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Reclaiming Pacific Island Regionalism 
Does Neoliberalism Have to Reign? 
Claire Slatter and Yvonne Underhill-Sem 1 
 
Introduction 
The late Professor Epeli Hau’ofa, in a seminal essa y published 
in 1993 titled Our Sea of Islands, wrote of the ‘borderless 
world’ inhabited by the people of Oceania prior to 
colonization and the subsequent contraction of this  world into 
the finite entities of Pacific Island states and te rritories.  
Hau’ofa linked the confinement of Oceanic people to  isolated 
‘tiny spaces’, the restriction of their movement ac ross their 
ocean world, and the conceptualisation of Pacific I sland 
states as ‘small’ and ‘resource-poor’.  His celebra tion of 
Pacific people breaking out of these confines by mo ving and 
working abroad, while maintaining social relationsh ips back 
home, processes which he said are missed when exclu sively 
focusing on developments within  Pacific island states, 
reflected a globalist viewpoint. Hau’ofa highlighte d the 
‘interdependence’ of Oceanic people living abroad a nd living 
at home, which he remarked, is ‘the essence of the global 
system’, and observed that Oceanic people are not d ependent on 
anyone’s largesse, rely more on their own efforts t han that of 
anyone else, and do plan for and invest in the futu re as they 
have always done. The ordinary people of Oceania, a s he saw 
them, are redefining their own world in accordance with their 
perceptions of their own interests, free from the r egional 
institutions, external economic planners and legisl ative 
framers of Pacific Island states. The future of Oce ania, in 
his view, lay in the hands of its own people, not w ith ‘those 
who prescribe for us’ and make us ‘forever dependen t and 
indebted, because they could see no way out’ (1993: 15). 
 
Forty-four years earlier, a European observer, Albe rt Norman, 
commented on the formation of the first regional in ter-
governmental entity, the South Pacific Commission, in the June 
1949 issue of the Christian Science Monitor  from a 
surprisingly Oceanic perspective:  
 

‘Southern Oceania, that Pacific ‘continent’ which m ainly is 
under water, is unique as a ‘reclamation’ project. Not an 
inch of soil will be reclaimed. The task is to recl aim 
something quite different, something which has been  submerged 
by the chauvinist policies of Europe. And the major  item of 
equipment on the project is the new sense of intern ational 
moral responsibility which has launched the vast so cial 
enterprise… separating each ‘island’ group are the waters of 
the South Pacific which tend to create the impressi on that 
this society is broken up and hopelessly separated from its 

                                                 
1 This is a slightly revised version of an article t hat was published in 
Katrina Lee Koo & Bina D'Costa (eds ) Gender & Global Politics in the 
Asia-Pacific, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, pp195-210. An earlier  
version still was presented to a panel on “Feminist  Movements in the 
Pacific Region” at the IAFFE Conference, Sydney Uni versity, July 7–9, 
2006. 
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essential parts. This geographical illusion has bee n 
heightened by the occupying European nations, who, over the 
centuries, have ‘claimed’ for their own the visible  peaks of 
the land.  It was thus that the political and meani ngless 
divisions of Europe became arbitrarily superimposed  on 
Oceania.  The first step in ‘reclamation’ has been to free 
the land of these bonds, to restore the essential r egional 
viewpoint and unity, to overlook the dividing water s, to see 
the land and its people as united….it will be the t ask of the 
South Pacific Commission to ….promote the social re clamation 
of the world’s seventh ‘continent’ and its people’ 2.  
 

While the colonial administrators behind the format ion of the 
SPC saw themselves as doing a novel thing by attemp ting to 
forge a regional identity rather than ‘tapping a pr e-existing 
affinity’ (Fry 1997), Norman recognized an earlier Oceanic 
history pre-dating but subsequently eroded by Europ ean 
colonization. The formation of the SPC provided opp ortunities 
for Pacific Islanders to travel and meet each other  across 
colonial boundaries, something they had not had muc h 
opportunity to do over the previous 50 years for th ey had been 
‘confined by changing European economic practices a nd colonial 
control of movement and travel’ including the inter nal labour 
trades that came with colonialism which restricted foreign 
labour recruiters, and reduced opportunities to joi n trading 
vessels and undertake long distance travel on whali ng vessels 
(ibid). 
 
The foregoing references provide an historical back drop to the 
modern regionalist project that began with the crea tion of the 
SPC in 1949 by colonial administrators, came to fru ition with 
the establishment from the 1970s onwards of a numbe r of 
regional inter-governmental organizations by indepe ndent 
Pacific Island states, 3 and is today being re-conceptualized by 
non-Islanders to fit with economic globalization, a n 
externally-driven, neoliberal project. These refere nces 
testify to the longstanding Oceanic ‘world’ of Paci fic 
Islanders, to their early connectedness to the wide r global 
world, albeit through European-initiated processes,  and to 
their voluntary and autonomous integration in other  
geographical locations today, in pursuit of their e conomic 
interests. As such, they provide a useful starting point for 
questioning the state-centred (or inter-governmenta l) 

                                                 
2 Norman is cited at length by Greg Fry in ‘The Sout h Pacific 
‘experiment’: reflections on the origins of regiona l identity’ in the 
Journal of Pacific History , September 1997, Vol 32, No 2, pp180, 
23pp. 
3 The heads of the following regional bodies compris e the Council of 
Regional Organisations in the Pacific (CROP):  Foru m Fisheries 
Agency, the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, Secr etariat of the 
Pacific Community (Formerly SPC), Secretariat of th e South Pacific 
Regional Environment Programme, South Pacific Appie d Geosciences 
Commission, South Pacific Tourism Organisation, Uni versity of the 
South Pacific, Pacific Islands Development Programm e, Fiji School of 
Medicine and South Pacific Board for Educational As sessment. 
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neoliberal regional integration project which is th e subject 
of this critique.  
 
Post-independence Pacific Regionalism and Political Solidarity 
From the 1970s to the early 1990s, intergovernmenta l 
regionalism in the Pacific was about more than simp ly “the 
creation of regional capacity.” 2   One of its hallmarks was its 
effectiveness in politically organizing Pacific Isl and states 
to collectively resist threats to Pacific Island in terests or 
to increase returns from regional economic resource s.  
Regionalism in this period was not the exclusive pr eserve of 
governments or states either. Regional solidarity a mong 
peoples’ movements has had as long a history in the  Pacific as 
intergovernmental regionalism, interconnecting move ments for 
political independence or sovereignty with trade un ions, 
women’s rights movements, environmental groups and Pacific 
churches in support of struggles for freedom and ju stice. 
Regional solidarity was a key element in the moveme nts against 
nuclear testing, nuclear bases, and the transshipme nt and/or 
dumping of nuclear wastes. Over the last three to f our 
decades, NGOs and social movements in the region ha ve exerted 
pressure on independent Pacific Island governments to support 
various struggles in defense of Pacific interests. As Fry 
(2004) has pointed out, they have also challenged g overnments 
and political elites arrogating to themselves the e xclusive 
right to speak for the region. 3 In sum, Pacific regionalism 
from the 1970s to the early 1990s has reflected pol itical 
solidarity both among Pacific Islands states and am ong peoples 
of the Pacific organized in social movements, often  with some 
convergence between states and NGOs occurring where  external 
interests were evidently detrimental to Pacific Isl and ones. 
In recent years, however, regionalism has taken a n ew turn, 
driven by neoliberal 
rationalities that are deeply embedded in the promo tion and 
planning of 
regional economic markets that primarily serve exte rnal 
interests. The re- 
conceptualization and re-creation of regionalism in  a 
neoliberal frame has  
significant long-term implications for the liveliho od options, 
development  
prospects, quality of life, and general well-being of Pacific 
Island people, not least 
women. “New Pacific Regionalism” aims to “deepen co operation 
and integration among Pacific Island countries”, sp ecifically 
to facilitate the primary objective of opening up c onsumer, 
resource, investment, and labor markets in the Paci fic to 
foreign suppliers of goods and services, under the banner of 
economic reform and good governance.  Like the trad e 
agreements with which they are linked, they are bei ng 
negotiated and adopted by Pacific Island states at the 
regional level without prior public debate or refer ence to 
elected representatives of people in national parli aments.  
Moreover, despite the development rhetoric in which  these new 
agreements are  
couched, and despite assertions about treasuring th e diversity 
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of the Pacific and honoring its cultures, tradition s, and 
beliefs, the new agreements being forged will more likely 
serve to undermine both traditional social and econ omic 
systems and values that have till now served to pro tect 
Pacific island people from more extreme forms of po verty and 
destitution. It will also be to the detriment of pr ospects for 
equitable and sustainable development in the region , from 
which Pacific women are being increasingly distance d. 
 
The remainder of this paper reflects on the substit ution of 
political regionalism by the new regionalism of mar ket 
integration in the Pacific. It considers, from a ge ndered 
perspective, some of the implications of the new re gionalism, 
and recent endeavors 
by people’s organizations and movements to reclaim political 
regionalism in 
defense of Pacific Island peoples’ long-term liveli hood and 
cultural interests. It 
also reflects on the prospects offered by new regio nalism for 
improving human 
rights and especially women’s human rights or gende r justice. 
In particular, it 
finds that gender inequality remains prevalent in t he Pacific 
Islands. This is 
despite the ratification of CEDAW by a majority of Pacific 
Island states, 5 and 
repeated commitments by governments to the Pacific Platform 
for Action for 
the Advancement of Women (1994), the adoption of ge nder 
policies by CROP 
(Council of Regional Organizations in the Pacific) agencies, 
and the growing 
effectiveness of regional gender units in the two l eading 
regional intergovernmental 
institutions, the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat  (PIFS) and 
the South 
Pacific Community (SPC). The inclusion of gender eq uality as 
one of fifteen 
strategic objectives of new regionalism’s blueprint , The 
Pacific Plan, suggests that 
women have a stake in its implementation and Pacifi c feminists 
may engage 
with the Pacific Plan from this standpoint. Yet bey ond perhaps 
broadening 
labor market access for trained nurses, and even th is benefit 
has significant costs 
for labor-exporting countries, the new regionalism of market 
integration offers 
few prospects for improving the lives and standard of living 
of the majority of 
Pacific women. 
 
The Pacific Plan and New Pacific Regionalism: 
A Neoliberal Framework for Regional Market Integration 
In April 2004, Pacific Island Forum leaders gathere d in 
Auckland for a special 
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meeting to discuss the report of a review of the Fo rum by an 
Eminent Persons 
Group (EPG). Here, “a new vision” for the region wa s agreed 
upon–one that, 
in the words of Samoan Prime Minster Hon Tuilaepa A iono 
Sailele Malielegaoi, 
emphasized “guaranteeing for our people free and wo rthwhile 
lives.” 6 
To give effect to their vision they called for the development 
of a “Pacific Plan 
for Strengthening Pacific Cooperation and Integration .” This 
plan would aim 
to promote economic growth, sustainable development , good 
governance and 
security—the four priority areas agreed to by the F orum Island 
leaders. According 
to the Samoan Prime Minister, the plan that was sub sequently 
developed 
was intended to  
 

deepen cooperation and integration among Pacific Is land 
countries  
and to establish where our people might gain the mo st through 
the pooling of  
resources of governance and the aligning of our pol icies. This 
endeavor might take us well beyond current levels o f regional 
cooperation and into a new phase of regional integration– a 
Pacific union of as yet unknown dimensions . We want practical 
benefits for our people, and we want to retain the best of our 
traditions and cultures. But we also want initiativ es which will 
transform our Pacific into a dynamic and progressiv e region 
capable of meeting the challenges of modernity and 
globalisation .7  

 
In 2005, a joint Asian Development Bank (ADB) and C ommonwealth 
Secretariat (CS) project on developing and implemen ting the 
Pacific Plan was 
tasked with providing a cost-benefit analysis of a new 
(“deeper”) Pacific regionalism. 
The resulting report, entitled Toward a New Pacific 
Regionalism , 8 provided 
Pacific Island states with a roadmap for moving bey ond the 
existing regionalism 
(of inter-government meetings and regional endeavor s in the 
provision of services) 
toward meeting what are stated as the region’s “fun damental 
challenges,” 
namely, “easing capacity constraints for government s through 
increased provision 
of services ” and “creating economic opportunity for Pacific 
citizens through 
increased market integration .” 9 Some of the services identified 
as needed but 
hampered by capacity constraints were clearly servi ces 
required for better 
implementation of reform commitments. Regional mark et 
integration was promoted, 
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through a broadened PACER (Pacific Agreement on Clo ser 
Economic 
Relations), with investment, services, and labor mo bility 
(something that the 
Forum Island countries, FICs, are most interested i n) added to 
free trade in 
goods to bring tangible, quantifiable, economic ben efits to 
the region’s citizens.  
The report also proposed a binding legal instrument  involving 
trade, aid, and  
governance commitments for the FICs, citing ECOWAS (Economic 
Community  
of West African States) and MERCOSUR (Southern Comm on Market) 
as examples  
of successful binding regional cooperation models. 
 
We discuss the ADB/CS report in some detail as it p rovides 
insights into 
the political and economic thinking behind the new Pacific 
regionalism. Club 
Theory (drawn from economics and applied to militar y 
alliances, international organizations, and cross b order 
infrastructure and services) was curiously 
drawn upon in the ADB/CS report to re-conceptualize  sovereign 
states 
as “clubs.” Since clubs are supposed to satisfy two  “essential 
conditions” (to be 
“self-sustaining” and “provide a large enough pool of net 
benefits for each of its 
members”) 10 and it could be argued that several of the Forum 
Island states are 
not independently self-sustaining in economic terms , there is 
an implicit suggestion that  
microstates do not qualify for sovereignty. Helen H ughes had 
made similar arguments 
at length. .11  The summary analyses of existing regional 
initiatives in the report did not appear to draw on  the Club 
Theory framework, however, and the lessons apparent ly learned 
from club theory appeared to be only marginally rel ated to the 
facts of the cases cited. The language used in the report gave 
away the report’s subtle neoliberal bias. The notio n of 
“essential sovereign functions ” 12 resonates with the first 
functions of states theorized in World Bank governa nce 
literature, but narrows 
state functions to just two: “formulating and enfor cing 
appropriate national 
policies” and “providing essential services such as  health, 
education and policing.” 
13 The “erosion of effective sovereignty ” (defined as the 
ability to carry out 
policies that governments have “chosen for themselv es”) 
rendered Forum Island states 
only “nominally sovereign,” according to the report , 14  their 
effectiveness 
and validity judged by how well they are able to im plement 
(reform) policies .15   
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The reference to Pacific Island states as sovereign  clubs 
(“created with the support,  
recognition and aid of the international community”  even 
though they were  
“frequently sub-economic in size”) 16 takes no account of 
Pacific Island states’ colonial history or the inde pendence 
struggles from which they emerged. 
 
The fourteen regional initiatives proposed in the r eport were 
considered 
likely to yield high benefits (with costs and benef its for 
each estimated in dollar 
value) under the four Pacific Plan challenge areas.  They 
included:  

• a regional economic and statistical technical 
assistance facility to strengthen and supplement 
the PFTAC (Pacific Financial Technical Assistance 
Centre);  

• regional capacity to assist customs officials 
collect revenue;  

• a regional ombudsman;  
• a regional panel of auditors;  
• increased (temporary) labor market access to 

Australia and NZ;  
• a regional aviation safety office;  
• a joint purchasing facility for petroleum products;  
• enhanced transparency/harmonization of fisheries 

access arrangements; 
• liberalization of telecommunications markets;  
• a regional nurse training facility;  
• a regional sports institute;  
• a regional statistical office;  
• a regional body to protect intellectual property; 

and  
• a regional training facility to provide civilian 

police training for international peacekeeping as 
well as for national service.  

 
Although the anticipated benefits from both the gov ernance 
initiatives and labor mobility initiatives  were ex pected to 
be shared by many, Pacific Island states were expec ted to have 
to  overcome “considerable opposition” from the ‘fe w losers’ 
who were “well-organized, vocal and in a position t o 
effectively oppose reforms.” 17 
 
All the report’s proposed regional initiatives are reflective 
of the managerial 
audit culture associated with the reconfiguration o f state and 
regional authority 
as the contradictions of neoliberalism at the natio nal level 
become apparent at 
the regional level. Most involve the technical trac king of 
money (customs duties 
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and taxes), communications, transport, and energy ( aviation 
safety, petroleum, 
and telecommunications), mobile natural resources ( fish), and 
trained people 
(workers, nurses, and sportspersons). Clearly missi ng are 
initiatives aimed at 
developing sustainable livelihoods. More importantl y, these 
initiatives seem to 
ignore existing asymmetries among and within Pacifi c Island 
states— Pacific 
people do not all enjoy high levels of education, w omen as a 
group are still 
subordinated to men as a group, and life in urban c enters is 
vastly different to 
village life where a majority of Pacific Islanders still live. 
 
The report proposed that a legally binding agreemen t be 
negotiated among 
all Forum countries, establishing mutual obligation s. That the 
negotiation will 
be between donor states within the Pacific Islands Forum 
(specifically Australia 
and New Zealand) and Pacific Island member states i s quite 
clear from the 
proposal that all Forum Island governments make a commitment 
or binding 
agreement to good governance, in return for a renew able five 
to ten year aid and 
trade agreement. Three dimensions are highlighted t o 
underscore the mutuality 
of obligations, which is what Australia and NZ will  have to 
provide, to ensure 
a win-win outcome. 
 
• Aid commitments : The report puts the case for continued aid 
to the Forum 
Island Countries. It says stability, continuity, an d 
predictability are more 
important than the volume of aid per se but that additional 
resources for 
Pacific Plan initiatives, which should be met on an  equal 
sharing basis by 
Australia and New Zealand, should supplement signif icant and 
guaranteed 
bilateral aid flows. It proposes that Australian an d New 
Zealand aid to the 
region should reach 0.08 percent of their GDP, and that 25 
percent of their 
total development budget should be allocated to For um Island 
Countries. 18 
 
• Trade commitments : The report argues that trade should 
centre on a package 
of opportunities for “gainful employment for traine d FIC 
nationals” through 
training and temporary movement arrangements throug h the 
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region. This 
contrasts with the present situation of restricted access for 
untrained 
Forum Island Country labor, and relatively open (an d 
permanent) access for  
skilled Pacific Island labor to Australia and New Z ealand, 
which works to the  
advantage of the latter. In short, a managed trade and 
development approach 
to migration, with added resources for training fac ilities is 
proposed. Specifically, 
this means opening up labor markets in Australia an d New 
Zealand for Pacific Island citizens, and establishi ng largely 
export-oriented regional training facilities for  
nursing, sports and policing services to supply tho se markets. 
The proposed regional training facilities are to be  aid 
(rather than private sector) funded, as in the Phil ippines. 
This is intended to ensure that the costs of educat ing and 
training this mobile labor will not be borne by the  supplying 
country alone. 
 
• Governance commitments : To ensure that governance standards 
become a vital part of domestic economic life, the report 
proposes that clear means of financing obligations and bound 
commitments be made by FICs when negotiating with d evelopment 
partners. 
 
A simultaneous, two-track negotiating process was r ecommended, 
with a 
range of concrete interventions such as implementat ion of the 
“highest yielding 
initiatives.” 19 This first step was to “build confidence in the 
process and… emerging partnership”; 20 the second track 
essentially the commencement of a process for negot iating a 
Pacific Plan or extended PACER agreement. In other words, the 
report called for the merger of a Pacific Plan with  expanded 
PACER negotiations, the two ‘plans’ or agreements e vidently 
being seen as having very similar objectives or int entions in 
respect to regional integration.  
 
The report argued that without a multifaceted trade  and 
development agreement, 
the PACER negotiations (on a goods only agreement) would be at 
risk of being 
unsuccessful, in that a goods only agreement would primarily 
benefit Australia 
and NZ, with FICs bearing adjustment costs. While t his is 
true, the early push 
to open negotiations on an expanded PACER (now know n as PACER 
Plus), and to include investment and services as we ll as labor 
mobility (the part that Forum Island governments ar e most 
interested in) into the discussion in the belief th at this 
will bring them some early gains, is problematic. I n 
particular, it focuses on anticipated benefits 
from gaining market access in Australia and NZ (esp ecially 
increased labor market 
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access) without assessing or acknowledging the risk s of 
opening up Forum Island states’ goods, investment a nd services 
markets under rules of reciprocity. The claim is in deed made 
that the Forum Island countries’ greatest benefit f rom trade 
liberalization will not come from liberalized agric ulture or 
industry, but from “the liberalized movement of peo ple and the 
liberalization of services.” 21 The report also proposed that 
Japan be included in a Pacific free trade agreement  since 
after the EPA (Economic Partnership Agreement) and PACER come 
into force, Japan will be the only major donor whos e exports 
to the region will be subject to residual tariffs. 
 
The report called for more resources to committed t o the 
Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat for feasibility s tudies on 
the proposed regional initiatives and the negotiati ons in 
track two. The process of negotiating a substantial  treaty 
arrangement was expected to create a “perception” o f regional 
bodies as “open to capture” by “donor interests” or  the 
“international bureaucracy that manages them.” 22 And, as a 
first step towards the eventual establishment of a ‘Regional 
Senate’, it was proposed that all Forum Island stat es have a 
representative based in Suva, to have a voice in th e decision-
making and oversight body based at the Forum Secret ariat. 23  
 
The report’s arguments and proposals for regional i nitiatives 
are couched in a 
perspective sympathetic to Forum Island country int erests. 
However, its single- 
minded focus on gains to be secured through strateg ic 
negotiation by Forum 
Island states with Australia and NZ under the rubri c of the 
Pacific Plan and an 
expanded PACER did not examine the broader and long er term 
implications of region-wide market integration, spe cifically 
the implications of access to Forum Island country markets 
(for goods, services, and investment). It reflected  a 
strategic approach of trying to secure some gains f rom a 
situation where everything is stacked against Forum  Island 
states. As such, it proposed taking a huge gamble w ith major 
risks.  
 
There is no doubt that the fleshed-out Pacific Plan  adopted by 
the Pacific Islands 
Forum Meeting in Port Moresby in October 2005 is es sentially a 
road map for 
further trade liberalization in the region, under P ICTA 
(Pacific Islands Countries 
Trade Agreement), PACER (Plus) and the proposed EPA  with the 
European Union. 
“Initiated, funded, promoted and broadly sculptured  by the 
governments of NZ, 
Australia and Europe in particular” 24 this New Pacific 
Regionalism represents 
what Fry has referred to as “hegemonic regionalism. ” 25 What it 
overlooks and 
underestimates are tendencies toward what we might term 
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“counter-hegemonic 
regionalism,” indications of which include the rece nt 
democratic disruptions seen 
in Fiji, Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu. These  serve to 
lift the mat further 
on widespread practices of social violence that per vade the 
region. Most often 
directed toward women, social violence is the powde r keg that 
cannot continue 
to be ignored if sustainable, democratic developmen t and 
gender justice are to 
be realized. 
 
Implications of the New Regionalism 
Pacific regionalism specialist Greg Fry, in an anal ysis of 
three competing models 
of a redefined regional political community, raised  questions 
about their 
“moral and political legitimacy” and political acce ptability. 26 

He suggested that 
the starting point for judging or assessing legitim acy is to 
ask the question, Who 
is Oceania for? And, as subsidiary questions, What does the 
community stand 
for as a set of values, practices and ideas? Who sh ould be 
regarded as belonging 
to the community, and on what basis? Who can speak for it and 
determine its 
practice? Fry concluded, prematurely in our view, t hat in 
contrast to the Australian 
government proposal, and the Australian Senate Comm ittee’s 
proposal, 
the Pacific Eminent Persons Group proposal for a “m ore 
effective regionalism” 
had the most potential to gain the support of Pacif ic states, 
not least because it 
promised an “equal place at the table” and a more “ inclusive 
community.” 27 He 
acknowledged that it could be hijacked by Australia  and 
redesigned to fit with 
the latter’s “special responsibility to manage the region in 
the war of terror,” 28 
but not that it may be harnessed to fit with and se rve the 
broader agenda of 
economic and trade liberalization. 
 
In a substantive critique of the Pacific Plan, its origins, 
content and goals,  
Elise Huffer, 29 reminds us that the Plan emerged from a review 
initiated by 
New Zealand Prime Minister, Helen Clarke. Huffer ar gues that 
it is “intimately 
tied to the redefining of the Pacific Islands Forum ,” a body 
which represents 
only heads of governments and states, does not “cre ate space 
for wider discussion 
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of important regional matters by the citizens of Fo rum Island 
countries,” 30 

and whose Secretariat is “distant from the peoples of the 
region, as well as 
hierarchical and technocratic.” 31 Huffer also recognizes the 
political implications 
of the Pacific Plan in setting  
 

an agenda for new levels of regional integration wh ereby 
Pacific island 
countries will gradually relinquish sovereignty ove r certain 
areas of  
governance, economic policy and security. As such, it sets 
the framework  
for a new political and economic order, even though  the 
latter may be  
introduced incrementally. 32 

 
New Pacific Regionalism departs substantially from the 
autonomous, self- 
Determining regionalism of earlier decades and is i ndeed an 
ideological cloak 
for the ongoing programme of liberalization that ha s been 
underway in the region  
since 1995, under the direction of the Pacific Isla nds Forum 
Secretariat. While 
rallying the support of Pacific Island states behin d the 
vision of a Pacific Plan, 
New Pacific Regionalism works in effect to politica lly 
disorganize Pacific Island 
states and to replace an autonomously determined re gional 
agenda with an 
imposed one. It also serves to obscure the main age nda of 
economic and trade 
liberalization. Challenging this agenda requires a critical 
appraisal of regional 
policy developments from the vantage point of ordin ary Pacific 
Island people. 
In particular it needs to include Pacific Island wo men, whose 
historical exclusion 
from regional decision-making has remained unchange d, despite 
the ratification 
of CEDAW by a majority of Forum Island countries an d the 
adoption 
of gender policies by most CROP agencies in the las t decade. 
 
Jane Kelsey 33 has analyzed some of the impacts of economic 
restructuring 
and liberalization that are already being seen in t he region. 
Increasing economic 
insecurity and new labor market openings have made hundreds of 
families in 
Fiji reliant on the export earnings (remittances) o f skilled 
nurses and unemployed 
soldiers, who have been leaving Fiji in droves to t ake up 
better paying 
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jobs abroad. Remittance earnings are now a major so urce of 
national income in 
Fiji, constituting in 2006 almost 6.2 percent of GD P, 
according to the World 
Bank. 34 The high risks involved in undertaking contract wo rk as 
armed security 
workers in the Middle East are offset by an attract ive 
insurance policy, which 
makes the families of soldiers who die in service 
beneficiaries of handsome  
compensation payouts in U.S. dollars. The links bet ween high 
risk, ‘niche’ labor  
markets for Fijian soldiers in the oil rich but war -torn 
regions of the Middle East  
and global economic/military/industrial interests o n the one 
hand, and openings  
for southern providers of care work and neoliberal public 
policies in the North  
are evident. The social costs and insecurity associ ated with 
supplying labor to  
external markets under such artificially created co nditions 
are significant,  
although they may tend to be discounted in the eage r embracing 
of market  
openings and job opportunities abroad. 
 
From research recently undertaken by one of the aut hors of 
this paper in 
Tonga, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea, it is evident that 
liberalization is having unforeseen negative effect s. The 
theoretical benefits of reduced import tariffs and  
wider consumer choices in food imports, for instanc e, will not 
likely improve health and well-being in Tonga, desp ite the 
intentions of accompanying health sector reforms. I n Vanuatu, 
the benefits of investment liberalization in touris m are being 
reaped by noncitizens, and a major unforeseen effec t of the 
successful marketing of beachfront land by multinat ional real 
estate companies to foreign investors is the effect ive 
dispossession of custom landowners. 35 In PNG, negotiations on 
the Pacific EPA with the EU inspired an ambitious b ut 
environmentally destructive mega industrial fisheri es plan for 
the Madang Lagoon, which other Pacific island state s are being 
invited to invest in, in the face of mounting popul ar 
opposition from local resource owners.  
 
The rear guard action position being adopted by the  Pacific 
Islands Forum Secretariat seems to be primarily foc used on 
adjustment costs. Rather than defending Pacific  
self-determination, the position being taken appear s to be “if 
you compensate  
for adjustment costs, we will happily commit to pol icy 
changes.”  Social impacts  
such as job losses are accepted as “adjustment cost s,” the de-
humanizing and  
disembodying language of economics providing a conv enient 
euphemism.  
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However, it is recognized that such adjustment cost s carry 
“increased risk of  
further alienating public opinion and elite opinion  against 
increased integration.” 36 
 
The Challenge from Social Movements and NGOs 
It was from regional NGOs that the strongest critic ism of New 
Pacific Regionalism, 
and specifically the Pacific Plan, came. In a state ment issued 
in 2005, 
and signed by leading regional NGOs, the Plan was a ttacked for 
its ‘empty’ 
pronouncements about “treasur[ing] the diversity of  the 
Pacific and seek[ing] 
a future in which its cultures, traditions, and rel igious 
beliefs are valued, honoured, 
and developed.” 37 The NGO statement stopped short of linking 
the 
Plan to the main agenda of structural adjustment an d 
liberalization. In July 
2006, however, a gathering of NGOs in Nadi, organiz ed by Oxfam 
NZ, raised 
concerns about the proposed Economic Partnership Ag reement 
between Pacific 
ACP (African Caribbean and Pacific) states and the EU, and 
considered the 
findings of research undertaken in the region on th e social 
impacts of liberalization. 
Participants at the meeting demanded that social im pact 
studies be carried 
out before commencing negotiations on an EPA and an y other 
trade agreement, 
particularly PACER. Attended by several women’s NGO s, and the 
Fiji Nurses 
Association, which has been monitoring impacts on F iji’s 
public health system 
of the hemorrhage of experienced nurses from Fiji t hrough 
avenues created by 
Australasian (labor) recruitment agencies, a commun iqué issued 
at the end of 
the meeting sent a clear message to Pacific politic al leaders: 
 

As civil society groups meeting in Nadi, Fiji, we b elieve 
that trade agreements 
must have just and equitable development at their h eart. 
Genuine sustainable 
development—including economic, social, cultural, g ender and 
environmental dimensions—must be the central pillar  of these 
agreements. We are concerned that the proposed EPA in its 
current form will not fulfill these development obj ectives. 
To address this, there must be a stronger partnersh ip between 
government and civil society in the Pacific, to ens ure that 
all aspects of the EPA and possible alternatives ar e 
explored, to achieve the best outcomes for the peop les of the 
Pacific, both at national and regional levels. 38 

 
The coming together of Pacific NGOs for the first t ime to 
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directly discuss trade 
liberalization and trade agreements, and their comm itment to 
continuing to 
keep up the pressure on their governments to ensure  that 
certain non-negotiable 
areas are not traded away, namely, ownership and us e of 
customary land, 
cultural heritage, key public services, food securi ty, and 
farmers’ livelihoods, 
reflected a long overdue reclaiming of political re gionalism 
by Pacific NGOs.39 
Mindful of the fact that the EU had signed three bi lateral 
fisheries agreements 
(with Solomon Islands, Kiribati, and FSM), thereby undermining 
the region’s  
only real leverage in the negotiations, the confere nce press 
statement 
highlighted the need for solidarity among Pacific I sland 
states in conducting 
these negotiations. Furthermore, it flagged the dan gers posed 
by particular provisions 
that could find their way into the agreement. Inclu ded in the 
statement 
was the claim that: 
 

The Pacific is being short-changed. The European Un ion has 
promised to support 
development in the Pacific, but so far, these promi ses have not 
been fulfilled. . . . 
Pacific governments need to have solidarity when th ey negotiate 
for the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) with t he European 
Union. . . . Particular provisions in the negotiati ons which 
could cause dangers to Pacific societies include th e local 
impacts of foreign fisheries, unregulated tourism, lack of 
control over foreign companies, lack of government’ s right to 
regulate in the public interest, threats to public services such 
as water supplies, and pressures for alienation and  foreign 
control of land. 40 

 
The Conference press statement also expressed conce rn about 
Australia and 
New Zealand making unfair demands on Pacific countr ies seeking 
accession to 
the WTO during bilaterals. 
 
Engendering the Pacific Plan 
The NGO critique did not fall on deaf ears. The evo lution of 
the Pacific Plan 
since 2005 (in keeping with its projection as a “li ving 
document”) has seen its 
inclusion of fifteen strategic objectives, aimed at  addressing 
a broad range of 
issues and concerns, among them gender inequality. Strategic 
objective eight 
aims to improve gender equality by 
 

mainstreaming . . . gender issues throughout the ot her 
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initiatives where appropriate,. . . the ratificatio n and 
implementation of rights-based international 
and regional conventions and agreements and associa ted support 
for meeting, 
reporting and other requirements. . . . including t he drafting, 
harmonisation and 
promotion of awareness of rights-based domestic leg islation 
within the Pacific 
covering CEDAW on gender [and other stipulated inte rnational 
conventions]. 41 

 
A number of other specific initiatives to support g ender 
equality are identified 
in the Plan for immediate implementation, among the m a focus 
on 
domestic, gender, and sexual violence in the police  training 
initiative; incorporating 
gender impacts in cost-benefit analyses of regional  
activities; and strengthening statistical informati on systems 
in relation to sex disaggregated data provision. Me anwhile 
another initiative, aimed at increasing women’s rep resentation 
in  
national parliaments, is under implementation. Rese arch has 
been jointly commissioned by the Forum Secretariat and UNIFEM 
on barriers 
to women entering national parliaments and a region al workshop 
has 
been held on strategies to raise women’s parliament ary 
representation in line 
with commitments made by Forum Island countries. At tention to 
this issue 
is long overdue. In March 2005, the international f eminist 
advocacy group, 
Women’s Environment and Development Organization (W EDO) named 
six Pacific countries among the twelve states it du bbed the 
Dirty Dozen for 
not having a single woman member of parliament. The  election 
of Lepolo 
Taunisila to the Tongan parliament later that year reduced the 
number 
of Pacific states identified for that dubious disti nction to 
five. 42 

 
The engendering of the Pacific Plan, which we have revealed as 
a framework 
for deepening neoliberal reform and trade liberaliz ation in 
the region, 
begs explanation. As explained in a Pacific Plan do cument, the 
issue of gender 
equality “has been recognized by Pacific Island lea ders at the 
highest level,” and 
the EPG report is cited for concluding that “Pacifi c 
institutions and processes 
need to be more gender sensitive and better acknowl edge and 
encourage the 
participation of women in decision-making at all le vels, as 
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well as work toward 
the reduction and elimination of domestic violence,  and the 
improvement of 
women’s literacy and health.” 43 The commitment to gender 
equality in the 
region is more than rhetorical. Gender policies hav e been 
adopted by all CROP 
agencies demonstrating one of the benefits of regio nal 
policymaking and monitoring 
of policy implementation. It is evidently intended that the 
Pacific Plan 
will include supporting countries in meeting their 
international commitments, 
for example, under CEDAW and the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child.44 
For at least a decade, the Pacific Islands Forum Se cretariat 
has had a full-time 
(albeit aid-funded) gender advisor on its staff. 
 
The ready inclusion of gender equality within a bro ader 
regional economic 
agenda that, in our view, will adversely affect the  interests 
of a majority of 
Pacific Island women is rather ironic. As much as w e might 
acclaim regional 
organizations for their gender policies and welcome  the 
advantage this gives us 
to secure advances for women, we should recognize i ts 
limitations. It represents 
a narrow political perspective and legal–technocrat ic approach 
to advancing 
gender equality, one that is unlikely to achieve wh at 
feminists have come to call 
“gender justice.” Moreover, it proposes to deliver gender 
equality in the context 
of deepening economic inequality at global, regiona l, and 
national levels as a 
result of neoliberal economic policies and free mar ket trade 
policies. This disjuncture 
between an avowed commitment to gender equality on the one 
hand, 
and on the other, a disregard for the reality of gr owing 
economic inequality 
reflects the difference between feminist and multil ateral 
state agendas. Therefore, 
while international feminist organizations call for  both 
economic justice 
and gender justice, states and multilateral institu tions 
prefer to treat poverty 
and gender inequality as discrete problems that can  be ‘fixed’ 
without reference 
to their structural causes. 
 
A recent strategic response by human rights organiz ations to 
the Pacific 
Plan effectively encourages the narrow approach of regional 
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organizations. A 
seventy-page paper entitled Ratification of International 
Human Rights Treaties: 
Added Value for the Pacific Region , produced in November 2006 
by the Regional 
Rights Resource Team (RRRT) 45 as part of a collaborative effort 
between the 
Pacific Island Forum Secretariat and the Regional O ffice of 
the High Commissioner 
on Human Rights (OHCHR), seeks to give direction to  Pacific 
Island 
leaders and the Pacific Island Forum Secretariat on  how they 
could give effect 
to the Pacific Plan’s stated wish to elevate human rights as a 
core concern. While 
commending the Pacific Plan’s attention to “address ing 
democracy and human 
rights, rather than predominantly focusing on econo mic 
growth,” 46 the paper’s 
own focus was somewhat narrow in its primary concer n with 
advancing civil 
and political rights, and its relative inattention to economic 
rights, or economic 
security and rights. Among the rights that go unmen tioned are 
the rights to a livelihood, employment, access to l and for 
cultivation, and fair and just wages. While it is n ot 
generally surprising that such economic rights were  sidelined, 
as they remain 
contentious and are indeed often challenged by prop onents of 
the free market, 
it would have been appropriate to discuss economic rights in 
the context of economic 
security, which is discussed. Instead, the paper de fined 
economic security 
in a way that fits comfortably with the neoliberal framework 
and the present 
macroeconomic policy environment in the region, tha t is, 
economic security 
concerns “access to resources, finance, and markets  necessary 
to sustain acceptable 
levels of welfare and State power.” 47 No mention is made of a 
fairer or more 
equitable distribution of resources or national wea lth and 
income, nor of the 
importance of social safety nets for vulnerable gro ups of 
people in society.  
 
The theoretically greater access to resources, fina nce, and 
markets that are the promise 
of market liberalization is unlikely to reduce 
liberalization’s negative social 
impacts in terms of increased income disparities an d economic 
insecurity. 
While discussing issues covered by the Internationa l 
Convention on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), implicit refer ence is 
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made to 
the right to development. In particular, there is e xplicit 
mention of the rights 
to education, health, work, and adequate standard o f living, 
including food, 
clothing, and housing, and references to the povert y affecting 
25 percent of the 
region’s population and the poor conditions of many  Pacific 
Islanders (measured 
by the percentage of the population with access to safe 
drinking water, 
and access to quality education). An obscure statem ent on the 
“opportunity for 
external and internal speculation on policies, whic h is always 
important to have 
in any Government” 48 does not appear to reflect any concern 
with developing 
self-determination, which would have been meaningfu l to state. 
Embracing the opportunity presented by the Pacific Plan for 
advancing Pacific Island states’ human rights commi tments, is 
a valid strategy for advocacy, nonetheless it legit imates the  
main agenda of the Pacific Plan. There is an urgent  need to 
examine the Plan’s main agenda in terms of its like ly gender 
impacts, and especially to consider what the wider and longer-
term implications of economic and trade liberalizat ion may be 
for Pacific Island women. 
 
Conclusion 
The antecedents of regional solidarity in the Pacif ic provide 
a critical perspective 
from which to understand contemporary calls for reg ional 
solidarity. In the early postcolonial period, the s hared 
concerns of the leaders of newly independent 
Pacific countries were expressed as resistance to c olonial 
interventions. NGOs and churches engaged in resisti ng 
continued colonial interventions in the region also  developed 
distinctive regional identities. In this early peri od, the 
successful negotiation of nonreciprocal trading arr angements 
with former colonial powers was considered just due s for 
decades of economic appropriation from the colonies , even 
though the terms of reference were ultimately fraug ht with 
contradictions for the small independent countries,  dependant 
as they are always likely to be on the political an d economic 
goodwill of larger metropolitan states. 
 
In macrolevel political negotiations, regional soli darity has 
always been vital to securing the interests of Paci fic Island 
states. Inherent in this process, dominated by male  
negotiators, is the disembodied practice of homogen izing the 
Pacific, with the imagined beneficiary of Pacific r egional 
solidarity being, implicitly, male.  Thus far, chal lenges to 
new regionalism have ignored gender concerns, dovet ailing well 
with the disembodied rationalities of neoliberalism . Women’s 
NGOs and feminist organizations in the Pacific have  not yet 
taken issue with New Pacific Regionalism by examini ng its 
promises from a critical gender perspective. One of  the 
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promises of independence, from which political regi onalism 
(which Pacific Island women within NGOs helped forg e) sprang, 
was political and economic self-determination, whic h is at 
serious risk of 
being lost because of creeping new regionalism. On the other 
hand, for Pacific women of the twenty-first century , the 
promise of commitments signed onto by Pacific Islan d 
governments in Beijing and Cairo, and of CEDAW rati fication, 
is women’s full enjoyment of citizenship and human rights. 
Fulfillment of this promise demands both transforma tion of the 
gendered micropolitics of power that operate throug hout the 
Pacific, and retention of traditional systems and p ractices 
which help sustain social cohesion, equity, and acc ess.   
 
The challenge is to reclaim Pacific regionalism fro m the 
clutches of neoliberalism and invest it with the pr oject of 
building societies in the Pacific that are socially  and 
environmentally sustainable as well as gender and e conomically 
just.  It goes without saying that Pacific Island m en and 
women would certainly benefit from a more equitable  global 
economy, and from expanded opportunities to partici pate in it, 
with all of the legal supports and human rights pro tections 
that might be expected under an effective system of  global 
governance centered less on economic integration an d more on 
the goals of human development and social wellbeing .  
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