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Abstract  
 
The security, stability and cohesion of the South Pacific is fundamental to Australian national 
security. Threats to regional security have traditionally been seen from two perspectives; 
the establishment of hostile powers in the region that might undermine Australia’s influence 
and interests; and the emergence of failed and fragile states which could prompt 
widespread regional instability. However, over the coming decades security threats are likely 
to diversify and become less traditional in their nature. Developmental and environmental 
challenges such as climate change, youth bulges and resource scarcity have the potential to 
drive regional instability, complicating and intensifying traditional security threats.  
 
While such challenges have not traditionally fallen within the usual purview of defence and 
security agencies, they have significant potential to undermine regional stability. Displaced 
populations; influxes of refugees and illegal immigrants; food and water shortages; 
breakdowns in law and order; and failed states, are just some of the potential consequences 
of inaction. In order to avoid such scenarios, the national security community will need to 
expand their definition of what constitutes a security threat, and diversify their approach to 
addressing security challenges. The changing nature of security threats will necessitate a 
corresponding change in the way security policy is developed and implemented across 
government.  

 
Recommendations 
 
Given the complexity of these non-traditional security challenges, it is recommended that 
Australian security agencies:  
 

1. Develop a long-term strategic approach to regional security that clearly articulates 
Australia’s objectives and priorities in the region. 
 

2. Establish a new ‘Emerging Security Challenges’ division within the Department of 
Defence, dedicated to analysing the role non-traditional security challenges play in 
driving regional and global instability. 

 
3. Develop a deeper understanding of non-traditional security threats through 

collaboration with subject matter experts, academics and regional policy makers. 
Including through:  

 
a. The establishment of a reciprocal network of exchange positions between 

Australian national security agencies, regional security organisations and the 
academic community.  
 

b.  Regular Australia- South Pacific 1.5 Track Security Dialogues to ensure 
Australian and Pacific perspectives of regional security align. 
 

4. Work collaboratively across government to develop a whole-of-government approach 



 
 

Australia’s Pacific pivot – a reappraisal of security challenges in the South Pacific  
Global Voices Shangri-La Dialogue Australian Youth Delegation 

Nuala Bethell (Australian Department of Defence) 

 
 

Page 3 
 

  

that addresses key aspects of the underlying security challenge;  
 
5. Build regional capacity to respond to regional security threats, including through;  

 
a.  The establishment of a regional peacekeeping force.  

 

Introduction  
 
Successive governments have understood that the stability of the South Pacific is 
fundamental to Australian national security. Subsequently, the ongoing security and stability 
of our neighbourhood forms an integral part of Australia’s national interest.1  
 
Regional security concerns have historically coalesced around three main themes; the threat 
of a hostile power gaining control of the region; threats to Australia’s access and influence; 
and the threat of fragile and failed states. These perceptions will remain relevant in 
contemporary regional security narratives. However, these traditional geopolitical concerns 
over interstate conflict, power balancing and fragile states are beginning to become 
intertwined with new transnational challenges.2  
 
Future thinking on regional security challenges should inform the development of a credible 
force structure, based on plausible contingencies that could occur in our region.3 While 
Australia must retain a high-end war fighting capability and the ability to deter and defeat 
adversaries, it is important that our force posture is also flexible and agile enough to manage 
highly probable non-traditional security challenges that may emerge close to home. 
 

Traditional concepts of Pacific security 
 
The establishment of a hostile power in the region 
 
Fears of the establishment of a hostile power in the South Pacific have formed a central part 
of Australian security narratives. Weak and fragile states in the Pacific have traditionally 
been seen as a conduit for a perceived aggressor to pose a direct threat to Australia.4  
 
This narrative continues to frame our security approach; Defence White Paper 2013 states 
Australia’s key strategic priority in the South Pacific is to ensure: “no major power with 
hostile interests establishes bases in our immediate neighbourhood, from which it could 
project force against us”.5 However, future security threats are unlikely to be “located within 

                                                        
1 P. Dibb, The Importance of the inner arc to Australian Defence Policy and Planning, Kokoda 
Foundation Security Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, 2013, p 13. 
2 A. Dupont, ‘National Security Dilemma: New Threats, Old Responses’, Australian Financial Review, 
15 March 2013,  
3 K. Klaxton, Securing the South Pacific, Making the most of Australia’s renewed regional focus, The 
Strategist, July 2O13, p.3  
4 P. Dibb, The Importance of the inner arc to Australian Defence Policy and Planning, Kokoda 
Foundation Security Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, 2013, p 13. 
5 Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2013, May 2013, p. 25 
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a single competitor nation state”.6  Future security threats are much more likely to be 
directed towards Australia’s interests than its territory.7  
 
Threats to Australia’s strategic influence 
 
Australia, as the largest developed nation and primary security partner in the region, has 
traditionally seen the South Pacific as falling within its natural ‘sphere of influence’. 8 
External influence and interference in the region by external powers has long been 
considered a strategic threat.9 As the region decolonized during the Cold War, it was 
perceived that newly independent states could fall under the influence of external great 
powers, whose strategic interests in the region did not match Australia’s.10  
 
Today, China is seen as a competitor for diplomatic and strategic influence in the region. 
There is a geopolitical concern that Australia’s access and influence will be eroded if China 
begins to play a more prominent role in the South Pacific.11 The 2013 White Paper suggests: 
the growing reach and influence of Asian nations has the potential to “challenge” Australia’s 
contributions to the region.12 However, the extent to which China has any grand design on 
the Pacific region, is contestable. Areas such as Northeast Asia, the South China Sea and the 
Indian Ocean, are likely to remain much higher strategic priorities for China, than Fiji, 
Vanuatu or PNG.13 Australia remains the partner of choice in trade, investment, aid and 
defence by a considerable margin. 14 Consequently, Hill argues that Australia is unlikely to be 
usurped by China as the security partner of choice in the near future.15  
 
Threat of regional instability  
 
Post 9/11, failed and fragile states were perceived as a threat to Australian security. Fragile 
states were seen as potential havens for transnational crime, inter-communal violence, 

                                                        
6 F. Moghaddam, The New Global Insecurity: How Terrorism, Environmental Collapse, Economic 
Inequalities and Resource Shortages are Changing our World, Praeger, 2010, p. 7 
7 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s 
National Security” (January 2013) 
<http://apo.org.au/files/Resource/dpmc_nationalsecuritystrategy_jan2013.pdf > Accessed 2 May 
2014. 
8 R. Herr & A. Bergin, Our Near Abroad: Australia and Pacific Islands Regionalism, Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute, Canberra, November 2011, p. 1 
9 S. Frueling, A History of Australian Strategic Policy Since 1945, Canberra, Defence Publishing Service, 
2009 p.463 
10 Ibid  
11 J. Haywood-Jones, Big Enough for All of Us: Geostrategic Competition in the Pacific Islands, Lowy 
Institute for International Policy, p.7 
12 Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2013, May 2013, p.15 
13 J. Haywood-Jones, Big Enough for All of Us: Geostrategic Competition in the Pacific Islands, Lowy 
Institute for International Policy, p.7 
14 J. Haywood-Jones, Big Enough for All of Us: Geostrategic Competition in the Pacific Islands, Lowy 
Institute for International Policy, 
<http://www.lowyinstitute.org/files/hayward_jones_big_enough_web.pdf> Accessed 15 May 2014.  
15 M. Hill, ‘Chessboard or Political Bazaar? Revisiting Beijing, Canberra and Wellington’s Engagement 
with the South Pacific’, Security Challenges, Vol. 6, No. 3 (spring 2010), pp. 41-58. 

http://apo.org.au/files/Resource/dpmc_nationalsecuritystrategy_jan2013.pdf
http://www.lowyinstitute.org/files/hayward_jones_big_enough_web.pdf
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money laundering, arms smuggling, drug trafficking and terrorism.16  Dibb described the 
area to the north and east of Australia as an “arc of instability”, whose insecurity could have 
implications for Australia. 17 Political instability in Fiji, Papua New Guinea (PNG), Tonga and 
Vanuatu throughout the 1990s and early 2000s reinforced this perception.18 Subsequently, 
Australia staged military interventions to restore law and order in Timor-Leste in 1999 and 
2006, and in Solomon Islands in 2003, to prevent the spread of instability throughout 
Australia’s region of responsibility.19   
 
Today, however, the volatile nature of the security environment of the late 1990s and early 
2000s has subsided. Australia has withdrawn its forces from stabilisation missions in Timor-
Leste and Solomon Islands; stable governments have been formed in PNG and Timor-Leste; 
and the performance of governments in Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Tonga have 
improved.20 This has caused some commentators to argue that Australia should view the 
region as an ‘arc of opportunity’, rather than one of instability. 21 Others however, remain 
more cautious and recognize that while the immediate threat of state failure has subsided, 
the broad underlying drivers of instability remain.22 A growing number of environmental and 
developmental challenges have the potential to antagonize existing tensions, and 
exacerbate instability.  
 

Future security challenges in the Pacific, where will they come from?  
 
The ability to forecast future security threats will remain a key challenge for the Australian 
national security community.23 Commentators such as Andrew O’Neil have stated that 
Australian policy makers tend to base predictions on extrapolations from past and current 
events. As a result security analysts tend to look backwards, rather than engage with 
potential future developments.24 This is problematic, as past and current understandings of 
security in the South Pacific will not be sufficient to prepare Australia for the future regional 
security environment.  
 
Future regional security challenges are likely to diversify from traditional understandings. 
Key challenges such as climate change, youth bulges and resource scarcity, have the 
potential to drive regional instability, complicating and intensifying traditional security 
threats. Although these challenges have not fallen within the usual purview of defence and 

                                                        
16 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s 
National Security”, p. 11,  
17 P. Dibb, The Importance of the inner arc to Australian Defence Policy and Planning, Security 
Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, 2013, p. 13 
18 J. Wallis, ‘The Pacific: from “Arc of Instability” to “Arc of Responsibility” and then to “Arc of 
Opportunity”, Security Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, (Summer 2012), p. 1 
19 COL P. Brown, Australian influence in the South Pacific, ADF Journal, Issue No. 189 
(November/December 2012), p. 13 
20 J. Wallis, ‘The Pacific: from “Arc of Instability” to “Arc of Responsibility” and then to “Arc of 
Opportunity”, Security Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, (Summer 2012), p. 2 
21 ibid  
22 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s 
National Security”, p.40 
23 A. O’Neil, Conceptualising Future Threats to Australia’s Security, National Security College 
Occasional Paper, No. 3, April 2012 p.  
24 ibid  



 
 

Australia’s Pacific pivot – a reappraisal of security challenges in the South Pacific  
Global Voices Shangri-La Dialogue Australian Youth Delegation 

Nuala Bethell (Australian Department of Defence) 

 
 

Page 6 
 

  

security agencies, they have significant potential to undermine future regional security. The 
2014 US Quadrennial Defence Review describes these challenges as: “threat multipliers”, 
that could aggravate existing regional weaknesses and insecurities, and provoke traditional 
geostrategic competition and power balancing.25  
 
While traditional security challenges have overwhelmingly dominated the attention of the 
Australian national security community, policy makers no longer have the luxury of 
considering the military dimension of threats alone.26 Future regional security challenges will 
have military, economic, environmental and social dimensions that require a more holistic 
definition of the nature of security threats. Counterinsurgency theories have recognized this 
connection, but the inverse relationship of deteriorating conditions resulting in a strategic 
threat, is underexplored.  
 

Future regional security challenges, why Australian policy makers need 
to adapt 
 
While Australia’s strategic policy has traditionally been reactive to external events and 
influenced by changes in the broader international system, there are clear benefits to 
adopting a more forward focused strategy.27 In an increasingly uncertain world, “there is no 
guarantee that nations will emerge as winners if they simply let things happen.”28 The rapid 
spread of instability across state boundaries is a negative consequence of an increasingly 
globalized world. 29   Non-traditional security challenges have the potential to create 
significant food and water shortages; displace populations; contribute to breakdowns in law 
and order; and increase the likelihood of failed states in our region.30 Such security 
challenges erode state sovereignty and create the political, social and economic conditions 
for traditional security threats, such as geostrategic competition and inter-state rivalry, to 
thrive.31 
 
If left unaddressed, the Australian national security community may be required to 
undertake an increasing number of stabilization, humanitarian and disaster relief, border 
protection and peacekeeping operations to prevent the spread of instability. History shows 

                                                        
25 Department of Defense, United States of America Quadrennial Defense Review 2014, March 2014, 
p. 8  
26 GEN K. Naumann, GEN J. Shalikashvalil, Lord Inge, ADM J. Lanxade, GEN H. van den Breemen, 
Towards a Grand strategy for an Uncertain World, Renewing Transatlantic Partnership, Noaber 
Foundation, 2007, p. 22 
27 A. O’Neil, Conceptualising Future Threats to Australia’s Security, National Security College 
Occasional Paper, No. 3, April 2012, p. 
28 GEN K. Naumann, GEN J. Shalikashvalil, Lord Inge, ADM J. Lanxade, GEN H. van den Breemen, 
Towards a Grand strategy for an Uncertain World, Renewing Transatlantic Partnership, p. 
29 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s 
National Security”, p.11 
30 Ibid 
31  Institute for Security and Development Policy 
<http://www.isdp.eu/component/content/article/330-projects/521-traditional-and-non-traditional-
security-in-eurasia.html> Accessed 5 May. 

http://www.isdp.eu/component/content/article/330-projects/521-traditional-and-non-traditional-security-in-eurasia.html
http://www.isdp.eu/component/content/article/330-projects/521-traditional-and-non-traditional-security-in-eurasia.html
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that such scenarios are likely to be costly for Australia.32 Whole-of-government efforts to 
restore stability in Solomon Islands cost approximately $2.6 billion over 10 years.33 Similarly, 
the use of Australian Navy and Air Force assets to interdict illegal maritime arrivals was 
estimated to cost Australia $262 million per year, at the height of boat arrivals from mid 
2012 to mid 2013.34 Given that non-traditional security challenges are likely to coalesce and 
co-emerge, it is probable that the Australian national security community will have to 
conduct multiple simultaneous operations. This is likely to place a significant additional 
burden on the Australian Defence Force and other security agencies that are already 
suffering from financial and resource constraints. 
 
Non-traditional security challenges could also create opportunities for China and other 
extra-regional actors to expand their strategic, military and economic presence in the region, 
undermining Australia’s position as the preferred security partner. Issues such as climate 
change; disaster management and food security are top priorities for Pacific Island nations, 
who understand the potential long-term consequences of such challenges.35 South Pacific 
states have limited capacity to deal with these challenges and will continue to rely on third-
party support.36It is in Australia’s interests to continue to provide this assistance, as South 
Pacific nations will forge relationships with other security partners, if Australia is no longer 
seen to fulfill their security requirements.  
 

Future regional security challenges, how can Australia adapt? 
 
Australian policy makers are beginning to recognize the role non-traditional security 
challenges may play in our region’s future. The 2013 White Paper states that issues such as 
fast-growing populations, ethnic tensions, high levels of unemployment and ineffective 
governments could “create the conditions for escalating crime and violence”.37 Similarly the 
National Security Strategy 2012 recognizes that environmental challenges such as resource 
scarcity and climate change will also play an increasing role.38 However, this recognition has 
not yet been translated into action, through the implementation of forward-focused security 
policy. 
 
The next section of this paper will make recommendations for the future development and 
implementation of Australian security policy on the South Pacific. Three non-traditional 
security threats will be used as case studies, to demonstrate the need for a more informed, 
consolidated, long-term and customized regional response.  
 

                                                        
32 World Bank, Country Partnership Strategy for Solomon Islands 2013-17, 23 July, 2014 
<www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/07/24/country-partnership-strategy-for-solomon-
islands-2013-2017>, Accessed 6 May. 
33 J. Hayward-Jones, Australia’s costly investment in Solomon Islands: The lessons of RAMSI, Lowy 
Institute for International Policy, May 2014, p 2. 
34 http://www.abc.net.au/news/interactives/operation-sovereign-borders-the-first-6-months/ 
accessed 6 May 
35 COL P. Brown, Australian influence in the South Pacific, ADF Journal, Issue No. 189 
(November/December 2012), p. 13 
36  Ibid  
37 Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2013, p. 25  
38 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s 
National Security”, p. 31 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/07/24/country-partnership-strategy-for-solomon-islands-2013-2017
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/07/24/country-partnership-strategy-for-solomon-islands-2013-2017
http://www.abc.net.au/news/interactives/operation-sovereign-borders-the-first-6-months/
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A more forward-thinking approach to Pacific security challenges 
 
If the effects of non-security challenges are to be mitigated, a long-term strategic approach 
to the region is required. While the Pacific has long been seen as falling within Australia’s 
sphere of influence, some argue that traditionally, Australia’s approach to regional security 
has been “ad hoc”, and lacked an “overarching design”.39 While the full effects of some 
challenges such as climate change and regional youth bulges will emerge slowly (see case 
study 1), the security implications of such challenges will be significant, if left unmitigated. 
Long-term strategies are required to address these challenges before they emerge as 
significant threats.  
 
This type of longer-term strategic thinking has already begun to underpin our strategic 
engagement with Asia. The Australia in the Asian Century White Paper outlines a clear long-
term plan to seize opportunities in Asia, and manage the strategic challenges that will 
arise.40 The prologue of the Asian Century White Paper states that, “As a nation, we face a 
choice: to drift into our future or to actively shape it.”41 Australian defence and security 
agencies face a similar choice in the Pacific. Without a long-term strategy to shape the 
security environment in our region, we will drift in to an uncertain and more challenging 
future. 
 
While the national security community may not be on the front line in responding to these 
challenges, long-term contingencies should be developed in case civilian mitigation 
strategies fail, or are ineffective. In recognition of this fact, the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO) has established an Emerging Security Challenges Division, which aims 
to develop a culture of discussion within the organization, “which is not confined to issues 
that involve NATO militarily”.42 The division is a key capability that scans the strategic 
horizon for future security challenges, and facilitates discussion between security and 
civilian agencies on how best to address them. Given the vast range of non-traditional 
security challenges emerging in our region, it is recommended that a similar capability be 
developed within the Australian Department of Defence. 
 
Greater understanding of the changing nature of regional security challenges and the 
implications of these challenges for Australia 
 
While there is growing recognition of the threats posed by non-traditional security 
challenges, there is a lack of understanding of how these security challenges might impact 
Australia. The nature and extent of non-traditional security threats must be fully explored in 

                                                        
39 G. Dobell, ‘From Arc of Instability to Arc of Responsibility’, Security Challenges, Vol. 8, No. 4, 
(Summer 2012), p. 37   
40 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Australia in the Asian Century White Paper 
<http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/133850/20130914-
0122/asiancentury.dpmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/white-paper/australia-in-the-asian-century-white-
paper.pdf> Accessed 20 April, p. iii 
41 Ibid 
42 NATO Review – NATO Lisbon Summit Edition, New challenges – new NATO, 
<http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2010/Lisbon-Summit/New-Nato/EN/index.htm> Accessed 18 
May 

http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/133850/20130914-0122/asiancentury.dpmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/white-paper/australia-in-the-asian-century-white-paper.pdf
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/133850/20130914-0122/asiancentury.dpmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/white-paper/australia-in-the-asian-century-white-paper.pdf
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/133850/20130914-0122/asiancentury.dpmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/white-paper/australia-in-the-asian-century-white-paper.pdf
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2010/Lisbon-Summit/New-Nato/EN/index.htm


 
 

Australia’s Pacific pivot – a reappraisal of security challenges in the South Pacific  
Global Voices Shangri-La Dialogue Australian Youth Delegation 

Nuala Bethell (Australian Department of Defence) 

 
 

Page 9 
 

  

order to understand possible future operating environments in our region.43 A better 
understanding of such challenges will help the Australian national security community to 
develop credible future, regional contingencies.44  Such contingencies will help to ensure 
Australia has force posture options that are flexible and agile enough to adjust to a range of 
security challenges that might coalesce and co-emerge. This is particularly important for the 
Australian Defence Force, as defence preparedness provides an insurance policy for 
Australia against future uncertainty.45  

 
Collaborative relationships between policy makers, academics and subject-matter experts 
should be established to fill knowledge gaps and enhance Australia’s understanding of likely 
future scenarios. 46  Research and advisory cells could be established within organisations to 

                                                        
43 A. Press, A. Bergin & E. Garnsey, Heavy weather: Climate and the Australian Defence Force, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute Special Report, Issue 49, March 2013, p.21 
44  Department of Defense, United States of America Quadrennial Defense Review 2014, p. 25 
45 LTCOL A. Stevens, ‘Preparing Defence’, The Defence Magazine, Issue 6, 2014 
<http://www.defence.gov.au/defencemagazine/issue/6/articles/14.html> accessed 27 May 2014. 
46 Ibid p.12 

Case study 1 – Security challenges posed by regional youth bulges and the need for a 
long-term strategic approach 
 
Radical changes in regional demography will continue to pose challenges for the global 
community. Bulges in the youth population in the Middle East and North Africa have been 
linked to rising instability in these regions, including the Arab Spring uprisings in Egypt and 
Tunisia.1 Population growth in the South Pacific now exceeds (3.1% per annum)1 the growth 
rate in the Middle East and North Africa (2% per annum)1. If this rate of growth is 
sustained, the Pacific Island population will double over the next 15 years to 18.3 million.1 
Currently, approximately one third (33.5%) of the adult population is between 15-24 years 
old.1 Given the rapid increase in the birth rate, this figure is likely to rise.  
 
The long-term security implications of the regional youth bulge will depend on how the 
issue is handled in the short-medium term. Long-term consequences of inaction could 
include: inadequate water supplies; food scarcity; an overwhelmed health services; a lack 
of critical infrastructure such as housing, hospitals and schools; shortage of education and 
employment opportunities; and an increase in overall poverty levels.1 Research has shown 
that large youth populations are strongly associated with greater incidence of conflict, 
particularly when combined with poor performing economies and weak governments.1 This 
could lead to major social upheavals and an increase the possibility of failed states in our 
neighbourhood. 
 
To avoid these scenarios, long-term solutions will need to be implemented long before the 
implications of the growing youth population emerge. Australia will need to provide 
ongoing assistance across numerous domains over the next two decades in order to 
adequately address the underlying security situation. Education and health infrastructure 
will need to undergo sustainable growth in order to cope with the population increase. 
Regional governments and industry will need to look at how it is going to sustain and 
employ a population twice the current size. Regional polices forces will also need to 
increase in size in order to be able to respond to security incidents if and when they arise.1 

http://www.defence.gov.au/defencemagazine/issue/6/articles/14.html
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deploy subject matter expertise, when required.47  This will be particularly important for 
security challenges such as climate change (see case study 2), where scientific research and 
knowledge is evolving rapidly. 

                                                        
47 Ibid, p. 31 
48 Dupont et al., Climate change and security: managing the risk, paper commissioned by the Garnaut 
Climate Change Review, June 2008, p.3 
49 Ibid, p. 13 
50 Department of Defense, United States of America Quadrennial Defense Review 2014, p. VI 
51 Dupont et al., Climate change and security: managing the risk, paper commissioned by the Garnaut 
Climate Change Review, June 2008, p. 14 

Case study 2: The case for a greater research and dialogue on the future regional 
security implications of climate change. 
 
Climate change is a good example of a security challenge that would benefit from 
greater links between policy makers, academics and regional communities. Ross 
Garnaut, has outlined a significant number of challenges that climate change could pose 
over the coming decades. Firstly, climate change will intensify issues of food security and 
impact on the capacity of the Pacific to provide enough food to sustain its rapidly 
growing population. Secondly, climate change is likely to exacerbate fresh water scarcity 
in Pacific states that are already struggling to maintain adequate water supplies. Thirdly, 
evidence suggests that climate change may also increase the prevalence of natural 
disasters in the Pacific cyclone belt, which will speed up the level of erosion and increase 
flooding in areas that are already susceptible to inundation such as Nadi and Honiara. 
Lastly, sea level rise is likely to have significant impacts on low-lying atoll countries such 
as Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Tokelau and Tuvalu, seriously impacting the availability of 
habitable and agricultural land. Sea level rise has the potential to completely submerge 
low-lying atolls, or cause contamination of critical water supplies. Garnaut warns that 
ultimately, human habitation on these islands may not be sustainable, even with only 
moderate climate change.48 
 
Collectively, the implications of climate change will place immense political, economic 
and social burdens on already weak and struggling governments, calling their 
competency and legitimacy into question.49 The effects of climate change could amplify 
existing ethnic or social tensions in the region, increasing the likelihood of destablising 
internal conflicts and the risk of state collapse. 
 
The 2014 US Quadrennial Review asserted that climate change will increase the 
“frequency, scale, and complexity” of military missions across the region.50 The burden 
on the ADF and Australian Federal Police to respond to HADR and stabilization 
operations across the region is likely to increase, as regional security infrastructure 
becomes overwhelmed. If the full effects of sea level rise eventuate, a rapid and large-
scale movement of people may occur from low-lying atoll countries. 51 This would likely 
result in an increase in the number of illegal maritime arrivals, placing increasing 
pressure on the Royal Australian Navy to patrol not just our northern approaches, but 
also our eastern approaches. 
 

http://www.garnautreview.org.au/CA25734E0016A131/WebObj/05Security/$File/05%20Security.pdf
http://www.garnautreview.org.au/CA25734E0016A131/WebObj/05Security/$File/05%20Security.pdf
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A greater understanding of future regional security threats cannot be achieved via Australian 
policy makers and academics alone. The complex interplay between cultural factors, 
national and global dynamics necessitates deeper ties with Pacific scholars and policy 
makers on non-traditional security challenges.52 The establishment of a regular policy officer 
exchange program between key Australian agencies (i.e. the Department of Defence, 
Department Foreign Affairs and Trade, Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry) 
and their Pacific counterparts could help to expand people-to-people networks and the 
distribution of knowledge and ideas. Regular 1.5 Track Security dialogues with Pacific Island 
Countries could also help to bridge the divide between policy makers, researchers and 
Pacific Island Countries, and develop a more “nuanced understanding of Pacific politics, 
economics, society and culture. ”53   
 
 Whole-of-Government approach to non-traditional security challenges  
 
As security challenges become more complex and interconnected, an increasing number of 
departments, agencies and non-government organisations will have a stake in national 
security outcomes in the region.54  It is important that this is matched with a corresponding 
increase in the level of cooperation between agencies. Security agencies, globally, tend to 
operate within their own narrow field of capability, without adequate communication or 
coordination with others.55However, non-traditional security challenges will demand a 
greater level of coordination, due to their overlapping security and development 
components. Australia’s current approach to maritime security in the Pacific region provides 
a good example of this (see case study 2).  
 
Australian security agencies should identify key regional priorities, and use these priorities to 
guide the direction of Australia’s security and development assistance to the region.56 
Currently, Australia’s engagement with the region is widely dispersed, not well branded and, 
in many areas, spread too thin. As outlined in a 2006 White Paper on overseas aid 
expenditure, Australia cannot afford to continue doing all things in all countries in the 
Pacific.57 A more streamlined, in-depth approach to resolving key development and security 
challenges would heighten the strategic effect of Australia’s engagement in the region, 

                                                        
52 Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2013, May 2013, p. 9 
53 K. Klaxton, Securing the South Pacific, Making the most of Australia’s renewed regional focus, The 
Strategist, July 2O13, p. 9 
54 A. Dupont, ‘National Security Dilemma: New Threats, Old Responses’, Australian Financial Review, 
15 March 2013, 
55  GEN K. Naumann, GEN J. Shalikashvalil, Lord Inge, ADM J. Lanxade, GEN H. van den Breemen, 
Towards a Grand strategy for an Uncertain World, Renewing Transatlantic Partnership, p. 78 
56 GEN K. Naumann, GEN J. Shalikashvalil, Lord Inge, ADM J. Lanxade, GEN H. van den Breemen, 
Towards a Grand strategy for an Uncertain World, Renewing Transatlantic Partnership, p. 96 
57 Australian Aid, Promoting Growth and Stability, A White Paper on the Australian Government’s 
Overseas Aid Program, April 2006,  <http://aid.dfat.gov.au/publications/whitepaper/s6.htm> 
(Accessed 24 Mat 2014) 

Significantly more research is required to understand where these challenges are likely 
to develop and over what time frames.  Security organisations should seek to engage 
with climate scientists, academics and private industry through seminars, workshops and 
focus groups to help understand the future security challenges.1 

http://aid.dfat.gov.au/publications/whitepaper/s6.htm


 
 

Australia’s Pacific pivot – a reappraisal of security challenges in the South Pacific  
Global Voices Shangri-La Dialogue Australian Youth Delegation 

Nuala Bethell (Australian Department of Defence) 

 
 Page 

12 
 

  

increasing our access and influence and reducing the duplication of effort.  
 

Case study 3: Australia’s response to illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) fishing – 
the benefits of a whole-of-government approach. 
 
Regional fisheries provide a valuable source of employment and food and are the only 
significant renewable resource for most Pacific island countries. 58 IUU fishing removes 
$1.7 billion from already weak Pacific economies each year.59 As Asian and European fish 
stocks are depleted from over fishing over the coming decades, the resource rich waters 
of the Pacific will become increasingly attractive for illegal fishing. If IUU fishing continues 
at its current rate, regional fish stocks will become greatly depleted over the next two 
decades. 60 This will have knock on security challenges of rising unemployment, falling 
incomes and government revenues and widespread food shortages. Given the association 
between IUU fishing and other transnational criminal activities, there is also a risk of drug, 
arms and people smuggling activities becoming more prominent across the region. 61 
 
In recognition of this and other maritime security challenges in the region, the 
Department of Defence gifted 22 Pacific Patrol Boats to 12 Pacific Island countries as part 
of the Pacific Patrol Boat (PPB) Program between 1987 and 1995.62 For some countries, 
the PPB’s are the only asset available to patrol their exclusive economic zone, and 
apprehend illegal activity. Consequently, they are considered a vital piece of regional 
security infrastructure.  
 
However, to date, Australian support has focused on the delivery of security apparatus (in 
this case the patrol boats), and has lacked the broader developmental assistance required 
to ensure this national asset achieves the strategic effect. Defence provides ongoing 
maintenance; financial and advisory support to police maritime units and navies across 
the region to assist nations to develop long-term solutions to maritime security 
challenges. However, the same efforts have not been applied to develop the capacity and 
professionalism of other important agencies across the region such as, customs and 
border protection services, fisheries departments, the general duties police forces, or the 
justice and law enforcement sectors. Governance issues prevent Pacific island agencies 
from working together to apprehend and prosecute illegal activity.  Similarly, widespread 
corruption at the middle and upper management levels undermines the credibility of law 
enforcement agencies, weakening any deterrent effect. 
 
The roll out of the Defence-led Pacific Maritime Security Program (which will replace the 

                                                        
58 S. Bateman and Q. Hanich, Maritime Security Issues in an Arc of Instability and Opportunity, 
Security Challenges, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2013, p. 94 
59  S. Donery, What is the Pacific’s biggest economic story?, Australian Broadcasting Cooperation 
Online, 29 March 2014<http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-29/an-pacific-economy-
dorney/5352936> , (Accessed 29 March) 
60  Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency, Safeguarding the stocks, A report on analytical projects to 
support the development of a Regional MCS Strategy for Pacific oceanic fisheries 
<http://www.m2cms.com.au/uploaded/5/FFA%20MCS%20Final%20Synopsis%20Report.pdf>, p.8  
61 . Bateman and Q. Hanich, Maritime Security Issues in an Arc of Instability and Opportunity, Security 
Challenges, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2013, p. 94 
62 Ibid, p. 97 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-29/an-pacific-economy-dorney/5352936
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-29/an-pacific-economy-dorney/5352936
http://www.m2cms.com.au/uploaded/5/FFA%20MCS%20Final%20Synopsis%20Report.pdf
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current PPB’s) provides an important opportunity for other agencies to align their support 
to address maritime security issues. The Australian Fisheries Management Authority, the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the Australian Federal Police and the Attorney 
Generals Department all run valuable programs in the region to strengthen governance 
structures, tackle corruption, and build capacity in the areas of justice, law enforcement 
and fisheries protection. These efforts should be united and channeled towards creating a 
credible deterrent for IUU fishing by addressing the challenges in both the development 
and security space.  

 
Building regional capacity to respond to regional security threats 
 
Greater regional cooperation across the Pacific will be critical in responding to non-
traditional security challenges. Given the small size of regional states and the limitations on 
their resources, nations are likely to become quickly overwhelmed, if pressures on their 
resources, infrastructure and livelihoods increase. Such challenges have the potential to 
spark the reemergence of existing tribal and clan conflicts, territorial disputes and other 
social tensions.63 Regional law enforcement and security agencies will play a critical role in 
preventing incidents of civil unrest escalating, to a point where external intervention is 
required.64  Pacific island countries have greatly benefited from cooperative ventures such 
as the Regional Security Mission to Solomon Islands, which have helped build capacity and 
professionalism amongst regional police and security forces, and have fostered common 
approaches to security challenges in the region.65 At their inaugural meeting in 2013, South 
Pacific Defence Ministers’66 agreed there was a need to build the capacity of regional 
militaries to respond to a range of security, stabilization, and HADR challenges in the 
region.67 
 
The establishment of a regional peacekeeping force would have the dual benefits of building 
regional capacity to respond to non-traditional security challenges; and creating a readily 
deployable force that could be deployed in the event of breakdowns in regional security. 
Regional ownership and leadership will be crucial to the success of any future force, and 
would ensure the capability meets regional priorities, and builds local capacity.68 While 
Australia, and other regional partners such as New Zealand, would need to contribute 
funding and resources to help establish and maintain a regional security force, this would 
clearly be preferable to running and financing large-scale regional interventions. If 
successful, this type of regional body could be replicated to address other security 

                                                        
63  P. Balone Kanaparo and J. Jacka, Papua New Guinea’s Participation in a Pacific Islands regional 
Security Force – Perspectives on Security Issues in the South Pacific, Contemporary PNG Studies: DWU 
Research Journal, Vol. 10, May 2009, p. 67 
64  Ibid 
65 Ibid 
66 The 2013 South Pacific Defence Ministers’ Meeting was attended by Defence Ministers from 
Australia, New Zealand, Tonga and PNG as well as senior representative from France and Chile. 
67 Department of Defence, South Pacific Defence Ministers’ Meeting – Joint Communiqué, 
http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/files/2013/05/South-Pacific-Defence-Ministers-Meeting-Joint-
Communique2.pdf <accessed 17 April. 
68 Australian Civil Military Centre, Partnering for Peace, Australia’s peacekeeping and peacebuilding 
experiences in the Autonomous Region of Bougainville in Papua New Guinea, and in Solomon Islands 
and Timor-Leste, 2012, p. 6 
 

http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/files/2013/05/South-Pacific-Defence-Ministers-Meeting-Joint-Communique2.pdf
http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/files/2013/05/South-Pacific-Defence-Ministers-Meeting-Joint-Communique2.pdf
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challenges across the region. For example, a stand-alone HADR response capability could be 
developed to respond to the increasing prevalence of extreme weather events, as a result of 
climate change.  
 

Conclusion  
 
The Australian national security community no longer has the luxury of preparing for 
traditional security challenges in the South West Pacific alone. Non-traditional security 
challenges such as climate change, resource scarcity and regional youth bulges will place 
increasing pressure on Pacific island nations, already be The security, stability and cohesion 
of the South Pacific is fundamental to Australian national security. Threats to regional 
security have traditionally been seen from two perspectives; the establishment of hostile 
powers in the region that might undermine Australia’s influence and interests; and the 
emergence of failed and fragile states which could prompt widespread regional instability. 
However, over the coming decades security threats are likely to diversify and become less 
traditional in their nature. Developmental and environmental challenges such as climate 
change, youth bulges and resource scarcity have the potential to drive regional instability, 
complicating and intensifying traditional security threats.  
 
While such challenges have not traditionally fallen within the usual purview of defence and 
security agencies, they have significant potential to undermine regional stability. Displaced 
populations; influxes of refugees and illegal immigrants; food and water shortages; 
breakdowns in law and order; and failed states, are just some of the potential consequences 
of inaction. In order to avoid such scenarios, the national security community will need to 
expand their definition of what constitutes a security threat, and diversify their approach to 
addressing security challenges. The changing nature of security threats will necessitate a 
corresponding change in the way security policy is developed and implemented across 
government.  
leaguered by political, economic and social tensions. The concomitant and interconnected 
nature of these non-traditional challenges have the potential to provoke widespread 
instability through intra-state conflict, displaced populations and breakdowns in civil law and 
order. In order to limit the effects of such instability, the Australian national security 
community must expand their definition of what constitutes a security threat and diversify 
their approach to mitigating the effects. This will require a long-term, strategic approach to 
regional security, which addresses the complex and interconnected nature of such 
challenges through a whole-of-government framework. Greater consultation with Australian 
and regional subject matter experts will assist with the development of targeted and 
regionally focused solutions that address the underlying drivers of non-traditional security 
challenges. 
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