
February 2021 23 

666 Reframing security in Pacific Island Countries 

and Territories1 

Christian Girard and Sara N Amin, University of the South Pacific and  

Daniel Watson, Queensland University of Technology  

(In)security in Pacific Island Countries and Territories (PICTs) has been subject to 

neocolonialist framings of small, remote areas in ‘need of help’ from larger powers – 

ideas that have been challenged by Pacific peoples who emphasise the vastness, global 

significance and influence, connections, and strengths found in indigenous knowl-

edge, relations and practices (Hau’ofa 2008). There is a need to reframe security in 

PICTs to take into account contexts and interconnectedness, and encompasses human 

and environmental security.  

Aligning local and global priorities  

In security studies, there has been a tendency to separate domestic and external 

security threats and prioritise the latter. Concerns about global security threats 

motivate countries with stronger economies to engage with PICTs in order to assist 

with setting their security agendas and ensure alignment with external priorities. 

Australia, New Zealand, the US, China, and Japan have all influenced and helped to 

develop the security agendas of several PICTs (Fry and Tarte 2015). It could be argued 

that domestic security challenges are becoming blurred with regional and global 

external security considerations, particularly so with PICTs where domestic and 

external security issues are often linked in both direct and complex ways to global 

issues, such as climate change, often perceived as the most important security threat 

currently faced by the region. For example, water security, usually considered a 

domestic issue, is a national issue in the Pacific given the limited access to fresh water 

supplies and the challenge of waste disposal (Manton 2014). Climate change is 

exacerbating water and food security issues in the Pacific. Chand and Taupo (2020) 

argue the nature and scope of climate change as a security threat in the PICTs include 

the potential loss of sovereignty and nationhood, making the common distinction 

between domestic and external security inadequate. 

PICTs continue to find themselves in situations where the actions of their 

geopolitical allies are often in direct conflict with their security needs. As an example, 

during the most recent Pacific Islands Forum meeting in August 2019, Tuvalu and 

other PICTs articulated the urgency of climate change for their security. In response, 

Australia pledged AUD 500 million to fight climate change in PICTs, while 

simultaneously expressing an unwillingness to examine its use of coal, seabed mining 

and extractive industries as major contributing factors to climate change, not to 

mention voicing strong concerns about China’s growing influence (Clarke 2019). This 

type of conflicting dynamic is common, as highlighted by what Glover (2012) defines 

as ‘Australia’s Policy Paradox’ on fossil fuels and carbon emissions; what Barrett, 

Kurian and Wright (2015) refer to as the ‘Contradictory Politics of New Zealand’s 

Climate Change Policies in the Pacific’; and what Dvorak (2020) describes in relation 

to the US’ nuclear agenda in the region. These actions and policies not only contradict 

the very discourse of many allies supporting the PICTs, but come into conflict with 

PICTs’ own security agenda. 

A key issue here is the tendency to separate different types of securities from 

each other as though they were not intertwined. For example, Elliott (2015:11) 

points out that environmental security tends to be ‘divorced’ from human security: 

The concept of environmental security, on the other hand, has become increasingly 

divorced from its potentially heterodox and critical roots in human security. Rather it 

has been captured by an orthodoxy that focuses primarily on non-traditional threats 

to traditional referents (i.e., the state) and that increasingly perceives ‘environmental 

security’ as a synonym for the threat multiplier dimensions of climate change. Rather 

than empowering a people-centred approach that places emancipation at the centre of 

human/environmental security, the author argues (following Mason and Zeitoun) that 

this has foreclosed rather than protected human freedom and dignity. 
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This is particularly important and problematic for PICTs 

as the international agenda and environmental movement 

sometimes neglects the impact on livelihoods and the socio-

economic challenges and needs of vulnerable populations see 

(Forsyth et al. 1998) even though it is acknowledged that 

environmental security and sustainable development are 

linked and are also key to poverty reduction.  

The crucial point is that climate change is about much 

more than traditional environmental concerns with parks, 

pollution, preservation, and population. According to 

those who specify climate change in terms of national or 

human security, it is a much more important issue, 

potentially leading to major social disruptions and pos-

sibly wars, and hence a much higher policy priority 

(Dalby 2015:83).  

The reality of geopolitical power at the international 

level has often meant that PICTs are inclined to adopt an 

agenda dominated by external powers that:  

• does not necessarily correspond to their main priorities 

and concerns;  

• continues to ignore the connections between environ-

mental security, human security and freedom from 

violence and war; and 

• remains with powers and centres outside of their direct 

control and authority.  

As an example, according to Schoeffel (2020), external 

powers utilise aid and development mechanisms to influence 

and prioritise gender equality in political and economic 

institutions within PICTs. The context-specific needs of 

women and sexual minorities in the region are often not taken 

into account by these external actors in either agenda-setting 

and implementation processes. As a result, interventions can 

reinforce gender inequalities, delegitimise policies and laws 

designed to support women and sexual minorities, and even 

produce additional violence and insecurity against these 

groups (Bull et al. 2020).  

However, successful management of and response to 

certain issues are beyond regional and local powers and lie 

more at the global level. If priorities are not aligned, the 

global impact and activities of major global players, espec-

ially in relation to climate change, can counter the efforts of 

the PICTs themselves, highlighting once more the import-

ance of cooperation. 

This does not minimise the impact and influence PICTs 

can have to influence the international and global agenda. 

PICTs’ success in mobilising against nuclear testing in the 

1980s testifies to their leadership and capacity. In fact, 

Dornan (2020) and Dvorak (2020) highlight that the scale 

and urgency of the security threat posed by climate change 

in the Pacific has created an important movement through 

regional bodies that underscores the need to challenge the 

status quo and re-think our model of economic development 

and economic security, our frameworks of responsibility 

and accountability, and to reconfigure power relations.  

Reconfiguring power relationships 

The focus on security and vulnerability has increased 

interest in resilience. Resilience can be understood as the 

capacity and means to cope with risks, shocks, and stress 

(Sirven 2007) or to ‘bounce back’ after a shock or crises 

(Boas and Rothe 2016).  

Resilience discourse stresses rationales and practices 

such as adaptation to risk, shared responsibility, and 

self-capacity to achieve human security. In line with 

such a discourse, empowerment of vulnerable com-

munities by funding adaptation projects in the global 

South became reconsidered as a part of a broader 

security strategy.  

This resilience discourse tends to produce a devolv-

ment from the state providing security to communities, 

individuals, the private sector and civil society (Chmutina, 

Lizarralde, Dainty and Bosher 2016) bearing this respons-

ibility. As Dinnen (2020) argues, while privatisation of 

security can produce and support innovation, entrepre-

neurship, and economic opportunity, it can simultaneously 

increase insecurities by entrenching existing power ine-

qualities and undermining the legitimacy of state actors. 

Most PICTs comprise jurisdictions spread across multi-

island territories with porous borders and limited capacities 

to protect against crime and other security threats. This 

necessitates coordination and collaboration among local, 

regional, and international stakeholders to minimise regional 

risks and to allow for applicable responses to immediate and 

perceived threats (Watson and Dinnen 2020). 

There is however, a parallel resilience and empower-

ment discourse oriented towards transforming the conditions 

that produced the insecurities in the first place (Tschakert 

2009). In this discourse, notions of responsibility and 

accountability are centred on those who have produced the 

insecurities. For example, Oels (2015:189–190) argues that 

the discourse that focuses on resilience and migration as a 

result of climate change, ‘depoliticizes the issue of climate 

change in a radical way’ and contributes to ‘legitimizing the 

displacement of millions of people’, taking away the res-

ponsibility of industrialised countries to reduce emissions. 

Refusing to disconnect the causes of climate change from the 

solutions proposed is an important act of discursive resistance 

that aligns with the position and reactions of PICT leaders as 

highlighted by Chand and Taupo (2020). Dvorak (2020) also 

argues this in relation to the Marshall Islands’ continued 

efforts for justice beyond simple monetary compensation 

from the ravaging effects of nuclear testing.  

Efforts to relocate responsibility can be seen in dif-

ferent types of activity throughout the Pacific. For example, 

in 2014, the Pacific Climate Warriors Campaign, involving 

30 Pacific Islanders and hundreds of Australians, used 

kayaks and traditionally built canoes to occupy the harbour 

and turn away 10 of the 11 coal ships set to collect their 

cargo from Newcastle, Australia. This very material and 

symbolic action was explicitly designed to make visible the 

‘connections between the actions of the Australian fossil 

fuel industry and the impacts that anthropogenic climate 

change is having on many Pacific Islands’ (Fair 2015:58). 

Another recent example is the Pacific Island Students 

Fighting Climate Change (PISFCC) who are currently 

pressing Pacific leaders to bring up the issue with the Inter-

national Court of Justice (ICJ) and ask for an ‘advisory 

opinion on the obligations of states under international law 
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to protect the rights of present and future generations 

against the adverse effects of climate change’ (Vanuatu 

Climate Action Network, 2019).  

In these examples, resilience and empowerment are 

located in radically different worldviews that people can 

bring to deal with global climate change and environmental 

security problems. Indigenous customs that emphasise 

connectivity, interrelatedness, and responsibility in relation 

to both people/communities and the environment are central 

to what PICTs and Pacific communities are asserting. These 

require going beyond extractive practices and technological 

solutions to reduce environmental insecurity and realising 

that cultivating the resilience to deal with change and 

insecurity will require re-ordering the current global politi-

cal and economic regime (Mar 2016; Hau’ofa 1994).  

Identifying ‘traditional’ systems as potential sites of 

resilience can also be found in discussions around food 

security. While there are many policy efforts at INGO, gov-

ernmental and media/civil society levels focusing on raising 

awareness of traditional food systems and practices, such 

efforts tend to fall back on individualising responsibility for 

the provision of food security. However, for traditional food 

security systems to be viable and sustainable, one cannot 

ignore the current causes of food insecurity in the PICTs 

brought about by colonisation, neoliberal globalisation,  

and environmental degradation linked to climate change. 

Again, resilience and empowerment located in tradition or 

community participation can only be sustainable and mean-

ingful in the context of re-configuration of power relations. 

The modernisation discourse, globalised and imposed 

through colonialism and as well as the implementation of 

multiple international development projects, centres the 

citizen-state relationship as the primary relationship to 

order behaviour.  All other relationships (religious, cultural, 

gender) are meant to be secondary and subordinated to the 

relationship to the state, to ensure the security of both the 

state and its subjects. However, this approach has produced 

many types of insecurities, including through violence used 

by states against specific populations to subordinate alter-

native identity and community groups (Castells 2011). In 

addition, neoliberal globalisation has not only left the state 

unable (or unwilling) to provide for the economic and 

health security of its population, it has also weakened the 

ties that could facilitate security outside of the state. (see 

Carnegie and King 2020). As Ratuva (2014) argues in 

relation to understanding social protection in the Pacific, the 

modernisation discourse has also created a deficit in 

thinking about security provision. By locating relationships 

beyond the state as both subordinate and often problematic, 

socio-cultural relationships and communities are ignored as 

a potential source of security enhancement. Yet, as Amin 

and Girard (2020), Watson and Dinnen (2020) and Forsyth 

(2020) show, these non-state relationships located in faith, 

wantokism, kastom and other cultural communities have 

been central in PICTs to ensure (public) security. 

Central to many key tenets of Pacific ideas of 

governance is the ability to take the individual not as an 

abstract citizen stripped of their identities and relationships, 

but instead embedded in relationships. In such a per-

spective, resilience will not be found in the individual or 

vulnerable community forced to come up with their own 

solutions and adaptations, but instead from resources and 

knowledge that can be mobilised because of the relation-

ships and interconnectedness between individuals, (local, 

regional and global) communities and the state. This 

suggests that instead of marginalising or excluding non-

state relationships and identities in efforts to reduce gender 

(or other) insecurities, it is necessary to take them into 

account both in recognising their role in producing 

insecurities and in their potential to rectify them. The key 

here is to draw on context-specific resources (leadership, 

relationships, ideas, and discourses) that challenge the 

reification of culture, tradition, and identity as mono-

lithically patriarchal and/or exclusive of certain ideas. 

(In)securities in the time of COVID 

The impact of the COVID pandemic has further com-

pounded regional insecurities. While most PICTs have 

successfully managed to control the spread of COVID-19 

in their communities, mitigating measures such as lock-

downs, are having serious impacts on their economies and 

the livelihoods of their peoples, particularly in countries 

dependent on tourism.  

One major challenge is that there are no swathes of 

tourists waiting for borders to re-open to visit these places 

en masse and that the pandemic in these countries may tame 

the demand and enthusiasm even further if the health 

situation appears risky or out of control. Even if PICTs were 

willing to accept the risks and trade-offs of re-opening to 

regular tourism (without extended quarantines or other 

requirements that may limit appeal or demand), there is no 

guarantee that this will bring the desired levels of tourists 

required to boost their economies in these difficult times. 

Hence, PICTs may end up trading relative security from 

COVID for greater health risks by exposing their popu-

lations and their health system for small potential economic 

gains from international tourism. 

While a handful of economically wealthy countries 

have already pre-ordered the majority of vaccines to be 

produced worldwide, many countries may end up having a 

very hard time getting them, particularly countries with less 

economic power and financial leverage. This is where the 

current geopolitical tensions over influence in the Pacific 

may play to the PICTs’ advantage, as Australia has com-

mitted (in principle) to securing vaccines for the PICTs – an 

action seen by some as an attempt to gain points in the 

ongoing war of influence between China and Australia 

within the region (Butler 2020). The relatively small 

populations of most PICTs also make this promise more 

achievable and affordable in practical terms. ‘Vaccine 

diplomacy’ may therefore play a key role in the overall 

‘COVID-19 diplomacy’ in PICTs, adding to other current 

strategic actions like budget support and the provision of 

medical supplies and equipment (Zhang 2020). 

Finally, the economic crisis produced by the global 

pandemic has made sites of resilience in Pacific com-

munities more visible. Ratuva (2014) argued the importance 

of recognising ‘culture-based indigenous social protection 

systems used by subaltern Pacific communities as a means 
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of building resilience and developing adaptation strategies’. 

As he states: ‘Far from being “failed”, Pacific communities 

have over the years developed culture-based mechanisms, 

not captured in Western-based classificatory schemas, 

which provide them with resilience and adaptability in the 

face of neoliberalism and globalisation’ (Ratuva 2014:42).  

In particular, in the current situation, many Pacific 

communities have been able to draw on such culture-based 

mechanisms of reciprocity, relationality, care and respons-

ibility to buffer the impact of loss of employment and wages 

(Kabutaulaka 2020). This speaks to the importance of 

looking beyond the state and formal institutions as a site of 

social protection. For many PICTs, this type of resilience 

also serves to buffer state responses. The pandemic-related 

strain placed on state-owned security service organisations 

across the region has revealed the disadvantages of relying 

on external support for day-to-day operations. It has also 

reinforced the resilience of organisations where strained 

financial resources, limited technical and logistic support, 

human resource shortfalls and limited physical resources 

affect but do not prevent service provision (Watson 2020). 

Moreover, transactional ideas embodied in the founding of 

the Barter for a Better Fiji, a Facebook-based bartering 

platform set up to respond to the loss of earnings and closure 

of services during the pandemic, and its replication across 

Oceania, points to the creativity with which communities 

have responded to the current crisis and the ways Pacific 

communities are modelling new ways of building security.  

Conclusion 

If security and resilience are to be sustainable and ongoing, 

there is an urgent need to align local and global security 

priorities, as well as reconfigure the political economy of 

relationships, identities and ‘traditions’ as potential sources 

of resilience in security provision. In the context of the 

PICTs, contemporary security crises, a revitalisation of 

indigenous worldviews and knowledge (Smith 2013), a 

push for Southern theorisation (Connell 2014), and tech-

nologies that facilitate collective action and solidarity 

(Titifanue et. al. (2017) have created an emerging oppor-

tunity to produce new ways of reconfiguring power 

relationships between different states, as well as, and 

perhaps more importantly, between communities and states 

within and beyond national borders. 

Note 

1  Parts of this chapter have been reproduced with the 

permission of Routledge from: 

 Amin, SN, C Girard and D Watson 2020, ‘Security, 

resilience and resistance in the PICs: Aligning priorities and 

relocating responsibility’, in SN Amin, D Watson and C 

Girard (eds), Mapping Security in the Pacific: A focus on 

context, gender and organisational culture, Routledge, 231–

243. 
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