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The problem for the Pacific Islands is not so much making contact with the 
larger nations on the Pacific Rim, it is more the opposite: how to maintain 
an effective degree of independence, or of unique cultural integrity which 
they value, or significant decision-making power, in a situation where the 
factors are so heavily weighted against them. 

In dealing with external forces, their best defence in the long term is joint 
action by many or all Pacific countries. Unfortunately, the largest short-term 
gain is often to the one who deviates from the rest. Some yield rather 
readily to that temptation, despite its high long-term cost. 

But what are the realistic bases for co-operation between Pacific Islands 
(those that are independent nations, and the remaining colonies, and those 
which are a little of each) and between the islands and the countries on the 
Pacific Rim? And what are the likely limits to co-operation? 

CULTURAL SIMILARITIES 

While the ancient traditional cultures in the Pacific Islands share some 
features in common they are spread over a vast area. One reflection of that 
feeling of common identity appears in the vague and nebulous, but never
theless commonly used phrase: The Pacific Way'. There is, \n appropriate 
contexts, a gut feeling which gives Pacific Islanders some common identity 
separate from the rest of the world, and this can reinforce other bases for 
co-operation. But any feelings of ethnic or cultural similarity are not a 
foundation that should be overloaded. 

THE RELIGIOUS BASE 

Christianity spread throughout almost all the Pacific before the arrival of 
colonial governments. With the exception of the Indian people of Fiji (who 
include about 250,000 Hindus, 50,000 Muslims and 5,000 Sikhs) almost all 

53 



Pacific Islanders are Christians, as are most Chinese and Europeans in the 
area. The Christian tradition provides the basis not only for the Pacific 
Conference of Churches, a two storey building with a substantial permanent 
staff despite the name 'Conference', but also for at least 40 other Pacific 
regional organizations with religious linkages. These include the Pacific 
Theological College, which serves a wide range of Prostestant churches 
throughout the Pacific Islands, the Pacific Regional Seminary, for the 
training of Catholic priests from most Pacific countries, Fulton College for 
Seventh Day Adventists, Lotu Pasifika Publications, the Bible Society of the 
Pacific and several dozens of other Pacific regional religious organizations. 

Most Pacific people are deeply religous, and their common faith provides a 
stronger basis for unity than in countries in such areas as Europe where 
religion plays a less significant role. 

THE COLONIAL HERITAGE 

When Europe spilled over into the Pacific last century, the various colonial 
powers spread in a haphazard fashion. They imposed their languages, their 
legal systems, their administrative structures and much more than is 
generally realized of their irrelevant customary behaviour. By the time the 
decolonizing phase set in nearly a hundred years later, much of this had 
become a lasting feature integrated into the societies concerned. 

The English language is a significant basis for communication and co-
operation in the Pacific. More than 80% of Pacific Islanders use it as their 
international language. Language, broadly similar educational systems and 
other similarities were essential pre-requisites for the establishment of the 
University of the South Pacific to serve 11 English-speaking countries. Many 
other smaller organizations are built on this same basis. 

Irian Jaya (West New Guinea) is a colony of Indonesia. It has been effect
ively sealed off by Indonesian military oppression of its Melanesian people, 
from the rest of the Pacific. The remaining 5% of Pacific Islanders are in the 
French colonies of New Caledonia, French Polynesia, Wallis and Futuna. 
Though there is some contact with their English-speaking neighbours, one 
has only to watch how the French-speaking delegates at any Pacific-wide 
meeting so often huddle together in a separate corner to realize the 
constraining barrier of language. Those who share the same international 
language, on the other hand, have a very effective basis for co-operation. 

But it is not language alone; it is the whole complex set of organizational 
structures and principles, as well as some common models and behaviour 
patterns that derive from the common colonial experience — including from 
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the rejection of it — that facilitate interaction today. Despite differences of 
inheritance from the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand and USA, the 
big division is between the English-speaking and the French-speaking 
systems of law, administration and education. 

POPULATION 

One reason for the extensive scope for co-operation between Pacific Island 
nations, or between Pacific Islands and the metropolitan countries on the 
Pacific Rim, is the extremely small size of those island nations. Papua New 
Guinea, with 21/2 million people, is the 'giant' of the Pacific; the next largest, 
Fiji, has only 600,000. But even this number is so much larger than all its 
neighbours that this alone leads them to regard Fiji with an element of 
suspicion at times. Apart from those two, the average Pacific government 
serves a total population of only 50,000 per nation. 

Thus, while it is logical for Papua New Guinea to have two universities of its 
own, it is also logical for the smaller English-speaking countries to set up a 
single University of the South Pacific to serve them jointly. Nowhere else in 
the world, with the exception of the West Indies where the same conditions 
prevail, would a multi-national university be feasible. The same applies to a 
number of other facilities — the Pacific Regional Telecommunications 
College, the Forum Shipping Line, Air Pacific (though Fiji is the dominant 
share-holder) and many more. 

GEOGRAPHICAL FACTORS 

All these Pacific nations are islands and most countries constitute a wide 
scatter of separate islands. The Kingdom of Tonga, for example, has only 
100,000 people but it is made up of about 100 islands. Fiji has about 300 
islands. The problems of isolation, of long-range, small-load transport are 
almost universal, as are problems of providing diverse social and adminis
trative services to tiny populations. 

TRADE AND FINANCE 

Most Pacific countries are in the lower income group with per capita 
incomes from $500 to $1,000, despite exceptions like the Republic of Nauru 
whose 6,000 people enjoy very high levels of consumerism because Of 
phosphate. The scope of internal trade within the Pacific Island groups is 
very limited — their products are too few and too similar, and the markets 
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too small for much processing. As the diversity of products being demanded 
by island people multiplies, so the dependence on external trade deepens. 

Likewise with capital; there is not much to start wi th, and Pacific cultural 
values tend to make its accummulation very difficult — as the Republic of 
Nauru demonstrates in rather extreme form with the large scale dissipation 
of its vast resources. 

Aid is a unifying force between the independent island nations, but divides 
them from the French, American and Indonesian colonies, which are 
separated from their island neighbours by being tied to the colonial capitals. 
All the big donors have a common interest in maintaining harmonious 
relations between island nations, and most Pacific regional co-operation is 
financed by foreign aid. 

SECURITY 

Most Pacific countries have no armies and, thankfully, don't need them. The 
three exceptions, Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Tonga, have very small ones 
that could never compete with those of the metropolitan powers. 

All Pacific Islands are within the western military sphere; this has an overall 
unifying effect and, given the vulnerability of such small and isolated 
countries, is likely to continue to do so. 

THE REGIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

Most people are amazed to find that there are over 200 Pacific regional 
organizations in existence today. Their growth has been recent and very 
spectacular. Relatively few existed before World War II, but the post-war 
surge began with the formation of the South Pacific Commission in 1947. 
About 10 more were formed in the 1950's, over 40 in the 1960's and nearly 
100 new ones in the 1970's; and they still seem to be forming at a steady 
rate. There is no 'master hand' behind them, in fact very few are aware of 
the existence of more than a handful of the others; some die a natural 
death, but the great majority seem to have succeeded and thrived. 

About 20 are concerned with education, about 40 with religion (there is 
some overlap between these two), nearly 40 with sport, at least a dozen in 
each of cultural affairs, professional and worker organizations, women's 
affairs, media, transport and touring, youth organizations and many others. 
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Probably the largest and best known are: 

1. The South Pacific Commission, a multi-purpose, inter-governmental 
service organization wich embraces all Pacific Islands and territories who 
are the users, as well as the present and former colonial powers which 
provide most of its finance. 

2. The South Pacific Forum, which provides for regular meetings of the 
Prime Ministers and Presidents of the independent and self-governing 
nations of the Pacific, including Australia and New Zealand. 

3. The South Pacific Bureau for Economic Co-operation, which is the 
working arm of the South Pacific Forum but carries out its work only 
in the islands, excluding Australia and New Zealand. 

4. The Pacific Conference of Churches which covers the vast majority of 
Pacific churches and provides a range of permanent facilities. 

5. The University of the South Pacific, which has campuses in Fiji and 
Western Samoa, Extension Centres in the Cook Islands, Kiribati (the 
former Gilbert Islands), Vanuatu (the former New Hebrides), Niue, 
Solomon Islands, (where there may soon be a third campus), Tonga 
and Tuvalu, and provides services to the Republic of Nauru and Tokelau. 

CONCENTRIC ZONES OF CO-OPERATION 

The effective core of co-operation in the Pacific Islands is the English-
speaking South Pacific Islands. The most central of these is Fiji and its 
capital, Suva, is the headquarters of many more Pacific regional organizations 
than any other place. The factors that lead to this being the zone of highest 
density are not only its geopgraphical centrality, but its common use of 
English, common British derived system of education and government, and 
— partly as a consequence of these factors — frequent communication 
linkages. As a negative example, Fiji has almost no contact with the 
Territory of Wallis and Futuna, because the latter is a French-speaking 
colony; almost no Fiji citizens even realise it is their closest neighbour and 
perhaps most are not even aware that it exists. 

The second zone includes the above, plus the English-speaking territories 
above the equator (Marshall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, 
Republic of Palau, Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas). 
Until fairly recent years their Complete dominance by the United States led 
those islands to look over-whelmingly in that direction. And the fact that 
most of them were colonies of Japan (from 1914. to 1944) in addition to their 
geographical location, facilitates a certain orientation in that direction, too. 
But no explanation for their recent greatly increased involvement "with their 

57 



South Pacific Island neighbours is at all adequate unless we realize the pull 
of a feeling of much closer identification with other Pacific Islanders on the 
cultural plane, than with their American or Asian neighbours to the north. 

The third zone, with the same core, reaches out to include all Pacific 
Islands: i.e. the above two zones plus the French-speaking area. 

The last zone includes all Pacific Islands plus Australia and New Zealand. 

Finally, and only recently, we find a number of regional organizations that, 
at least nominally, join all Pacific Islands with Asia. The main ones are 
United Nations offshoots of ESCAP (the Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific) and a series of related organizations such as the 
Asia and Pacific Association for Women in Development, the Pacific Asia 
Women's Forum, the Pan Pacific and South East Asia Women's Association 
and about 20 others. I choose to exemplify this with three women's organi
zations just to demonstrate that even in one limited interest area such as 
that, there is a multiplicity of organizations. 

Now I realize that, for a publication of this kind, and to be up-to-date with 
current thought, one should be able to conclude by showing that the final 
pinnacle, the last stage, the ultimate achievement, is a series of organiza
tions which link the Pacific Islands with the whole Pacific Rim — the whole 
Basin brim-full of co-operation. Alas, it is not so! 

MANNING THE FLOOD-GATES 

The Pacific Islands are about to be swamped by an inflow of external 
commodities, ideas, and power systems on an unprecendented scale. It 
seems to be generally accepted that the Pacific will be the centre of world 
power for the next century, but almost all of it is concentrated in focal 
points around the Rim. 

Around the Pacific Rim are two thousand million people — two thirds of the 
world's population. Within the Basin there are five million; the Pacific 
Islanders are outnumbered 400 to one. 

Likewise, only a very small share of the resources is in the Basin — with the 
very important exception of marine and sea-bed resources. 

Many United Nations, business and other publications and statistics on the 
Pacific Basin do not even mention the Pacific Island nations and territories. 

Already Pacific Island capitals tend to be more oriented outwards to the 
power centres on the rim, than inwards to their own communities. Honiara 
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for example, the capital of the Solomon Islands, is in immediate contact by 
satellite with the power centres of the world. Yet it may take days, even 
weeks, to communicate with its own more isolated peoples. The tiny 
schooners that link the capital to the remote islands serve many of them less 
frequently than the big steamers connect Honiara with Tokyo or Sydney. Air 
services reach close to only a small percentage of the population, but the 
capital is in regular jet contact with larger foreign cities. This kind of picture 
is quite common, and probably inevitable, in most of the Pacific. 

We are all painfully aware of the half million refugees who have poured out 
of Vietnam to settle in South East Asia, Australia, and the United States and 
beyond. But the rapid build-up of population pressure in Asia, combined 
with the availability of effective transport, is just a beginning. Most 
countries, finding refugees not only on their doorsteps but inside their living 
rooms, are unable to remove them. What happens if, or should we say 
when, new forces in Asia send Asian people to settle the islands of the 
Pacific? This could be fast — by military force; or slower — as a kind of 
infiltration. For example: as refugees; or as skilled workers in specialized 
roles, such as the many Japanese, Koreans and Taiwanese already occupied 
in fishing, forestry and construction work in Papua New Guinea, Solomon 
Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji and American Samoa; or as skilled technicians like the 
Philipines recently introduced into Papua New Guinea. By Asian standards 
most Pacific Islands are under-populated, under-utilized and have high 
standards of living. 

On the one hand, the Pacific Island nations strive to participate in the life
style of the centres of power, clamouring for their equipment, commodities, 
facilities and services; they demand the largest possible share of the 
resources of the rich. On the other hand, they resist and resent the 
inevitable corrolary of the process; that is — the reduced independence, the 
eroded integrity, the loss of decision-making power. 

Pacific Islands do want co-operation; they do not want domination. But 
given the balance of forces, there is a considerable possibility of their being 
almost totally overwhelmed. Their only chance to preserve a reasonable 
porportion of the things they want to preserve is by the use of a very 
comprehensive and powerful set of 'flood-gates'. But — who is going to 
design them? Who is going to build them? Who is going to operate them? 
Who is going to mend them? The key to future Pacific co-operation between 
the islands and the rim is going to be to increase by every possible means 
the co-ordination of effort among the islands themselves, and by the use of 
a working set of rules, procedures and processes. Much has been achieved 
in this area, though there are definite limits to what is achievable in the 
present circumstances. 

Owing, however, to the gross imbalance of available resources, it tends to 
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be the powerful partners who design the process of interaction and who 
construct the framework for it. Even though individual 'focal' islanders act 
as the mediators, their numbers are few, their negotiating power often much 
less than they realize, and the influence upon them from the outside usually 
much more than they are prepared to acknowledge. 

The key questions are: Who to join? For what purposes? When and on what 
conditions? And how do you prevent the front-line defenders gradually and 
imperceptibly (often imperceptible even to themselves) transferring their 
allegiance from their own people to those who are supposed to be 'the 
enemy'? 

The Pacific Islands will need strong filtering mechanisms, maximum use of 
co-ordinated leadership and negotiating skills, if they are not to be diluted 
into insignificance. 

Inter-island co-operation has potential; but it also has a cost: in partnerships 
of unequal power, the larger benefits tend to accrue to the larger partner, in 
the long term — despite a frequent intention that the opposite be so. 

SCOPE FOR LATIN AMERICA IN PACIFIC CO-OPERATION 

No doubt there is scope; but let us be realistic about the constraints. The 
Pacific coast poeple of Latin America speak Spanish, which no Pacific 
Islanders speak (except on Easter Island) and this constitutes a very real 
barrier. The distances are great, communication poor, trade prospects rather 
limited, and there are no large centres from which a full range of commo
dities can be collected in the way that they can from Tokyo or Sydney or 
Singapore or Auckland. And it must be remembered that, for example, 
Papua New Guinea is much closer to India, even to Africa than it is to Latin 
America. 

There are also deep differences of custom: Pacific governments do not kill 
off those who disagree with them, or torture them, or even lock them up. It 
is to the great credit of the govenments of the Pacific Islands that there is 
not a single political prisoner in any one of them. Few people in the Pacific 
Islands know much about Latin America, but the little that it known is not 
regarded as particularly favourable. 

Then there are ethnic differences. The dominant populations of Latin 
America are of European origin. To the extent that Pacific Islanders want to 
deal with Europeans, they can do so much more easily with Australians, 
Americans and others whose languages they share, whose cultures they 
understand, with whom they have long established networks of communica
tion, and who have much more money to spend. 
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Reference was made earlier to the 200 or so Pacific regional organizations 
which have come into being to serve a variety of functions and interest 
groups in various parts of the Pacific Islands, or all the islands, or all the 
islands plus some countries on the rim. I can only think of one of these that 
involves Latin America (the Pacific Basin Economic Council) and then only 
as a rather minor participant. 

This is not to say that there is no scope for worthwile co-operation or 
linkage between the islands and Latin America, or involving both of them in 
a wider Pacific Basin network. But such organizations, if they are to be 
successful, will need to be realistically based on some specific areas of 
mutual interest for which there is fruitful potential. This would include the 
obvious common interest in marine resources and related matters; mining; 
some aspects of rural technology; problems dealing with multi-national 
organizations — both governmental and capitalistic; some specific areas of 
academic co-operation and some small-scale exchange in the cultural fields. 

CONCLUSION 

During the last 20 years a complex network of interaction, though not 
always of co-operation, has linked the Pacific Islands in more than 200 
separate formal organizations of a regional character, and in some cases has 
linked them with nations on the Pacific Rim. It is probably inevitable that 
this process will continue and intensify. There is nothing wrong with the 
process, but it has great potential either to be advantageous to Pacific Island 
people or to overwhelm them. Much is going to depend on how the Pacific 
Island nations prepare to protect the interests of their people as the network 
tightens and the power concentrates in specific centres around the Pacific 
Rim. 
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