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The signing of a treaty between China and Solomon Islands has instigated a frenzy
of development spending in the Pacific by Australia, New Zealand and even the US.
This has been readily labelled by cynics as a geostrategic political response to
China’s increasing influence.

Surprisingly, there is little discussion of a treaty that Australia and New Zealand
themselves spent more than two decades negotiating with all the Pacific Islands
Forum (PIF) member countries – the Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic
Relations, or PACER Plus. This agreement could have achieved far more than the
current flood of development aid, had Australia listened to Pacific voices, as they
say they wish to do now.

The PACER Plus negotiations led to an unsatisfactory conclusion because only the
smaller Pacific countries (including Solomon Islands) signed, but not Papua New
Guinea and Fiji, without whom the regional legitimacy was considerably reduced.

PACER Plus, which came into force in 2020, was signed by Cook Islands, Kiribati,
Niue, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga and Tuvalu, in addition to Australia and New
Zealand.

The PACER Plus documents mention the full range of development problems faced
by Pacific island countries (PICs): small domestic markets and narrow production
bases; weak regulatory and private sector capacity; low savings and investment
rates; and relatively young, fast-growing populations that need jobs and income
opportunities.

But the formal agreement itself was unfortunately channelled by Australian and New
Zealand advisers into being a mere regional trade agreement designed “to support
Pacific Island countries to become more active partners in, and benefit from,
regional and global trade”.

https://multimedia.dfat.gov.au/fotoweb/users/multimedia/albums/1610613636/62d0d6cfca3a073844afb9da#c=%2Ffotoweb%2Fusers%2Fmultimedia%2Falbums%2F1610613636%2F
https://pacerplus.org/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/pacer-at-glance-update-2021.pdf
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The Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong has correctly admitted that Australia
cannot compete with China in doling out aid funds. Rather, she sees the need for
Australia to strengthen its relationships.

The promises made by the new Labor government will deliver real benefits for the
PIF member countries. They include strengthening Pacific maritime security to help
countries tackle illegal fishing in the region; boosting development assistance; a
Pacific climate infrastructure financing partnership; an Indo-Pacific broadcasting
strategy, to boost Australian content and to project Australian identity, values and
interests to the Indo-Pacific region; and bipartisan parliamentary visits.

All these have great promise for the future, but probably the two most promising
initiatives are reforming and expanding the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility
seasonal worker scheme (including 4-year visas which allow the workers to bring
their partners and children), and boosting Pacific permanent migration to Australia.

While these initiatives will certainly enhance Australia’s standing in the Pacific, they
are still seen as driven by Australia’s current geostrategic fears of being outflanked
by China, and these forces could change over time. More importantly, these
initiatives are not part of any formal agreement between Australia and all the PIF
member countries.

Is it now an opportune time to revise the formal PACER Plus agreement, to not just
draw in PNG and Fiji, but also deliver more of the benefits that Pacific island
economists have been calling for for over a decade, and forestall the prospect of
geopolitical competition?

Between 2006 and 2014, I wrote many articles pleading with Australia to not
exclude Pacific workers from Australian labour markets or even from Super Rugby. I
pleaded for Pacific voices to be heard to address the emerging chasms in Pacific
integration. Ten years ago, I suggested that China, given its massive rise as a
global economic powerhouse rivalling the US, should be included in a regional
donor dialogue driven by the US and Australia.

As long ago as 2009 I argued in the New Zealand journal Pacific Connections (in an
article entitled ‘Alternatives to legalistic masochism’) for a South Pacific community
led by Australia and New Zealand:

I believe that it is possible for Australia and New Zealand to foster progress on a
number of key economic and social fronts, with the jigsaw pieces falling gradually
into place, over time, delivering concrete development benefits to the FICs
[Forum island countries] at every stage, and making legal agreements like
PACER an inevitability. But that would require Australia and New Zealand to take

https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/a-smoother-journey-towards-pacer-plus-islands-business-august-2009/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/19/sawmill-crippled-in-queensland-islands-business-october-2010/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/the-exclusion-of-pacific-island-workers-again-islands-business-oct-2006/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/the-exclusion-of-pacific-island-workers-again-islands-business-oct-2006/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/22/colonialism-again-rugby-style-the-fiji-times-25-july-2004/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2013/02/23/an-emerging-chasm-in-pacific-integration-23-february-2013/
https://narseyonfiji.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/pic-political-instability-and-poor-economic-performance-the-dialogue-gaps-islands-business-month-2011/
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responsibility for addressing some of the fundamental causes of
underdevelopment and lack of economic growth in the FICs.

As I have argued over the years, such a deal should include:

large donor projects (roads, utilities, education, medical services)
joint investment projects, focusing on tourism, timber, marine resources and
service industries (like retirement homes and call centre industries) to accelerate
economic growth
given the critical value of remittances to PIC foreign exchange reserves and
development, generous access for unskilled PIC labour to meet unfilled demand
areas in Australia and New Zealand
cooperation on employment of military personnel (army and navy), including navy
surveillance of marine resources
assisting climate change refugees from Tuvalu and Kiribati
integration through Super Rugby and the arts.

I concluded then that “Just as the individual European countries derive greater
strength to weather crises by being part of a wider European Community, so also
might Australia and New Zealand derive greater strength by being part of a wider
Pacific Community including the FICs.” These words ring true today as they did 13
years ago.

It is heartening that many of these initiatives are now being taken up. Australia and
New Zealand, together with the PIF Secretariat, should grasp the opportunity to
embed these initiatives and take them further through a revised and strengthened
PACER Plus agreement, which would be so valuable to all PIF member countries
(including PNG and Fiji) that none would consider any destabilising treaty with any
superpower external to the Pacific.
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