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Introduction 
 

Since winning the election in May 2019, Scott Morrison has maintained his categorical statement that the Pacific 
islands region is ‘front and centre of Australia’s strategic outlook, our foreign policy, our personal connections, 
including at the highest levels of government’.1 Based on what we heard from Labor during the 2019 campaign 
period, it is safe to assume that this is essentially a bipartisan approach.2 The “Pacific step-up” is now embedded 
in political and bureaucratic rhetoric and its prominence is rightly associated with the leadership of Morrison. But 
its position in the policy ecosystem predates him becoming Prime Minister in August of 2018, dating back to a 
2016 announcement by then Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull3 followed by its inclusion in the Foreign Policy 
White Paper that was released in November of 2017.4 

So, in terms of assessing how the “Pacific step-up” is progressing, we can look back over a period of 18 months 
or so. Late last year, as we neared the first anniversary of the release of the White Paper, I framed my assessment 
in terms of whether Australia’s engagement with the Pacific islands region was a ‘step up’ or a ‘stumble’.5 But a 
lot has happened since then. Now is a good time to reflect on what has happened, what informs what is happening 
now and what this might mean for the future. 

In the Australian political, economic and media landscapes, foreign policy does not merit a great deal of bandwidth. 
And within the very narrow scope of mainstream foreign policy discussion and analysis, the Pacific struggles to 
maintain even a toehold at times. But at this particular moment, there seems to be more appetite for thinking 
and talking about Australia’s relationships with her nearest neighbours than we have seen for many years. Whilst 
this is no doubt a significant national conversation, there is much to explore in terms of what this means for 
Queensland, described by PM Morrison as ‘our gateway to the Pacific’.6 Drawing on many and various threads of 
geographic proximity, economic linkages, cultural affinities, a complex and contentious history, vibrant diaspora 
communities, and future opportunities, now is the time for Queensland to (re)establish itself as Australia’s Pacific 
state. This report provides an assessment of the state of the “Pacific step-up” to inform decisions by policy 
makers, the business sector, and others to take that forward. 

The various aspects of what constitutes the “Pacific step-up” are listed in Figure 1. They touch on a range of 
sectors and aspects of Australia’s relationships with the Pacific islands region: security, economic linkages, 
diplomacy, and people-to-people links. They have been articulated via the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, 
ministerial speeches and announcements.  
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Figure 1: The components of the Pacific step-up  
 

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) website identifies the following as manifestations of 
Australia’s stepped-up engagement with the Pacific Islands region. Some (e.g. the establishment of the 
Australia Pacific Security College) originated in the Foreign Policy White Paper of 2017. Others (e.g. the Pacific 
Maritime Security Program) were already underway when the step-up was “announced” by Prime Minister 
Scott Morrison in November, 2018. Many of them have been launched further to ministerial announcements, 
including by the Prime Minister. 

• Pacific Labour Scheme 

• Opening of five new diplomatic missions (Cook Islands, French Polynesia, Niue, Palau, Tuvalu) 

• Establishment of the Office of the Pacific within DFAT 

• Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific 

• Coral Sea Cable (providing high speed internet to PNG and Solomon Islands) 

• Increased callable capital to the Export Finance and Insurance Corporation (Efic) 

• Australia/Japan/USA trilateral partnership for infrastructure in the Indo-Pacific 

• Australia/PNG/Japan/New Zealand/USA Papua New Guinea Electrification Partnership 

• PACER Plus 

• Australia Pacific Security College 

• Pacific Fusion Centre 

• Dedicated vessel to provide support including Pacific humanitarian & disaster relief 

• Joint Heads of Pacific Security Forces event hosted in Australia 

• Australian Defence Force Mobile Training Team 

• Pacific Faculty of Policing at the Australian Institute of Police Management 

• Expansion of the Cyber Cooperation Partnership with the Pacific 

• Pacific Maritime Security Program 

• Pacific Transnational Crime Network 

• Support to the Forum Fisheries Agency 

• Pacific Medicine Testing Program (pilot) 

• Secondary School Scholarships 

• APTC scholarships 

• Expansion of the Australia-Pacific Schools Partnerships 

• Church Partnerships Program with the Pacific 

• Australia Pacific Sports Linkages Program 

• Pacific-Australia Card 

• Pacific Research Program 

• Pacific Connect Program 

Source: Adapted from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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The next section of this report examines the increased levels of engagement in the Pacific islands region by 
Australian politicians and senior officials. Whilst it is undeniable that the quantity of engagements has increased, 
it is important to look at whether this is having a meaningful impact on the quality of relationships between 
Australia and her Pacific island partners. It also includes an examination of the rhetoric that is used by the 
Australian leadership when talking about the Pacific islands region, whether delivered in the domestic sphere 
or when overseas. 

The final section of the report looks at what we might expect for the future of the “Pacific step-up”. This takes 
a Pacific perspective on what are likely to be the key issues in the next few years and provides some important 
context within which the progress of the “Pacific step-up” can be assessed. It includes some recommendations 
for how the “Pacific step-up” can be developed or refined to make it more meaningful and effective. 

‘You’ve got to show up to step up’ 
 

In my 2018 Walking the Talk paper,7 I noted with concern that when it came to the major meetings of the 
Pacific Islands Forum that year, Australia was three for three: the Treasurer had not attended the Forum 
Economic Ministers’ Meeting, the Foreign Minister skipped the Forum Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and the 
Prime Minister was absent from the meeting of Pacific Islands Forum leaders. It is noteworthy that this has 
not been repeated this year, with Senator Marise Payne having attended the meeting of Forum Foreign 
Ministers and Prime Minister Scott Morrison taking part in the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ Meeting for the 
first time. The Treasurer did not attend the Special Forum Economic Ministers meeting, which was held during 
the campaign period of the Australian general election. 

One of the most visible aspects of the “Pacific step-up” has been the sheer number of times that Australian 
politicians and senior officials have been in Pacific island countries. The number of visits to countries in the 
northern Pacific is particularly notable, reflecting an increased focus on this part of the region, which has not 
previously been as significant in terms of Australian engagement as other parts of the Pacific. Figure 2 
documents the visits to Pacific island countries and territories by Australian Prime Ministers, Foreign Ministers 
and other ministers, assistant ministers and parliamentary secretaries of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Figure 2: Ministerial visits December 2017 – June 2019 

 
Source: Data sourced from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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As we can see, these visits are averaging at two per month (as at June 2019). This raises a number of 
questions about whether this level of engagement is something that we can expect to see continued into 
the future. Whether these visits have any positive domestic political impact is questionable, and they are 
sometimes perceived as being politically risky given the lack of interest in the region across the Australian 
community more generally. These visits also come with significant transaction costs for host countries and 
there are certainly signs that some senior people in the region are starting to feel a degree of visit fatigue. 
However, this increased level of engagement does appear to indicate a recognition on the part of the 
Australian leadership of the importance of establishing and maintaining personal relationships in working 
with Pacific partners. 

In July of this year we saw the first participation in the regional meeting of sports ministers held in the lead-
up to the Pacific Games in Samoa by an Australian Minister for Sport. At around the same time the Australian 
Health Minister attended the meeting of Pacific Health Ministers in French Polynesia, marking a significant 
shift in the way Australia participates in regional convocations of this sort. This is notable and to be 
welcomed. It appears to acknowledge a longstanding complaint of Pacific leaders and senior officials: that 
Australia wants (or possibly expects) to be invited to important regional meetings and then does not send 
a sufficiently senior representative to participate. In some instances, we have seen Australia send a public 
servant to sit alongside ministers of Pacific island countries. This approach is disrespectful and counter-
productive. If the “Pacific step-up” means that we have seen the end of this practice, this is something to 
celebrate. 

There is no denying that the quantity of “showing up” has increased dramatically since November 2017, 
when the “Pacific step-up” was instigated. And this quantitative uptick is evident elsewhere, including in 
terms of the number of DFAT positions (including senior ones) that now have “Pacific” in their job titles and 
the amount of attention paid to what is going on in the region by the mainstream Australian media. 
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However, the extent to which this increased quantity translates to quality of engagement and of 
relationships between Australia and Pacific states remains open to question. As one seasoned Canberra 
observer pointed out to me, ‘increasing the number of public servants working on an issue is no guarantee 
of improved public policy’.8 And when it comes to increased media coverage, the narrowness of the lens 
and the dominance of the debate by a small number of voices whose need to view the Pacific as some sort 
of strategic theatre makes for a significant nuance deficit. Not only is this frustrating, it is potentially 
counter-productive, given that it is at odds with an avowed wish on the part of Australian policy makers to 
develop meaningful and sustained relationships with their “Pacific family”. 

 

 The “Pacific step-up” rationale 

The “Pacific step-up” originated with a pledge made by then Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull at the 2016 meeting of Pacific Islands Forum Leaders in The Federated States of 
Micronesia. The following year Turnbull sought to follow through on that pledge with a 
number of key announcements. This presaged the appearance of the language of “step-up” 
in the Foreign Policy White Paper later that year. 

A number of these early announcements have been continued and indeed enlarged upon 
under the leadership of Scott Morrison. A very clear example of this is the Pacific Labour 
Scheme which has expanded very rapidly to now include nine Pacific island countries and 
Timor Leste. 

A distinct turning point for the “Pacific step-up” came with Morrison’s speech at Lavarack 
Barracks in late 2018. Much of what we have seen in terms of increased engagement has 
materialised since then. Whilst the public rhetoric of Morrison and others within the 
Australian government is at pains to stress the importance of Pacific relationships in their 
own right, it is clear to all that a significant driver for this change is anxiety in Canberra 
around China’s growing influence in the Pacific islands region.  

A particular perception that drives this anxiety is that Pacific island countries are taking on 
too much debt from China, which they will not be able to repay. Some leading strategists 
have argued (and continue to do so) that this means China will use the debt as leverage to 
convince the leadership of one or more Pacific island countries to allow them to establish a 
military base in country.  

This concern about debt is what drives the centre piece of the “Pacific step-up”: the 
Australian Infrastructure Investment Facility for the Pacific. This facility constitutes $2billion 
of infrastructure financing in grants and concessional loans with the bulk being loans. This 
Facility was announced as operational on 1 July 2019 and is yet to announce any projects 
it is funding in the region. 

Although geostrategic anxiety about increasing Chinese influence may have triggered the 
“Pacific step-up”, it has catalysed a re-engagement with the region across numerous 
platforms and modalities that has largely been welcomed. Particular focus has been placed 
on developing and enhancing people-to-people links, including through sporting linkages 
and cultural exchanges. 
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In my Walking the Talk paper, I advocated that Australia needed to do a lot more listening to the leaders 
and the peoples of the Pacific than had been the case previously. As the “Pacific step-up” has progressed 
we have certainly heard plenty of references to how people are listening. In a recent interview with Radio 
Australia’s Pacific Beat, the head of DFAT’s newly established Office of the Pacific said that about 50% 
of his time would be devoted to building relationships in the region and ‘listening’.9 His reference to the 
importance of listening is well noted. However, the quality and consistency of listening on the part of 
Australian policy makers shows some significant gaps.  

In January 2019, during a visit to Vanuatu, Prime Minister Morrison certainly demonstrated a lack of real 
listening on the question of visas for Pacific islanders to visit Australia.10 The financial costs and 
administrative burdens that most Pacific islanders face in order to visit Australia is a cause of frustration 
and, at times, resentment across the region. The Pacific-Australia card that was announced late last 
year11 is too limited to address the needs and aspirations of the majority of people in the Pacific islands 
region.  

It is not lost on my Pacific colleagues and friends that there is a very distinct disconnect between the 
rhetoric of ‘vuvale’ or ‘tru wantok’12 employed by smiling Australian politicians when they visit the region, 
and the lived experience of Pacific islanders when they want to visit family members and others in the 
“big place” to their south or west. This issue is one that is particularly acute in relation to Papua New 
Guinea and most recently, it has come up at the 27th ministerial dialogue held in Port Moresby. The result 
of this is the establishment of a joint technical working group to address border issues. However, this 
presumes that the obstacles are technical rather than political, which is largely misguided.13 

The most telling and obvious example of non-listening when it comes to Pacific policy relates to climate 
change. Pacific leaders have been vocal on the significance of climate change for their countries’ future 
for many years. Leaders of some of the smallest countries in the region and the world have taken on the 
mantle of global leadership to highlight the existential threat that they face and to lead on ambition in 
countering the threat.  

More recently, the vocalisation of their concerns has included explicit criticism of policies of the Australian 
government, including a lack of ambition when it comes to setting targets for carbon emissions and 
progressing new coalmines, including in the Galilee basin. 

In a speech during the visit of the Australian Prime Minister to Fiji in January 2019, Prime Minister Voreqe 
(Frank) Bainimarama said: 

From where we are sitting, we cannot imagine how the interests of any single industry 
can be placed above the welfare of Pacific peoples—vulnerable people in the world 
over.14 

This followed comments made by the Prime Minister of Tuvalu, Enele Sonese Sopoaga, during a visit to 
Australia in late 2018, in which he called on the government of Australia to block the Adani coalmine and 
warned that the “Pacific step-up” was at risk of being seriously undermined: 

We cannot be regional partners under this step-up initiative—genuine and durable 
partners—unless the Government of Australia takes a more progressive response to 
climate change.15  
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It is not new for Pacific leaders to grumble about Australia’s lack of support when it comes to climate 
change. This is particularly the case when it concerns Australia attempting to water down the impact of 
climate change in collective statements, such as the communiqués of the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ 
meetings. What is new and noteworthy is that increasingly the leaders of the region are making their 
feelings known publicly and are often using quite blunt terms to do so. We saw more of this most recently 
during and after the 50th meeting of Pacific Islands Forum Leaders in Tuvalu16. In anticipation of next 
year’s meeting of leaders in Vanuatu, the Foreign Minister of that country has already made it clear that 
he expects Australia to come prepared to make an improved contribution in 2020.17 

What next for the step-up? 
 

I have already touched on the issue of whether the current levels of attention and political energy that 
are being expended on Pacific engagement can be meaningfully sustained. Taking a historical lens, it is 
evident that there has been a pattern of reactive strategic flurries interspersed with periods of what 
Jonathan Schultz and others have characterised as, at best, benign neglect.18  

Conversations with colleagues in the region indicate that there is a degree of healthy scepticism as to 
whether Australian policy makers can sustain this level of policy focus, let alone the financial 
commitments that may be required to deliver on announcements made in various capitals.  

The shortness of the electoral cycle in Australia and the recent levels of political instability do not help 
with engendering a belief that Australia is ready or able to sustain a long-term relationship with the 
Pacific. 

Figure 3: Direct flight routes from Queensland international airports to Pacific island countries 

Source: Griffith Asia Institute. 
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Engaging Queensland government and  
industry in the Pacific 

Among the Australian states, Queensland is the one best placed to take the lead on expanding and 
deepening links with Pacific island countries. Queensland’s historical connections with the Pacific 
are problematised as a result of blackbirding, the legacy of which remains and requires further 
attention. However, the existing links between Queensland and countries in the Pacific islands 
region are many and varied. They provide a strong basis for future engagement and there are many 
opportunities to be explored and capitalised upon. 

One of the biggest assets that Queensland has is the number of Pacific islanders (and those who 
claim Pacific islander heritage) who live in the state. Within this broad and diverse community are 
individuals and groups who are maintaining important links with their countries of birth and heritage. 
This takes many forms, including: 

• remittances to support family members in Pacific island countries;  
• collective action to provide support to disaster response efforts; 
• developing businesses that procure primary and value-added products from home 

countries; and 
• providing support to people from their countries who are visiting for education, work, or 

other purposes. 

At a governmental level, the Queensland Parliament has strong partnerships with the parliaments 
of Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu. These form the basis of visits, study tours and mutual 
exchanges. All of these activities provide a good introduction for Queensland parliamentarians to 
countries that are as easy to get to as many places in Australia (or easier). The establishment of a 
Queensland Parliamentary Friends of the Pacific association will go a long way to enhancing these 
relationships and making them richer.  

There are several business councils that work to promote business linkages with Pacific island 
countries, and they all have their secretariat in Brisbane making them particularly accessible to 
businesses in Queensland. It is no secret that the Federal government sees the Australian private 
sector as having a significant role to play in taking forward relationships with Pacific island countries. 
From a Pacific perspective, this needs to be increasingly structured around how Australian 
businesses can include Pacific products in their value chains. Agriculture is particularly significant in 
this regard, with a particular focus on low-yield, high value crops such as coffee, cocoa, vanilla, and 
spices. In his recent visit to Australia, the Prime Minister of PNG, James Marape, signalled very 
clearly that investment in agri-business will be warmly welcomed by the government he leads. 

A significant component of the “Pacific step-up” is the role of labour mobility via the Seasonal 
Worker Program (SWP) and the Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS). In the 2018/19 financial year more 
than 60% of the visas awarded under the SWP were for workers who had been approved to take 
up roles in Queensland. Although the PLS is still in its infancy, almost 70% of the visas that have 
been granted are to people from the Pacific islands region who have worked or are currently 
working in Queensland. Whilst it is reasonable to expect that the benefits of these programs will 
spread to other states over time, it is likely that Queensland will remain at the forefront of labour 
mobility for the foreseeable future. 
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Conclusion and recommendations 
 

Nonetheless, there are certainly some opportunities to capitalise on what has been achieved so far in order 
to provide reassurance to Pacific partners and to grow the footprint of the “Pacific step-up” beyond the 
personal commitment of the prime minister. 

Recommendation 1 is to do more and better listening. Whilst we have heard a lot about how much listening 
everyone is doing, it remains the case that there is still a long way to go on this. In particular, there are some 
serious concerns about how the Australian policy community, especially DFAT, is engaging with members 
of Pacific diaspora communities in order to listen and learn. I am particularly disappointed to hear from 
leaders in these communities that they feel they are treated with disrespect by those who seek their input, 
with a lack of cultural capacity featuring highly on their list of concerns. 

Recommendation 2 is to join up some dots. There needs to be a lot more attention paid to the intersection 
between domestic policy/politics and foreign policy when it comes to engaging honestly and meaningfully 
with Pacific partners. For example, if Australia remains serious about wanting to progress economic 
integration via the Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations (PACER) Plus19 (a regional free trade 
agreement signed by Australia, New Zealand and nine Pacific island countries), discussions that do not 
acknowledge the huge political clout of Australia’s domestic farming lobby20 are disingenuous and may well 
prove counterproductive. 

Recommendation 3 is a practical way in which recommendations 1 and 2 might be progressed. A key role 
of the newly established Office of the Pacific is to promote a “whole of government” approach to Pacific 
engagement and policy.21 From within that office I have been informed that there is a desire to ‘amplify 
Pacific voices’ but this will be hard to do given there are so few Pacific islanders who work in the Australian 
public service.22 A programme of secondment arrangements between the Office of the Pacific and key 
ministries in Pacific island countries would be an excellent way to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes and 
build some very important relationships that will survive electoral cycles in this country and elsewhere. 
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