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2005-2025: era of Pacific labour mobility
Proportion of total population 20-54 years in 2021 working in the SWP, PLS (PALM) & 

RSE in financial year 2022-23, per cent
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2020s and beyond: era of Pacific free(r) 
movement
• 2022: Australian PEV 
• 2023: Falepili Union
• 2023 and 2024: Endorsement of free movement from prominent Pacific leaders

• Samoa PM Fiamē Naomi Mata’afa: “called on New Zealand and Australia to live up to their “Pacific 
family” rhetoric and look into a European Union-style free movement of people around the region.”

• Solomon Islands PM Manasseh Sogavare: “emphasised Solomon Islands’ call to Australia for a 
serious and genuine dialogue on a visa reciprocal arrangement”

• Fiji Deputy PM Biman Prasad: “The next step must surely be a visa-free Pacific. That is the most 
basic building block for integration. This is not about incremental increases to some categories of 
visas, but accepting that Australia and the Blue Pacific are part of a shared region in the world. The 
whole region can be a vibrant region of mobility and opportunities for Australians and all Pacific 
islanders – not a region of opportunity and mobility only for our elites and the highly skilled.

• Fiji PM Sitivini Rabuka: supported the call “for regional integration that would include visa-free 
travel”

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/samoa-pm-calls-out-nz-and-australia-over-pacific-family-urges-eu-style-free-movement-of-labour-and-travel/E2JBKV5OU5CEXJBCIRJL3GFPSM/
https://islandsbusiness.com/news-break/solomon-islands-reciprocal-visa-waiver/
https://devpolicy.org/australia-in-the-blue-pacific-a-shift-for-the-century-20231207/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/Speeches/English/PM-SITIVENI-RABUKA-AT-THE-IMF-PACIFIC-HIGH-LEVEL-C?fbclid=IwAR0r2XqmAOcrYTz_B8EQT8KJgDjAX2H6g2XoN3UyD5ShrendSRUP38AKJEk


2020s and beyond: era of Pacific free(r) 
movement
• 2024: The Pacific Islands Forum starts to get on board

• Forum SG endorses the idea
• “We must advocate for freer movement of our people within the islands including Australia 

and New Zealand, to facilitate greater regional economic cooperation and integration.”
• FEMM discusses the idea

• “Ministers also raised the possibility of visa-free movement”
• And “welcomed the proposal for an assessment of socio-economic and cultural impacts of human 

mobility in the Pacific “
• Leaders’ Meeting weighs in (??)



Why has free(r) movement moved up the 
agenda?
• Labour mobility (though also a source of caution)
• Delinked from political integration agenda
• Climate change
• China
• Economic integration receiving renewed attention: Pacific 

Roadmap for Economic Development (PRED) with focus of 
regional cooperation and integration

• Other strategies haven’t worked (e.g. PACER Plus)



What is free(r) movement?

• Easy travel
• Visa on arrival
• Multiple-entry visas
• Electronic visa

• Preferential migration
• Travel with work rights
• Permanent or indefinite residency



Free(r) movement: not a utopian idea - Pacific

• New Zealand, Australia, Cook Islands, Tokelau, Niue already enjoy 
full freedom of movement.

• FSM, Palau and RMI enjoy unrestricted migration rights to the US
• New Caledonia, French Polynesia and France enjoy full freedom 

of movement.
• Most Pacific countries have visa on arrival arrangements, tho not 

Australia and NZ (except for each other).



Free(r) movement – not a utopian idea - 
Globally• “Regional agreements facilitating mobility have proliferated, and now involve around 120 
countries, either at a bilateral or multilateral level.” https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3529143 

https://www.imidaily.com/analysis/the-9-supranational-settlement-blocs-where-citizenship-in-one-country-lets-you-live-in-others/ 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3529143
https://www.imidaily.com/analysis/the-9-supranational-settlement-blocs-where-citizenship-in-one-country-lets-you-live-in-others/


ASEAN: Mutual visa free policy among ASEAN members



Possible reforms: easy travel

• Introduce a Pacific Business Travel Card (modelled on the APEC Business 
Travel Card).

• Formalise the Pacific-Australia Card.
• Continue to reduce processing time for visas to travel to Australia.
• Removal of transit visa requirement for Fijians travelling through NZ 

(done)



Possible reforms: preferential migration

• New Zealand to expand its Pacific Access Category to other 
Pacific countries

• Australia to introduce a PNG-specific PEV
• Other countries to enter into bilateral security-migration deals 

with Australia as Tuvalu has done
• Expand the Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement (1973) to include 

other interested Pacific island countries



Possible reforms: process

• Freer movement needs to be on the Forum agenda, and clearly
• The Forum should agree to the free or freer movement of people 

as a principle or common aspiration
• Countries should report annually on progress against this goal.



Implications for research community 

• Our research agenda needs to expand beyond Pacific labour 
mobility to look at Pacific migration

• Studies of the Pacific diaspora
• Studies of emigration: trends, drivers, impacts
• Evaluations of free movement schemes/mechanisms.
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