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The China-in-the-Pacific dilemma has once again hit the headlines in Australia, this
time with a proposed naval base in Vanuatu. It was promptly rejected by the
Vanuatu government, but the likelihood of having Chinese military hardware on a
long-term basis in the Pacific has raised significant discussion on the strategic
implications for Australia and its allies.

Australia has long maintained a well-established and enduring relationship with the
people of the Pacific. But China’s influence is undeniably increasing. Its investment
in soft power in particular has been a success, not only in economic terms but also
in the lives of ordinary people. Chinese infrastructure projects, while not always
successful, have enabled access to government services, giving people a sense of
modernity and development. China’s growing diaspora in the Pacific is also
increasingly active in community engagements and maintain a close influence on
local politics.

China’s people-to-people relations continue to expand as it becomes a first
responder to disaster relief efforts, shows goodwill through local charities, and
provides scholarships for Pacific students to prestigious Chinese universities. To
bridge the cultural gap, China is currently considering building Chinese language
schools in the Pacific, beginning with Papua New Guinea.

Australia believes, as part of its strategic policy, that a secure Pacific means a
secure Australia. China’s emergence in the Pacific is seen by some as a threat to
this state of order.

Recent rhetoric in Australia seems to be aimed towards pressuring Canberra to
deepen its engagement with the Pacific as a way of countering China and projecting
Australia as a partner of choice for the Pacific countries. But these approaches are
not new, considering Australia’s extensive awareness of China’s influence in the
region. Australia’s interest in the Pacific has varied over the years, but the Chinese
question – at least in the last two decades – has been a cornerstone of Australia’s
strategic policy.

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/china-eyes-vanuatu-military-base-in-plan-with-global-ramifications-20180409-p4z8j9.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-04-10/reports-china-wants-military-base-in-vanuatu/9635742
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/many-questions-about-china-s-vanuatu-ambition
http://interactives.lowyinstitute.org/publications/PNGin2017/png-in-2017-changing-geopolitical-dynamics-for-papua-new-guinea.html
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/belt-and-road-nowhere-china-s-incoherent-aid-papua-new-guinea
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/belt-and-road-nowhere-china-s-incoherent-aid-papua-new-guinea
http://dailypost.vu/opinion/a-look-at-what-china-aid-has-been-doing-for/article_ed8a6158-842c-516b-848a-736c9b27e8db.html
https://myaccount.news.com.au/sites/theaustralian/subscribe.html?sourceCode=TAWEB_WRE170_a_GGL&mode=premium&dest=https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/foreign-affairs/china-gift-triggers-more-australian-quake-aid-for-png/news-story/fae096c44f8314c14e78e385475c1663&memtype=anonymous
http://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Docs/2016-Defence-White-Paper.pdf
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/stronger-together-safeguarding-australia-s-security-interests-through-closer-pacific-0
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However, one problem is how this issue is framed and perceived. Rhetoric in
Australia has mostly been about countering China in order to secure Australia’s
interests in the Pacific. There is less discussion about Pacific interests or, more
specifically, how Australia’s position on China would secure Pacific interests. While
the rhetoric about ‘securing Australia’s interests in the Pacific’ is hoisted with zeal
here in Australia, it is viewed among some in the Pacific as neo-colonialist. Pacific
leaders do not want to be seen succumbing to securing Australia’s interest at the
expense of that of their people.

Unlike in the past, Pacific leaders are increasingly assertive and well-informed of the
geopolitical nuances currently at play in the region. They have intelligent military
and political advisors dedicated to consolidating their sovereignty and exploiting the
current geopolitical tussle, while acutely sensitive to any sign of bullying or
cohesion.

Australia was traditionally a leader in the Pacific, but this has been reconfigured.
China sees past Australia to the United States as the force to be reckoned with in
the region, and that is apparent to Pacific leaders. Australia’s prestige and influence
is declining in this new regional order, although it still maintains a strong influence
on the people’s ‘hearts and minds.’ In the Embarrassed Colonist, Sean Dorney
refers to the lack of Pacific content in Australia’s public consciousness as an
important reminder of the disconnect between modern Australia and the people of
the Pacific.

Australia will need to return to the time when the Pacific was part of Australia’s
‘family’. The Pacific is embedded in Australia’s history (for instance, see section 51
(xxx) of the Australian Constitution). The camaraderie during the Second World II
continues to project Australia as brave, while colonialism ties Australia to a common
history and shared responsibility to the Pacific.

Australia needs to consider these close historic and political relations when
contemplating the appropriate approach to the Chinese question. Australia is not
alone in its anxiety over China’s influence. The people of the Pacific are also wary of
China, as its system of government, business model and institutions are at odds
with their democratic society. Chinese business influence has resulted in violence in
the past. China is aware of these sensitivities.

Within this context, Australia is not an outsider. The important question for Australia,
then, is not how Australia can secure its interests in the Pacific, but how Australia’s
position can secure Pacific interests in the Pacific and beyond. This approach will
require Australia to be genuine and make some sacrifices. Pacific leaders will
honour Australia’s sacrifice if they see it. If this approach is appropriately framed, it

https://www.penguin.com.au/books/the-embarrassed-colonialist-penguin-special-9780143573951
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/world/papua-new-guinea-vow-to-burn-all-asian-shops/news-story/9c82d79940397fa3cfc9f63cbb937f99?sv=8a7392e3a5f296b562a911fc70250ec1
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will bolster the rule-based regional order Australia intends to create, as well as
restore respect of Australia.

Such respect is likely to be followed by appropriate compromises among Pacific
leaders, who would be satisfied that Australia has done all it could to secure Pacific
interests in regional and global platforms on issues pertinent to the Pacific, such as
climate change, good governance, infrastructure development, trade, etc. Foreign
relations are about giving as well as taking, and Australia must be prepared to give
the Pacific its proper place of importance if Australia is to receive good tidings from
the Pacific in return.

Otherwise, this anxiety about China in the Pacific is likely to continue, as Pacific
countries, feeling restless and neglected, search for new allies.
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