
Devpolicy Blog from the Development Policy Centre Page 1 of 3

Peter Forau on
why the
Melanesian
Spearhead Group
is a success
 

by Tess Newton Cain
 

5 March 2013

 

Tess Newton Cain recently caught up with Peter Forau, the Director General of the
Melanesian Spearhead Group Secretariat. You can read the full transcript of their
interview here or download it as a podcast here. But for the edited highlights, read
on…

This year the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) will celebrate its 25th birthday.
Each member country (PNG, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji and the FLNKS) will
have a week of celebratory events and a leaders’ summit will take place in Noumea
in June. This year commenced with a symposium held in Port Vila at which leaders
past and present spoke. Mr Forau highlighted the importance of this dialogue: “For
me, as the head of the secretariat, I found it very useful that we did have that space.
It was the first time ever we’ve been able to talk among ourselves about who we
are, and what we can do together successfully, and how we can go forward in
addressing some of our needs.”

Among the highlights of the MSG during the last 25 years, Mr Forau identified the
signing of the Agreed Principles in 1988 (the formulation of which he described as
“the only operational trade agreement in the region”), the recognition of the MSG as
an international organisation by the UN in 2008 and the establishment of the
Secretariat in 2008. Mr Forau acknowledged that issues relating to the chairing
arrangements for the MSG had been problematic in 2010, but noted that “… we
were able to resort to our cultural ties to help us resolve that issue. So it didn’t last
long. It was resolved and now we don’t regard it as a low point at all.”

Looking ahead to the next 25 years, Mr Forau identified a number of challenges. In
relation to international dialogue he said: “The other challenge of course is how we
can help our members to be stronger internationally in terms of the discussions
going around, some of the global challenges, climate change, and some of the trade
issues. All of Melanesia now, apart from New Caledonia, are members of the WTO.

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/18884988/Pacific%20conversations/1.%20Transcript%20of%20interview%20with%20Peter%20Forau.docx
https://dl.dropbox.com/u/18884988/Devpolicy/10%20Interview%20with%20Peter%20Forau%20on%20the%20Melanesian%20Spearhead%20Group.MP3
http://www.gouv.nc/portal/page/portal/gouv/
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We want our members to have a stronger voice in what happens at the WTO. And
we want the Secretariat to be able to help them do that.”

In relation to inclusiveness, he identified empowering women to participate politically
and economically as an area where further work was required. He also noted that
the MSG Leaders were aware of the need to support the young people of the
region, acknowledging that “we haven’t done enough for them in terms of ensuring
their education, in terms of ensuring the economic activities in which they can
participate and therefore become active members of their economies.”

In relation to New Caledonia, Mr Forau provided a detailed explanation of how the
MSG Secretariat was supporting the Kanaky leadership as they work through the
various stages of the Noumea Accord. He described how the MSG was facilitating
learning from nearby neighbours: “we are helping the Kanaky leadership to visit
East Timor, for example, to learn from how they have been able to invest in nation
building after their struggles, to learn from their governing arrangements and that
sort of thing.”

Mr Forau acknowledged that wider conversations about decolonisation in Melanesia
are somewhat more nebulous than those that surround the issue of the Kanaky
people. But he did concede that “… the public is also making some noises about
how our grouping can call ourselves Melanesian when actually the whole of
Melanesia is not free, for example, without making any specific references. And the
international community of course has begun to ask questions. The UN Secretary
General, while in Auckland, made a very specific statement that he believed there
was a case for one of the remaining territories, or part of a country, to be
decolonised, for example.”

While discussing the relationships among the Pacific Islands Forum and within the
MSG, Mr Forau acknowledged that some commentators believed that the sub-
regional arenas were where things got done. He noted that the MSG is a small
group, which makes the dynamic possibly easier to manage. It also helps that
Australia and New Zealand aren’t involved. “The other point is — and I’m sorry to
say this but it’s only because it is a fact that I’m able to say it quite easily — the
involvement of our bigger countries in regional organisations. Obviously they have
the capacity to shape, and maybe set a bit more influence on, the work program
and, for example, what kind of direction suits an organisation in terms of how you do
your business. We don’t have that challenge.”

For this and other reasons, including its smaller size and greater commonality of
membership, MSG is “seen to be a bit more effective in relating to our members and
delivering services to them than the CROP [Pacific-wide] organisations.” In the
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future, while “the regional architecture will remain as it is” there will be “stronger
partnerships between our groupings and the other sub-regional groupings.”

Finally, Mr Forau commented on the vexed issue of the Pacific’s regional
organisations, drawing on his wealth of experience with the Pacific Islands Forum
Secretariat, the Forum Fisheries Agency and the MSG Secretariat. Current
structures are not working well. For example, on the issue of climate change he
believes that “We have failed terribly to make an impact internationally because we
have almost three regional organisations trying to help the region but in different
directions.” The ideal would be “a single regional organisation with different
agencies to reflect the expertise needed.”

This is the first in a series of interviews that Tess Newton Cain is undertaking with
various Pacific leaders and influential voices.

Peter Forau is the Director General of the Melanesian Spearhead Group
Secretariat.

Tess Newton Cain is a Research Associate at the Development Policy Centre.
Based in Vanuatu, she specialises in developing knowledge connections to support
policy-making in the Pacific island region.
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