
manage trouble’ (Dobell 2003:4).

By 2003, some policymakers were realising that the hands-off approach was
not working and, indeed, constituted a threat to Australian interests.

Phase Four: cooperative intervention

In June 2003, the Australian Strategic Policy Institute released a report, Our Failing
Neighbour: Australia and the future of the Solomon Islands. It warned that the
‘process of state failure’ in the Solomon Islands was ‘far advanced’, and that it had
‘virtually ceased to function as an effective national entity’ (Australian Strategic
Policy Institute 2003:1, 3). The report warned that Australia’s

…present cautious policy approach offers no real prospect that the Solomon
Islands can be turned around. The most likely outcome is therefore…the
cessation of effective government. It would be a very serious step for
Australia to decide that this was an acceptable trajectory for our immediate
neighbourhood (Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003:4).

Without intervention, the Solomons Islands could become a ‘post-modern

badlands, ruled by criminals and governed by violence’ (Australian Strategic Policy
Institute 2003:13). The consequences for Australia could include terrorism and the
fall-out from transnational criminal operations.

The report correctly identified Australia as the only country with the interest, and
the capacity, to act. It was time, then, for ‘new policy approaches’ (Australian Strategic
Policy Institute 2003:1). The report proposed a multi-nation police force to stabilise
the security situation, and the re-building of the Solomon Islands’ ‘political structures
and security institutions’, to help address the ‘underlying social and economic problems’
(Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003:4). The report envisaged that the operation
would last ten years, and that Australia would have to meet half the cost.

Despite rejecting such an intervention as late as January 2003,3 Downer and
Howard had apparently been re-thinking their approach to the Solomon Islands, and
the Pacific, for some time (O’Callaghan 2003b; Kelly 2003a). In a major foreign-
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policy speech on 1 July, Howard said ‘[a] number of our friends in the Pacific are
experiencing economic collapse, corruption and lawlessness to a degree which
threatens their very sovereignty…Our friends and neighbours in the Pacific are looking
to us for leadership and we will not fail them’ (Howard 2003a). Downer had earlier
labelled the new policy ‘cooperative intervention’ (Downer 2003; Kelly 2003a).

By the end of July 2003, 2,250 Australian police, military and civilian personnel
had been deployed to the Solomon Islands (the Solomon Islands force will be
discussed further in Chapter Eight).

The focus in the cooperative intervention phase is again on promoting the goal
of security; the threat this time is failing states, and the risk of transnational terrorists
taking advantage of them.

The need for a new phase: regional integration

The policy of cooperative intervention is, for the most part, an encouraging
development. As the Australian Strategic Policy Institute proposed, ‘a major threshold’
has been crossed (Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003:3), where the ‘hands-
off’ paradigm, a core element of Australia’s approach to the Pacific states since
Papua New Guinea’s independence (Kelly 2003a), has been abandoned. This
considerably broadens the range of options available to Australian policymakers.

Australia needs a mix of courage, commitment and strategy if it is to facilitate
the resolution of the Pacific’s challenges. In the Solomon Islands intervention, we see
the requisite courage, and the beginnings of greater commitment on the part of
Australian policymakers. However, the problem with Australian policymaking in the
security phases of Australia’s Pacific policy—the strategic denial phase, and now the
cooperative intervention phase—is that Australian interest wanes when the perceived
threat, whether the Soviets or failed states, recedes. Immediate crises may be handled,
sometimes admirably, but without a long-term strategic vision for avoiding future
crises. Further, viewing Forum island countries solely through a security prism risks
damaging Australia’s relations with those countries. During the strategic denial phase,
Forum island countries came to resent Australia’s heavy-handed attempts to counter
Soviet influence (Henningham 1995; Rosewarne 1997; Fry 1991); unless properly
handled, Forum island countries may come to resent Australia’s current, more assertive,
role.4 This danger is exemplified by the difficulties surrounding Australia’s Enhanced
Cooperation Program with Papua New Guinea (the program involved Australian police
and public servants working in line positions in Papua New Guinea).

The case for regional integration certainly rests in part on the need to address
the region’s security challenges. Yet the policy of cooperative intervention does not
represent a holistic response to the challenges of the Pacific. Security challenges
are only one part of the wider challenges confronting the Pacific.
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My hope is that the risk of failed states, and Australia’s current policy of
cooperative intervention, will serve as an impetus for a fifth phase in Australia’s
Pacific policy: regional integration.5 A policy of regional integration would represent
a more sustainable, balanced, long-term basis for Australia’s Pacific relations, and
would better address the range of challenges facing Pacific states.

The issues of sustainability and balance are important. As discussed in Chapter
One, Prime Minister John Howard has announced that Australia will encourage smaller
Forum island countries to pursue economic union, integrating their education, police
and transport services (O’Callaghan 2003a). Such proposals are sensible—this,
after all, is what the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States has pursued—but it is
more likely to come about through a process of wider regional integration rather
than bilateral lecturing. I fear that this latest initiative risks echoing the PACER–
PICTA negotiations to be discussed in the next chapter: that it will be another case of
Australia encouraging an otherwise worthy policy goal (such as free trade), but without
itself offering any concession to provide impetus for change.

Australia cannot dictate the nature of Forum island country legislation and
electoral systems, but it can facilitate a regional climate that speeds these internal
changes. It also represents a safer approach for Australia: a regional intervention in
a failing state, for example, better shares the responsibility and burden of such
endeavours—and the blame when, inevitably, setbacks occur.

A new policy of regional integration would be justified by Australia’s Pacific
interests, and by wider foreign policy challenges.

Australia’s current interests in the Pacific

Australia currently has broad, substantive interests in the Pacific. Australia’s security,
commercial and aid interests all highlight the need for Australia’s involvement.

In terms of security interests, the government’s decision to intervene in Solomon
Islands is clear evidence of the seriousness with which Australia views the risks of
failed states and terrorism in the region.

The Solomons intervention needs to be seen, too, in its wider context. Government
ministers and the Australian Strategic Policy Institute were clear that the cooperative
intervention policy could apply to other Forum island countries, most particularly Papua
New Guinea, if they were on the verge of collapse. The Institute’s report stated that the
Solomons Islands has ‘implications for Australia’s responses to the wider problems of
the Southwest Pacific…The Solomon Islands is a small country. If we cannot help
there, it is doubtful that we can help any of our neighbours if and when they fall into
serious trouble’ (Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003:7). Where Australia is not
robustly engaged, there are ‘opportunities for others with interests potentially contrary
to Australia’s to become involved’ (Wainwright 2003:485).
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Papua New Guinea’s Foreign Minister, Sir Rabbie Namaliu, asked Downer about
the wider application of the cooperative intervention policy, ‘code for whether it applied
to Papua New Guinea’ (Kelly 2003b:1). Downer responded ‘…if a country got into
grave difficulty and asked Australia for help then I hope that we would respond’ (Kelly
2003b:1).6 Trevor Kennedy, formerly chair of Papua New Guinea’s largest company,
has suggested that Australia needs to be clear about the consequences if it does not
act: it would not be implausible, given Papua New Guinea’s proximity to the Australian
mainland, for 500,000 Papua New Guineans to attempt to canoe across to escape
chaos or violence in their country (Kennedy 2003).

Australia has also made explicit and implicit commitments for the mutual defence
of all Forum island countries (Dobell 2003). Under the Australia-Papua New Guinea
Joint Declaration of Principles Guiding Relations, signed in 1987, Australia is obliged
to consult with Papua New Guinea ‘about matters affecting their common security
interests [including] in the event of external armed attack’.7 Papua New Guinean
leaders understand this to be ‘an effective guarantee of Australian commitment’
(Mokis 1990:309).8 The 2000 Defence White Paper states that ‘in the highly unlikely
event of unprovoked armed aggression against any of our immediate neighbours,
Australia would want to be in a position to help our neighbours defend themselves’;
Australia would, in fact, be very likely to ‘provide substantial support’ to any Southwest
Pacific country in these circumstances (Commonwealth of Australia 2000:44).
Further, Australia has ‘a key interest in helping to prevent the positioning in
neighbouring states of foreign forces that might be used to attack Australia’
(Commonwealth of Australia 2000:33).

Civil strife, lawlessness and the potential for terrorism all endanger the many
Australian citizens living in the region. There are around 10,000 Australians living in
Papua New Guinea (Australian Parliament Joint Standing Committee 1999). Prior
to the collapse of governmental authority, Solomon Islands was home to 100
Australian companies and thousands of Australians (Australian Strategic Policy
Institute 2003). Following the 2000 coup, Australia engaged in a high-profile military
evacuation to ensure their safety.

In the Pacific region, Australia clearly has considerable security interests which
should encourage policies to minimise the regional disorder that contributes to
terrorism, the flow of asylum seekers, small arms, illicit drugs and money laundering.
Australian citizens, investments overseas and company tax returns are put at risk if
there is a culture of lawlessness in the region; and preventive action is preferable to
dangerous and expensive deployments.

Australia also has considerable commercial interests in the Pacific. Australia’s
goods exports to the Pacific total A$9.5 billion annually, accounting for some 8 per
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cent of Australia’s total goods exports (Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade 2001a). Moreover, Austrade, the Australian government’s export promotion
agency, encourages small businesses and first-time exporters to export to the Pacific.

The strong links that exist between the countries of the South Pacific and
Australia make it relatively easy to do business, and many successful
Australian exporters first gained their export skills in the region. Almost
anything that sells successfully in Australia can find a market in the South
Pacific (Austrade 1998:2–3).

Given small to medium-sized enterprises account for almost half of all Australian
jobs (Australian Department of Employment, Workplace Relations and Small
Business 2000), Australia has a considerable interest in protecting and developing
their Pacific trading interests. Yet the European Union, the United States and China
all have trade interests in the Pacific, and the various Australian Business Councils
in the region have warned that ‘these market shares are long standing, but should
not be taken for granted as they are constantly under threat’ (Australia-Fiji Business
Council et al. 2002:5). Thus, Australia has an interest in promoting economic
development in the region to increase its exports, and in promoting secure trading
arrangements to protect its current market share.

Australia also gives some half a billion dollars in aid to Forum island countries
annually (AusAID 2003). In today’s terms, Australia has donated some A$50 billion
dollars over the last 30 years (Hughes 2003). According to AusAID, the Australian
government aid agency, the aim of Australia’s aid program is ‘to advance Australia’s
national interest by assisting developing countries to reduce poverty and achieve
sustainable development’ (AusAID 2002:1). Chapter Two outlined the severe
challenges to sustainable economic growth in the region, demonstrating that
Australia’s aid policy is not succeeding in its second objective. Chapter Four, in a
consideration of the Forum’s recent trade negotiations, provides an example of the
limitations on Australia’s influence in the Pacific, so Australia’s aid policy is also
failing to advance Australia’s national interest. One think-tank has even suggested
that Australia should cease all aid to the Pacific (Hughes 2003). I do not endorse
this course, but it is surely in Australia’s interests to explore new and better ways of
utilising its aid.

Many politicians and academics also suggest another reason for Australia’s
active Pacific engagement: that outside powers, particularly the United States, will
judge Australia on how well it is perceived to have ‘managed’ the Pacific.9 This may
be a useful argument for marshalling the interest of Australian decision-makers, but
policymaking based solely on this reason will be self-defeating. I believe Australia
has the capacity to exercise leadership in the region, by promoting a persuasive



54

Pacific Regional Order

policy package designed to realise a prosperous shared future; but management
implies a degree of control that Australia either does not have or could not usefully
exercise (Fry 1991, 1999). In any event, the imperative for regional integration is
real enough, independent of external perceptions.10

A time for boldness

The previous chapter introduced the challenge of the rise in regionalism, including
in Asia. Australia’s Pacific links, and its membership of the Pacific Islands Forum,
have the potential to be an important vehicle in addressing this challenge.11 Australia
needs to put far more effort into its Pacific relations, and utilise this grouping for
wider leverage. In the Pacific, Australia has the standing to exercise creative
diplomacy and to maximise a strategic opportunity.

Thus, as a matter of urgency, I believe Australia must launch a regional integration
initiative that follows and improves on the European Union model. Australia must
establish a position of policy leadership that can place it at the centre of a new
regional order, rather than standing on the sidelines of emerging regional groupings
and relying on ad hoc bilateral initiatives.

Australia’s current position in the Pacific gives it the capacity to establish the
guiding principles for a new phase in the development of the Pacific Islands Forum.
The advantage of a proactive approach to regional integration is that Australia would
design the new architecture in which it would invest its sovereignty. The alternative
is to stand by and rely on participating in regional institutions created by others.

The Pacific Islands Forum offers Australia an existing regional architecture from
which to proceed—but Australia must aim to both develop the Forum’s sovereignty
and expand its membership, to transform a Forum into a Community.

New Zealand and regional order

New Zealand, as the Forum’s other richer member, is likewise a key actor—it too is
a founding member of the Forum and indeed hosted the initial meeting—and the
Forum’s evolution would be dependent on its commitment and resources.

New Zealand, like Australia, has considerable security, commercial and aid
interests in the Pacific.12 It also faces the challenge of isolation from the wider
region, and has been disappointed with Australia’s unwillingness so far to pursue a
joint approach to free trade agreements.13

Unlike Australia, however, New Zealand has demonstrated a consistent interest
in the Pacific, and greater comfort about its Pacific links. This additional interest can
be explained in part by its demography, its special responsibility for the two Forum
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members in free association with New Zealand (the Cook Islands and Niue) as well
as Tokelau, and perhaps by a greater sensitivity to the needs of smaller states
(Henderson 1996; Australia-Fiji Business Council et al. 2002). Unlike Australia,
New Zealand has never promoted a ‘hands-off’ policy to the Pacific as justification
for a lack of involvement.

New Zealand has therefore been a fertile source of ideas for promoting further
Pacific integration: notably in Norman Kirk’s proposal for a Pacific Council (Moore
1982), Jack Ridley’s (1989) proposal for a South Pacific federation, Mike Moore’s
(1982) proposal for a South Pacific economic and political community, and the New
Zealand Government Report, Towards a Pacific Community (South Pacific Policy
Review Group 1990). An important practical example of New Zealand interest is
that it led the initial Truce Monitoring Group in Bougainville, at a time when Australia’s
standing with Bougainvilleans was low. New Zealand, thus, hardly needs convincing
of the merits of greater integration and cooperation.

Of course, Australia cannot take New Zealand’s support for specific proposals
for granted. It can proceed, though, knowing that the Forum’s other developed
member has the interest in and commitment to developing its Pacific links. The
reverse has not always been true.

Conclusion

As the largest and richest member of the Pacific Islands Forum, Australian leadership
is essential in the pursuit of further integration. There has been a gradual evolution
in Australia’s relations with the Pacific, from the colonial period to the policy of
strategic denial, to the policy of constructive commitment, to the current approach
of cooperative intervention. The challenges facing Australia and other Forum
members, however, suggest it is time for a dynamic, new phase in Australia–Pacific
relations: the pursuit of regional integration.

For Australia, these challenges include the growing importance of regional
arrangements around the world, the Pacific arc of instability and the threat this
poses to Australian citizens, the need to protect Australia’s commercial interests,
and the need to improve the effectiveness of Australia’s aid program. These
challenges also largely apply to the Forum’s other rich member, New Zealand, which,
to its credit, has consistently devoted high-level interest to Pacific issues.

Only by embracing a bold new plan can Australia and New Zealand meet these
challenges. Ultimately the Forum’s two richer members can only gain from a regional
community that seeks to promote sustainable economic development, security, the
rule of law, democracy and integration with the wider region.
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Due to its size and economic weight, Australia has the capacity to be the nominal
leader of the Pacific Islands Forum, but its position is certainly not that of a hegemon
able to dictate the course of the Forum. Australia’s leadership will come through
offering attractive policy packages and an aid partnership conditional on the pursuit
of regional order. Essential is a new strategic vision for Australia’s relations with its
neighbours, and a detailed plan for how Australia and other Forum members can
achieve this.

Notes
1 New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Tonga also have military forces, and Vanuatu

and the Solomon Islands have paramilitary forces (Australian Department of Defence
2002).

2 These classifications draw on and extend those suggested by Fry (1991).
3 In possibly the last official expression of the hands-off, ‘Australia cannot do anything’

approach, Downer wrote: ‘[t]he fundamental problem is that foreigners do not have
answers for the deep-seated problems afflicting the Solomon Islands’ (Downer
2003:11).

4 Following Australia’s decision to intervene in the Solomon Islands, former Solomon
Islands Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare accused Australia of having colonial
ambitions, saying that the Solomon Islands was being ‘deliberately used as a puppet
for overseas agendas’ and that the intervention would ‘be nothing short of re-colonising
this country’ (O’Callaghan and Walters 2003:5); Vanuatu’s Foreign Minister, Serge
Vohor, also accused Australia of adopting a colonial attitude to Pacific states
(O’Callaghan and Walters 2003; Kerin and Walters 2003).

5 Fry (1996) has critiqued Australian attempts to frame the islands, then to prescribe
solutions for them, benevolent or otherwise, as expressions of Australian leadership.
However, it depends on one’s conception of leadership. Leadership is to be welcomed
if it involves the leader living up to its responsibilities, and recognising its own faults
and rectifying them. Fry does approve, for instance, of Evans’ attempts to establish a
more genuine partnership with the Forum island countries through his policy of
constructive commitment. A regional integration project could be seen as the ultimate
expression of constructive commitment, to be approached in a spirit of partnership
and common endeavour, not dominance.

6 Howard also said the Solomon Islands operation ‘sent a signal to the region that help
would be available to other troubled states should they ask’ (Walker 2003:6).

7 Article 3(d), Australia-Papua New Guinea Joint Declaration of Principles Guiding
Relations. Available at http://www.austlii.edu.au [accessed 27 February 2004].

8 Although the language is mild, it is nonetheless stronger than the US commitment
given to Australia through ANZUS, on which much of Australia’s defence planning rests
(Buckley 1989).

9 See, for example, Howard (2003a, 2003b); Australian Strategic Policy Institute (2003);
Evans and Grant (1995); Wainwright (2003). Some figures in New Zealand also
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apparently believe that external players will judge it according to how it discharges its
Pacific responsibilities (Fry 1990).

10 In the European context, Britain has excellent bilateral relations with the United States,
but pursues regional integration through the European Union because of the benefits
it brings—its views on the European Union are independent of its bilateral relationship
with the United States.

11 Consider Australia’s existing assets in terms of international political groupings, other
than the United Nations (where Australia’s effectiveness is hamstrung by its
membership of the West Europe and Others Group anyway). The two political bodies to
which Australia belongs are the Forum and the Commonwealth (the WTO and APEC are
economic bodies and the ASEAN Regional Forum and ANZUS are security arrangements).
The Commonwealth helps Australia maintain contacts with African states, but it is
otherwise too dispersed for Australia’s needs.

12 See http://www.mfat.govt.nz/foreign/regions/pacific/pacific.html and http://
www.nzaid.govt.nz/programmes/r_pac_regional.html [accessed 17 March 2004].

13 This has been made clear in my various discussions with New Zealand diplomats. See
also Harvey (2004).


