
Chapter 5

Geopolitics, Self-Determination, and China’s
Rise in Oceania

Terence Wesley-Smith

The debate about China’s rise in the Pacific Islands region, or Oceania, tends to

focus on implications for the strategic dominance of the United States and its

regional partners, particularly Australia. Although this aspect is important, it serves

to obscure the possibility that rapidly expanding bilateral relations with China are

influenced as much by island leaders and national self-interest as by Beijing and

that those leaders are helping shape the changing regional order in new and

significant ways.

This chapter explores the implications of China’s rise for the strategic, political,
and economic interests of the small number of external powers, including the

United States, which have exercised considerable influence in the Pacific Islands

since the colonial era and, more importantly, for the goals and aspirations of the

developing states of the region. It argues that China’s rising profile has caused

concern among more established external actors but left them with little option but

to accommodate the new situation. The chapter notes that China’s rise has been

generally welcomed by island leaders, offering them economic and political oppor-

tunities not readily available heretofore. The emergence of the China alternative has

disrupted long-standing networks of power and influence in the region and given

island states a degree of control over their own futures perhaps unprecedented in the

postcolonial era.

This chapter draws on materials previously published in Wesley-Smith, “China’s Rise in Oceania:
Issues and Perspectives,” Pacific Affairs 86.2, 2013, and is a revised version of a paper delivered at
the “China and the Pacific: The View from Oceania” conference held at the National University of

Samoa, 25–27 February 2015.
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5.1 China’s Rise in Oceania

Although China has a long history of interaction with Oceania, its involvement in

the region has increased significantly in recent decades. In 2006, with the value of

trade fast approaching USD 1 billion, Beijing announced plans to raise substantially

the level of its engagement with the region. At the first China-Pacific Island

Countries Economic Development and Cooperation Forum in Fiji in April of that

year, then Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao pledged to make available preferential

loans worth USD 376 million over 3 years, establish a fund to encourage Chinese

companies to invest in the region, cancel or extend debts maturing in 2005, and

remove tariffs on imports from the least developed island nations (Wen Jiabao

2010). At a follow-up meeting in Guangzhou in November 2013, Vice Premier

Wang Yang announced, among other things, an additional USD 1 billion in

concessional finance over 4 years and a further USD 1 billion in

non-concessional loans to be made available through China Development Bank

(Hayward-Jones and Brant 2013). Even if President Xi Jinping had “very little new

to announce” to Pacific leaders during his visit to Fiji in November 2014, the

occasion was of considerable symbolic importance (Hayward-Jones and Brant

2015).

Beijing now has formal relations with 8 of the 14 independent or self-governing

Pacific Island states and is increasingly active in key regional organizations,

including the Pacific Islands Forum. According to China’s Vice Premier Wang

Yang, bilateral trade has grown at an annual rate of 27% since 2006 and is now

valued at USD 4.5 billion (Yang 2013). Led by China Metallurgical Corporation’s
USD 1.4 billion Ramu nickel mining venture in Papua New Guinea, Chinese

commercial investment in the region has also increased rapidly and construction

contracts to Chinese firms now total in excess of USD 5 billion. Aid flows are more

difficult to calculate, largely because of disagreement about which transfers to

count. Although in 2013 Vice Premier Yang cited a cumulative USD 9.4 billion

for “all kinds of assistance,” Australian researcher Philippa Brant estimates that

China has distributed a much more modest total of USD 1.5 billion in development

assistance to the island states since 2006 (Yang 2013; Brant 2015). In any case, the

growth of Beijing’s support to the Pacific Islands is impressive, and China now

provides about as much as development assistance as New Zealand and is set to

overtake Japan and the United States if present trends continue. According to Brant,

“China is now the largest bilateral donor in Fiji and the second largest in the Cook

Islands, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, and Tonga” (Brant 2015: p. 2).

Scholar Yongjin Zhang argues convincingly that China’s new approach to

Oceania is best understood as “an integral part of its new diplomacy toward the

global South” (Zhang 2010). Certainly its pattern of behavior in the Pacific shares

many of the hallmarks of recent engagement with other parts of the developing

world. First, it includes multifaceted bilateral relations with a number of key

regional states, including Fiji, Samoa, and Tonga. Relations with Papua New

Guinea have proved more volatile, but its vast array of natural resources makes it
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an obvious trading partner for China (Nelson 2010). Second, China’s bilateral

agreements in the Pacific Islands typically include trade concessions, investments,

and concessionary loans, as well as aid and technical assistance. Third, there is an

emphasis on multilateral relations. The April 2006 summit in Fiji was a first for the

region. But it reflects the form and substance of similar events elsewhere, including

the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) series launched in 2000 and the

China-Caribbean Economic and Trade Cooperation Forum held for the first time in

Jamaica in February 2005. Finally, as Hong Kong-based scholar Simon Shen points

out, China’s activities overseas, including in Oceania, are increasingly character-

ized by an apparent desire to be perceived as a responsible stakeholder in the

international system (Shen 2015).

Beijing’s engagement with the Pacific Islands also has its distinctive elements. It

is worth noting, for example, that although China’s political and economic profile in

Oceania has increased dramatically in recent times, it remains modest relative to its

investment in other regions of the world—and to Australia’s level of engagement in

the Pacific. Two other factors—the search for natural resources and efforts to

expand its political influence—help to define the specific characteristics of

China’s relations with the island nations of the Pacific.

Oceania is important to China as a source of key natural resource inputs for its

burgeoning economy. China already imports significant quantities of timber and

fish from Pacific Island countries, including Solomon Islands and Papua New

Guinea. It has a particular interest in Papua New Guinea’s vast energy and mineral

resources. In March 2005, a major government-owned construction and operating

company, Chinese Metallurgical Construction (Group) Corporation, purchased a

majority interest in the giant Ramu nickel and cobalt mining project in Madang.

When it reaches full production, the mine is expected to yield 32,800 tons of nickel

annually, much of which will be exported to support China’s booming stainless

steel industry (Ramu nickel). In 2009, the China Petroleum and Chemical Corpo-

ration (Sinopec) agreed to purchase two million tons of liquefied natural gas (LNG)

annually from Papua New Guinea’s massive LNG project, making it the single

largest customer for this ExxonMobil-led initiative (Seattle Times 2009).

Although China’s quest for reliable access to natural resources helps drive its

relations with particular island states—most notably Papua New Guinea (which,

with Solomon Islands, became the largest supplier of tropical timber to China in

2011)—efforts to build political influence are region-wide. Indeed, political

motives probably best explain the relatively large number of Chinese diplomats

posted to the region, the “visit diplomacy” that brings many island leaders on

goodwill trips to Beijing every year, as well as some of the high-profile aid projects

producing sports complexes and other public facilities in island countries. Along

with similar efforts in the Caribbean and smaller countries in Africa, China hopes to

mute international criticism of its record on human rights, advance its economic

goals in institutions like the World Trade Organization (WTO), and block Japan’s
aspirations to play a more active international role. Until recently China’s efforts to
isolate Taiwan were of key importance in structuring its activities in the region.
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5.2 The Taiwan Factor

In recent years China’s growing political and economic influence has taken its toll

on Taiwan’s quest for international recognition, which dates back to its loss of UN

membership in the 1970s. Since 2003, Taiwan has lost 8 of its 30 diplomatic allies,

although it retains informal trade and other ties with many others. Taiwan remains

relatively successful in Oceania where nearly one fourth of its remaining allies are

located. Today, six Pacific Island states (Kiribati, Solomon Islands, Palau, the

Marshall Islands, Tuvalu, and Nauru) recognize Taiwan, while a further eight

(Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, the Cook Islands, Fiji, Vanuatu, the Federated

States of Micronesia, and Niue) have formal relations with China (Atkinson 2010).

The rivalry with Taiwan for recognition has been among the most controversial

aspects of China’s growing relationship with Oceania and was considered by some

a key factor influencing China’s early activities in the region (see, e.g., Dobelle

2007). Fergus Hanson, for example, once described the diplomatic rivalry with

Taiwan as “the central organizing principle of [China’s] engagement” in the Pacific

and used this to explain some perceived shortcomings in Beijing’s aid program in

the region (Hanson 2010/2011). Without this element, some commentators have

suggested, China’s involvement in the region could well turn out to be short-lived

(see, e.g., Medcalf 2010).

The “diplomatic truce” between Beijing and Taipei in recent years provides an

opportunity to evaluate these claims. The 2008 elections in Taiwan saw the

Kuomintang (KMT) party return to power after 8 years in opposition. Incoming

President Ma Ying-jeou brought with him a much more conciliatory approach to

cross-strait issues than his predecessor and immediately set about repairing the

strained relationship with China. The Chinese government responded positively to

Ma’s overtures, and, in September 2010, China’s Premier Wen commented that

political relations between the two sides had reached “the most promising point in

decades” (United Kingdom Press Association 2010). In the general elections of

January 2012, President Ma was reelected by a comfortable margin, and relations

with Beijing have continued to improve. These developments support Chinese

foreign policy expert Robert Sutter’s claim that the balance of power in cross-

strait relations has tilted significantly toward China (Sutter 2011).

In the Pacific, changes on the Taiwan side of the equation have been readily

apparent. Taipei’s 2009 White Paper on Foreign Aid Policy signaled a move away

from “check book diplomacy,” and toward “appropriate motives, due diligence, and

effective practices” in the delivery of aid (Republic of China 2009). During a visit

to Solomon Islands in March 2010, President Ma declared that Taiwan and China

had “stopped trying to win over each other’s diplomatic allies” (Garrett 2010).

Although the “diplomatic truce” has frozen attempts to reduce the number of states

that recognize Taiwan, it has not precipitated other significant changes in Beijing’s
policy toward Oceania. Indeed, the November 2013 meeting with regional leaders

in Guangzhou and a year later in Fiji suggests that China’s interest in the region

continues on an upward trajectory.
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It is too soon to properly assess the impact of improved China-Taiwan relations

on Beijing’s attitude toward the Pacific. For one thing, the truce itself could well be
compromised by any number of developments, including a resurgence of support

for independence among the Taiwanese electorate or a hardening stance in the US

Congress toward arm sales to Taipei. Furthermore, as Simon Shen argues, the

whole focus on the “diplomatic truce” may itself be misguided. Instead, Shen

suggests that Beijing’s tolerance of the status quo reflects a new foreign policy

emphasis designed to demonstrate that China is a responsible power in the inter-

national system. Shen argues that the larger strategic design is no longer to win over

the remaining states that recognize Taipei, but to “pave the way for future Chinese

reunification and the ‘Chinese dream’ by engaging all kinds of possible state and

non-state actors.” He suggests further that this approach may well persist even if

President Ma and the KMT fall from power in the next elections (Shen forthcom-

ing). In any event, it is clear that, although competition with Taiwan has been an

important component of Beijing’s foreign policy in Oceania, it is not the only or

even the most important factor driving Beijing’s activities in the region.

5.3 Changing Geopolitics

Some Western commentators have expressed concern that the rise of China in

Oceania will alter the strategic balance in a part of the world long dominated by the

United States and its regional allies, particularly Australia (Henderson and Reilly

2003; Windybank 2005). However, Beijing’s activities in the Pacific Islands pro-

vide little evidence of a grand strategy driven by hegemonic aspirations. Certainly,

the notion of “hard balancing” with military power seems farfetched, at least as it

might implicate the Pacific Islands region.

Like their global counterparts, regional threat scenarios usually reference

China’s growing military expenditure and expanding naval capacity. However,

the impact of an impressive increase in military spending may not be quite as

significant as some Western commentators suggest, and, in any case, it is clear that

China will not have the military capacity to challenge the global dominance of the

United States any time soon (see, e.g., Erickson and Liff 2013; Lanteigne 2012). It

is also important to note that creating such global capabilities has not been a priority

for Beijing. Instead, military planners have focused consistently on a narrowly

defined set of strategic objectives in the East and South China Seas.

The dramatic increase in the capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army Navy

to operate in the Near Seas (i.e., inside the “first island chain”) has significant

implications for the interests of the United States and its allies in the Asia-Pacific

region, especially coupled with Beijing’s new assertiveness in pursuing its objec-

tives there. Indeed, the recent declaration of an air defense identification zone

(ADIZ) in the East China Sea moves to regulate foreign fishing in the South

China Sea, and the ongoing dispute with Japan over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands

leads scholar Denny Roy to conclude that there is intent on the part of China “to
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establish a maritime sphere of influence, with exclusive rights to resources” (Roy

2014). Whether that is the case or not, it is clear that the long-standing ability of the

US Navy to operate “whenever and wherever it wants” in the Western Pacific is

now compromised and that this represents a potentially serious axis of friction

between the two powers, as well as between China and regional neighbors like

Japan, Vietnam, South Korea, and the Philippines (Kaplan 2010: p. 34).

The implications of all of this for the island countries of Oceania are less clear.

Most of the Pacific Island states do not lie close to the strategic sea lanes that service

China’s burgeoning trade in raw materials and energy or to marine chokepoints,

such as the Straits of Malacca. Few would appear to offer strategic assets in the

event of conflict with Taiwan, and those that might, like Guam and the Common-

wealth of the Northern Marianas, are already firmly under US strategic control and,

in the case of Guam, heavily militarized. And none are directly implicated in the

ongoing disputes associated with China’s contested Near Seas periphery. Some

commentators have suggested that China is actively seeking port facilities in the

region for its naval vessels, citing Chinese-funded wharf and port development

projects in Tonga, Papua New Guinea, and elsewhere (see, e.g., Yanada 2012).

However, there is no evidence that these projects have been instigated for anything

other than commercial purposes—and no apparent reason why China’s military

planners would prioritize such initiatives under present circumstances.

The evidence for some forms of “soft balancing” in Oceania is more solid.

Tokyo’s unease with recent developments is clear, and Japanese scholar Kobayashi

Isumi states bluntly that the substantial increase in aid to the Pacific Islands

announced in May 2006 was intended to counter Beijing’s growing sway in the

region (Isumi 2010). Furthermore, the United States, which has maintained a

relatively low profile in the region since the end of the Cold War, is now attempting

to “renew its focus and commitment” to the island nations through enhanced

diplomatic efforts and increased financial assistance (Campbell 2010). Although

perhaps not the only factor driving this change in posture, the rise of China in

Oceania is clearly an important part of Washington’s new strategic equation.

However, it is notable that neither of these balancing initiatives have lived up to

initial expectations, at least as they impact the Pacific Islands region. There have

been no more dramatic increases in Japanese aid in recent years, and the most

significant development at Japan’s most recent Pacific Island Leaders Meeting in

Okinawa in 2012 was the inclusion of the United States in the talks and a renewed

commitment to cooperation in aid delivery (Brien 2012). The reopening of a

USAID office in the islands region in October 2011, this time in Port Moresby,

demonstrated a symbolic return to an earlier profile for the United States, as has a

steep rise in the number of visits by American officials to island capitals and

regional meetings. However, at least to date, this new commitment appears to

lack both coherence and substance. US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton arrived

at the 2012 meeting of the Pacific Islands Forum in the Cook Islands to great

fanfare, but her pledge of an additional USD 32 million in US aid was modest by

any standards. The Obama administration’s pivot to Asia-Pacific, it seems, is much

more about Asia and much less about the insular Pacific.
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When it comes to increased interest in the region, the main actor is clearly

Australia. Researcher Jonathan Pryke identifies a boom in aid to the Pacific Islands

region from OECD sources (i.e., excluding China) in recent decades, with Australia

accounting for the lion’s share (65%) of the total increase since 2002 (Pryke 2013).

However, the trigger for this surge in aid is not directly related to the rise of China.

Rather it is fueled by the emergence of a new conventional wisdom that makes

connections between security threats and “failed” and “failing” states (Wesley-

Smith 2008). Consistent with what expert Shahar Hameiri calls the “securitization”

of regional aid programs, a large portion of Australia’s aid has gone to support an

interventionist state building effort in Solomon Islands, which experienced signif-

icant domestic conflict in the early years of the century, and to regional programs

also heavily focused on good governance and state capacity-building initiatives

(Hameiri 2008). China does not subscribe to this reform agenda and is therefore

seen by decision-makers in Canberra as placing such initiatives in jeopardy.

5.4 Competition and Cooperation

In the present century, the ultimate objective of Australian aid and diplomacy in the

region remains the strengthening of the neoliberal state in island places. The

urgency of the task has increased with a heightened awareness of “nontraditional”

transnational security threats such as pandemics, drug and people smuggling, and

terrorism – the latter especially after the events of 9/11, as well as the 2002 Bali

terrorist bombing that killed a large number of Australian citizens. The main focus

is on preventing state failure or, as in the case of the Solomon Islands, rebuilding

dysfunctional state institutions. The means to achieve these ends have become more

aggressive, with Australia prepared to intervene more directly in the domestic

affairs of island states (Fry and Kabutaulaka 2008). Multilateral efforts are also

an essential part of this threat-reduction strategy. In particular, the Secretariat of the

Pacific Islands Forum, the premier regional organization, has been seen as a key

conduit for promoting reform efforts, guided until recently by the Pacific Plan, a

“master strategy” for regional integration heavily influenced by neoliberal ideas

(Hameiri 2009).

The major concern for Australia and other established powers active in the

region is that the rise of China will disrupt the extensive structures of regional

influence carefully constructed over many years to preempt nontraditional security

risks. At issue is, first of all, Beijing’s long-standing practice of providing support to
its aid partners without political conditions, except adherence to the “one China”

policy. This provides Pacific leaders with the opportunity of avoiding some of the

unwanted pressure associated with the aid-leveraged, Western-led reform agenda.

However, it is worth noting that Beijing’s bilateral agreements do not require

island states to modify or relinquish their ties with Western powers, and recent

multilateral initiatives appear specifically designed not to replace the existing

architecture of regional cooperation. Indeed, Beijing has been careful to work
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within established Pacific regional organizations and to avoid any direct challenges

to existing patterns of leadership. Perhaps in part to assuage Australian fears that a

rising China would derail ongoing attempts to enhance regional cooperation and

encourage good governance, Beijing pledged support for the Pacific Plan, then a

major blueprint for such efforts. In February 2008, it also signed the Kavieng

Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, a local version of the Paris Declaration on Aid

Effectiveness, which provides guidelines for donor countries involved in Papua

New Guinea (Kavieng Declaration 2008). However, in September 2011 China

indicated that there were limits to its willingness to conform when it made it

clear that it would not be bound by the Cairns Compact, a 2009 agreement of the

Pacific Islands Forum, which identifies strict criteria for regulating regional devel-

opment efforts.

Critics also cite a range of other China-related actions that they regard as

disruptive to regional order. These include the unpredictability of aid flows from

year to year, the lack of provision for the long-term maintenance of infrastructure

projects, a lack of transparency in dealings with Chinese government officials, and

the lack of local flow-on benefits from construction projects where everything,

including labor, is imported from China (Hanson 2009). These are familiar com-

plaints from other parts of the global South, where some observers have argued that

these shortcomings reflect the inadequacies of China’s aid bureaucracy, or the

ineptitude or inexperience of Chinese companies, and raise the possibility that at

least some of these points of friction will improve over time (see, e.g., Brautigam

2009). Scholar Graeme Smith researched labor practices during the construction

phase of the massive Chinese-operated Ramu nickel mine in Papua New Guinea

and discovered a disturbing array of health, safety, and pay issues. Smith attributes

these issues to a number of factors, including the inexperience of the Chinese

company involved, working conditions back home, and efforts to keep costs

down. But he also found evidence of a learning curve, as new investors learn

from their mistakes and find better ways of “getting things done” as a matter of

corporate self-interest (Smith 2013a, b).

A key factor often overlooked in the critical analysis of China’s rise in Oceania

is that not every activity undertaken by Chinese actors overseas is coordinated and

controlled by state officials in Beijing. Especially since Beijing’s “going out”

strategy was implemented in the mid-1990s, Chinese companies have significant

incentives to invest abroad and seem to be exercising an increasing degree of

independence from state control. Chinese companies are increasingly involved in

a whole range of projects in the region including large-scale resource extraction,

industrial initiatives such as tuna processing, infrastructure development, as well as

smaller-scale retail and wholesale activities. Although the “going out” policy was

predicated on close collaboration between the state and Chinese corporations, and

many of these companies are state-owned, often it is the corporations rather than the

state that take the lead in overseas commercial ventures. Work by Philippa Brant

analyzing Chinese-led resource development projects in Fiji and Papua New

Guinea sees little evidence that these initiatives are driven by aid and diplomacy.

Rather, it finds that it is more common for the companies to negotiate access with
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local actors before “bringing the state with them” to provide grants and interest-free

or concessionary loans and move the project forward (Brant 2013b). Increasingly

the logic associated with the expanding Chinese presence in the region has more to

do with commercial factors than foreign policy directives emanating from Beijing.

It also suggests that the ability of state officials to control disruptive commercial

activity may be limited—even when that activity runs counter to China’s own

diplomatic goals (Brant 2013b).

An emerging focus of concern for critics of China’s activities in the region is the
amount of debt assumed by island governments in Chinese-funded infrastructure

projects. They point out that Samoa, the Cook Islands, and Tonga have already

taken on levels of debt from China’s Exim Bank that are unsustainable in these

small economies, even at concessional rates of interest. And they worry that the

assistance package announced at the 2013 Guangzhou forum provides for a further

USD 2 billion in concessional and non-concessional loans over the next 4 years

(see, e.g., Pacific Institute of Public Policy 2013). These are legitimate concerns

because, if past patterns are any guide, the most important actors facilitating access

to these loans will be Chinese corporations with little interest in the longer-term

ramifications for government debt loads or default.

5.5 Self-Determination

Some analysts have argued that China has exploited particular regional vulnerabil-

ities to establish itself in Oceania and, in the process, encouraged corruption and

instability in island states. Not only do these allegations remain unsubstantiated, but

they serve to obscure the possibility that bilateral relations with China are

influenced as much by island leaders and national self-interest as by some grand

strategy devised in Beijing (see, e.g., Henderson and Reilly 2003; Windybank

2005). A 2010 collection of country-level studies of relations between Pacific

Island states and China and Taiwan belies any sense of external domination or

manipulation (Wesley-Smith and Porter 2010). What we see instead are Pacific

Island leaders making rational decisions about what they see as their best interests

in the face of changing opportunities in the external environment. Although there

may be concern about large and relatively unfamiliar powers acquiring significant

stakes in Pacific futures, there is also clear appreciation of what those powers can

bring to the table. Officials acknowledge the fact that China pledges not to interfere

in domestic policy, comment on governance or other development issues, or attach

conditions to transfers of aid and other resources. Pacific leaders also respond

positively to the egalitarian qualities of contemporary Chinese diplomacy, noting

that they are treated with respect regardless of their nation’s size, resource endow-
ment, or system of government.

Perhaps the most important element associated with China’s heightened pres-

ence is the opening up of new options. For the first time in generations, Pacific

leaders can make new choices regarding aid, trade, and investment opportunities, as
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well as contemplate alternatives to dominant development paradigms often

presented as necessary, universal, and nonnegotiable. In 2012 President Anote

Tong of Kiribati noted the new level of engagement in the region by outside powers

and indicated that he found “these initiatives most welcome indeed. . .. It is nice to
be relevant” (Tong 2012).

It is clear, for example, that the nature of China’s evolving relationship with Fiji
has been determined as much by decision-makers in Suva as by their counterparts in

Beijing. Fiji’s “Look North” policy emerged in the aftermath of the so-called

civilian coup of 2000 as an effort to diversify diplomatic and economic relations

away from traditional partners pressuring Fiji to restore democratic institutions.

This coincided with China’s interest in raising its regional profile, and the relation-

ship between the two countries has grown significantly, especially since the 2006

military coup further deepened the divide with Western countries (Tarte 2010).

However, it is important to note that, while former military commander and current

Prime Minister Frank Bainimarama has repeatedly emphasized the significance of

these ties, China has not always reciprocated with pointed statements of its own.

Indeed, Beijing has been at pains not to over-exploit this opportunity for regional

influence so as to avoid any direct confrontation with Fiji’s traditional partners,

particularly Australia. Before Fiji’s return to elected government in 2014, Hanson

and Hayward-Jones accused China of “bankrolling a pariah military dictatorship”

(Hanson and Hayward-Jones 2009). But Beijing’s decision to continue its relation-

ship with Fiji when others decided to impose sanctions is entirely consistent with its

pledge not to interfere in the domestic affairs of partner states.

Furthermore, it seems that much of the increase in Chinese economic activity in

Fiji in recent years has nothing to do with any special favors from Beijing. Rather,

in typical fashion, most of these resource and infrastructure development projects

have been initiated by Chinese companies, with funding either from the pool of

concessional financing made available to the region and announced by Premier

Wen Jiabao in 2010 or on commercial terms from the China Development Bank

(Brant 2013a, b).

5.6 A New Regional Order

In an influential assessment of the potential for geostrategic competition in Oceania

resulting from the rise of China, Australia’s Lowy Institute analyst Jenny Hayward-
Jones concludes that the region is “big enough for all of us” (Hayward-Jones 2013).

This echoes comments made by US Secretary of State Clinton at the 2012 meeting

of the Pacific Islands Forum and is based on two main arguments. The first is that, to

date, China has not demonstrated an explicit desire to compete for leadership in the

region. The second is that, even if that did become a priority sometime in the future,

China’s ability to “challenge a well-established order dominated by a number of

key external powers with whom the countries of the region have long-standing and

deep ties” remains in doubt (Hayward-Jones 2013: p. 7).
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Hayward-Jones’ reassuring analysis reflects an emerging consensus in the West-

ern countries most active in the region, particularly Australia and New Zealand.

Despite ongoing concerns about the longer-term implications of China’s rise in

Oceania, and keenly aware of their own growing economic entanglements with

China, decision-makers in Canberra and Wellington have responded pragmatically

to the new situation. In 2012, then Australian Parliamentary Secretary for Pacific

Island Affairs Richard Marles indicated that China’s increased presence in the

region was “fundamentally welcomed” by Australia, and, in April 2013, Australia

signed the Australia-China Development Cooperation Memorandum of Under-

standing, which allows for cooperation on aid initiatives involving health issues

and water resource management (Marles 2012; Byfield 2013). Former New Zealand

diplomat Chris Elders and scholar Robert Ayson note that New Zealand was

already benefitting from China’s rise and needs “to adjust to the reality of China’s
growing South Pacific influence” (Elders and Ayson 2012). In 2012, New Zealand

and China agreed to collaborate on a project to improve water quality in Rarotonga,

Cook Islands (New Zealand Aid Programme 2012).

The Hayward-Jones analysis begs some questions about the effectiveness of the

Western-dominated order, however large and well-established, especially if that

means an ability to ensure conformity and progress toward identified goals. It is not

clear if the Canberra-based reform agenda has actually helped strengthen state

institutions across the region, enhance “good governance,” or foster rapid economic

growth. Indeed, the most recent survey of progress toward the Millennium Devel-

opment Goals shows decidedly mixed results in Pacific Island countries, even in

those island states, like Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, where Australian

involvement is most intense (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat 2013). Perhaps the

most telling test of effectiveness is in the Solomon Islands, where in 2013 the

Australian-led Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) inter-

vention celebrated its tenth anniversary and is in the process of transferring its

functions to more conventional aid mechanisms. Most commentators agree that the

RAMSI initiative has made progress on all three pillars of its stated mission, i.e.,

restoration of law and order, improving the machinery of government, and promot-

ing economic growth. However, most also express concern about the sustainability

of these pillars after the well-resourced expatriate officials who have occupied key

positions in the bureaucracy depart for home (see, e.g., Allen and Dinnen 2013).

Perhaps most important, the Hayward-Jones paper underestimates the signifi-

cance of Pacific Islander agency in influencing the nature and direction of change in

the region. She goes so far as to claim that “most of the Island states. . . (with the

possible exception of Fiji) are not seeking to change the regional order, even if they

could. . ..” (Hayward-Jones 2013: p. 13). This ignores growing evidence of dissat-

isfaction with the status quo. In October 2012, for example, President of Kiribati

Anote Tong expressed his disappointment at the lack of international action on

important global issues, particularly climate change, and went on to call for “a new

paradigm shift where the Pacific needs to chart its own course and lead global

thinking in crucial areas such as climate change, ocean governance and sustainable

development” (Tong 2012). Other indications of this desire to chart a more
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independent course include mounting regional resistance to PACER Plus and other

free trade initiatives actively promoted by external powers, the demise of the Pacific

Plan in the face of the blistering critique of island leaders, and the successful 2013

effort to get French Polynesia reinscribed on the UN list of nonself-governing

territories to be decolonized, despite strong opposition from France and without

the endorsement of traditional partners like the United Kingdom, Australia, and

New Zealand. In a recent article, Sandra Tarte argues that some significant changes

in Pacific Islands regionalism, including declining support for the Pacific Islands

Forum (which includes Australia and New Zealand as members), the increasing

prominence of the Melanesian Spearhead Group, and the 2013 establishment of the

Pacific Islands Development Forum, are “driven by the discontent of a growing

number of island states with the established regional order and by a desire to assert

greater control over their own future” (Tarte 2014). Despite the full restoration of

relations with Australia after the 2014 elections, Fiji, which Hayward-Jones iden-

tified as the “possible exception” to her rule about satisfaction with the status quo,

continues to assert that it will not return to the Pacific Islands Forum unless

Australia and New Zealand withdraw their membership.

China’s increased presence in Oceania, which will likely continue to expand, has
not created the new assertiveness of island leaders, but it has facilitated a number of

significant changes in long-established patterns of power and influence in this vast

sea of islands. It has opened up alternatives to long-standing political and economic

relationships and, in the process, exposed some weaknesses in a regional order

largely designed and managed by the Western powers active in the region. It has

provided Pacific Island leaders the opportunity to push back against an unpopular

aid-leveraged regional reform agenda and put them in a strong position to influence

the shape of a changing regional order.
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