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Introduction
David Brewster and Richard Herr

For all its disruptive effects, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a homogenising influence across the globe, at least with
regard to public policy. It has forced states great and small to react with similar strategies to curb the spread of the
disease. Border closures, lockdowns, social-distancing requirements and promotion of personal and social hygiene have
become standard policy responses. However, beyond the broad similarity of approach, the commonalty breaks down in
the face of the capacity of individual states to manage the consequences of the pandemic. The seriousness of a state’s
vulnerability to the harm that Covid-19 can do is largely a function of the state’s resilience or capacity to rebound from
both the damage inflicted by the direct physical harm of the disease and the collateral damage caused by responding to
the threat of the pandemic.
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Vulnerability to shock from natural disasters and pressure from larger countries may be a fact of life for all small states, but this
doesn’t necessarily conduce to predictable policy outcomes. Awareness of the extent of the danger is a factor in how small states
perceive their vulnerability and their resilience. Perceptions of risks and consequences are not always shared at the domestic level
between governing elites and their publics. At the international level, agreement on the degree of exposure to potential harm that
small island states face is a subject of contention. Asymmetrical trade relationships can be viewed by small states as economic
coercion when faced with aggressive negotiations or unfair sanctions. On the other hand, effective international partnerships can
build a small state’s resilience and lessen its sense of vulnerability. The more resilient a state feels itself to be, the less it credits the
significance of what others might deem a vulnerability.
The importance of perceptions of vulnerability and resilience are apparent in the way the Covid-19 pandemic has affected relations
between policy elites and national publics—and not just for small states. The American response to Covid-19 over 2020 is one
of the more extreme examples of divergences between elites and publics on policy responses to the pandemic. South Korea,
by contrast, is the one of the clearest examples of shared policy perceptions between elites and publics. In the American case,
disagreement over the extent of national vulnerability to the disease arguably has lethally impaired its resilience in the face of
Covid-19. The general national consensus on Covid-19 policy in South Korea has significantly added to other factors of resilience,
including medical services, economic stability and social harmony.
This Strategic Insights report is being published as part of an ASPI project that focuses on the vulnerabilities of Indo-Pacific island
states in the Covid-19 era. It presents a series of views on ways that insiders and external observers have viewed the vulnerabilities
and resilience of island countries in the Pacific and Indian Oceans in dealing with the Covid-19 pandemic.
All of these contributions have appeared as posts on The Strategist. They don’t try to offer a sequential account of events or
perceptions but represent a collection of responses to the crisis. The authors were not asked to address a single issue but, rather,
were encouraged to focus on issues of relevance to them. The result is a mosaic rather than a portrait of nearly a year of living with
the tensions posed by the pandemic. Two key themes do tend to dominate this mosaic. One concerns the way vulnerabilities are
expressed as challenges. The second identifies the opportunities that resilience can create.
Many small island states in the Pacific and Indian Oceans lack the resilience in medical infrastructure—physical and human—to
absorb the onslaught of the pandemic if it had hit them with the ferocity of the European or American experience. While this
has not occurred (and may not, if an effective vaccine reaches them soon), their economic resilience has been put under serious
pressure by the policies adopted to manage the pandemic’s continuing public health threat. Consequently, the more visible
vulnerabilities and resilience that Covid-19 has exposed throughout 2020 have had more of an economic than a medical accent.

Mitigating health vulnerabilities
When the Covid-19 pandemic first hit in early 2020, there was a convergence of perceptions that the Indo-Pacific island states
were particularly vulnerable to the public health threat. External perceptions that the islands’ public health systems were
underpowered in the face of Covid-19 were shared by the island states themselves, albeit, perhaps, not to the same degree. In
practice, some have sought to mitigate health vulnerabilities in interesting and unexpected ways, including through lessons
learned from previous epidemics and innovative use of telemedicine and social media.
Some island states—Samoa being the most recent example—have had relatively recent historical experience with
nation-threatening epidemics. These experiences may have contributed to the island societies accepting strong government
leadership as necessary for public health. This could help explain the rapid closure of borders and strict quarantine requirements
for people and cargo even before any significant exposure to the pandemic.
Valesia Iosefa examines how a recognition of the failures in the public health response to the 2019 measles epidemic in Samoa did
much to win public support for drastic actions against Covid-19. The Samoan experience could also provide important lessons for
vaccination campaigns against Covid-19.
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A contribution by Lubna Rahiman, a private medical practitioner in Fiji, illustrates how the vulnerabilities of Fiji’s health system
affected her clinic during the early days of the Covid-19 crisis. Even while recognising the limitations, this paper argues for seeing
the opportunity in rebuilding the post-Covid-19 economy to strengthen public health resilience through telemedicine.
As is the case throughout the world, legitimate pandemic concerns and blatant misinformation have found wide circulation
through social media and thus compounded the risks of damage to public confidence. This vulnerability is not unique to small
island states, but as a post from Roneel Lal and Sunayna Nandini from Fiji suggests, social media can also be used an important
source of resilience. Small-scale technological infrastructure favouring social media and a need for innovation have had positive
effects in countering some of the economic and social consequences of Covid-19 policies.

Mitigating economic impacts
While many Indo-Pacific island states have escaped the worst health effects of the global crisis, all have been massively affected
by the economic consequences. Many island states are highly dependent on the international tourism industry, which has been
severely affected by the pandemic and may continue to experience interruptions.
The Covid-19 crisis has also aggravated existing economic vulnerabilities. Several states carried high levels of external
indebtedness even before the Covid-19 crisis, in some cases exacerbated by debts incurred as part of China’s Belt and
Road Initiative.
All of this is forcing Indo-Pacific island states to take a serious look at their economic futures. Rasheeda Didi from the Maldives
describes that country’s bleak economic future in the face of the collapse of its main industry of tourism. But the economic crisis
has now spurred significant increases in aid funding from traditional partners such as India and new partners such as Japan.
A contribution from Sri Lanka examines that country’s external indebtedness and asks to what extent it will be forced to rely on
new bilateral loans. Alternatively, as Dinusha Panditaratne asks, will multilateral financial organisations be prepared step in to fill
the funding gap?
According to Dennis Hardy, Seychelles has also been considering ways in which it can diversify its economy from an
overdependence on international tourism. This has included facilitating the development of the ICT industry, expanding local food
production and further developing ‘blue economy’ industries. These initiatives will likely require enhanced regional cooperation as
well as substantial foreign investment from large countries. Small island states such as Seychelles may need to walk a delicate path
of balancing the interests of major powers.

The roles of extra-regional states
Extra-regional interests have broadly shared the island states’ views of their vulnerabilities. Initially, the large states with interest in
the Indo-Pacific tended to amplify the threat presented by Covid-19 to the islands’ national health capacity. The potential for some
countries to use medical aid as an effective lever for diplomatic advantage was accepted as a given.
Western partners of the Indo-Pacific island states sought to counter the ‘mask diplomacy’ undertaken by the People’s Republic of
China by buttressing the islands’ resilience. One of the early contributions to this project from Richard Herr reviewed some of the
ways that Australia was seeking then to mobilise national resources as well as regional assets to help build the Pacific island states’
resilience to Covid-19 as a public health and economic threat. Another contribution from David Brewster suggested that Australia’s
naval assets could be used to provide necessary logistical and engineering support to island states in case of breakdowns in
essential infrastructure that were feared would occur during the pandemic.
According to Steven McGann, the pandemic has also helped spur countries such as the United States to re-examine arrangements
for supporting Indo-Pacific island states. How can the US Congress find new ways to assist island states to overcome vulnerabilities
to climate change and global pandemics in cooperation with regional partners such as Australia, New Zealand and Japan?
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The report also looks at new ways in which external interests have responded to Covid-19 in the Indo-Pacific islands. Taiwan has
had genuine success in controlling the spread of Covid-19 domestically. It has wanted to share its experience and expertise through
the World Health Organization, but this avenue is opposed by the PRC. Nonetheless, as Norah M. Huang comments, Taipei has
expressed a desire to help the Pacific island states both individually and in cooperation with other friendly powers.
As two posts from Richard Herr tell us, Taiwan has also been caught up in island state politics in other ways in conjunction with the
Covid-19 crisis. In part due to Solomon Islands’ switch in diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to the PRC, Taiwanese Covid-19 aid
has been embroiled in micro-nationalist tensions in Solomon Islands. Beijing’s pushback against any public Taiwanese presence
in the island states goes well beyond the issues related to the pandemic, as was demonstrated by the physical intimidation of
Taiwanese diplomats in Fiji.
The vulnerabilities of Indo-Pacific island states to environmental security threats also creates opportunities for partnerships
with larger countries. A post from David Brewster examines a recent environmental disaster in Mauritius and asks whether larger
countries including Australia, France, India, the US and Japan could sponsor the establishment of a regional environmental
security partnership to help build local capacity to respond to a range of environmental security threats as well as coordinating
assistance provided by larger countries.

Where to now?
It is clear that the Covid-19 crisis still has a long way to run, even as the vaccine rollout ramps up around the globe. As Richard Herr
argues, the islands need to start thinking about the complex transition from pandemic to epidemic.
One key question concerns the adequacy of arrangements to provide and help to administer vaccines to the Indo-Pacific island
states. Has the international community done enough to ensure that they have timely and equitable access to vaccines? Some
issues may be subject to the vagaries of which vaccines are technologically suited to their health systems. This will lead to a
potential threat of covert but real ‘vaccine diplomacy’ if one country uses control over a particularly suitable vaccine or delivery
system to demand some political or economic leverage. Can the Indo-Pacific island states work together with larger partners to
ensure that access to vaccines isn’t used as a tool of undue influence by some countries?
The biggest questions will relate to repairing the economic damage wrought by the Covid-19 crisis. Managing the debt incurred by
virtually all Indo-Pacific island states over the course of the pandemic will remain an immediate and pressing issue even as these
countries look towards rebuilding their economies. How can the tourism industry be revived on a safe and sustainable basis? How
can the island states be assisted to diversify their economies into new areas, including blue economy industries?
All of this will likely require significant additional economic support (investments, loans, grants and debt relief) from larger
countries and international institutions. Economic, health and social recovery will expose sensitive vulnerabilities to external
pressure, and even exploitation. Transparency and thoughtful listening to the island voices are necessary to ensure rebuilding
support meets real needs and is not used as a tool for economic coercion. For their part, the Indo-Pacific island states will need to
clarify their priorities in order to work even more closely with each other and with regional partners to recover from the crisis and
build resilience towards future challenges.
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Samoa applies lessons from 2019 measles epidemic in response to coronavirus
Valasi Iosefa, 26 November 2020

Image: World Health Organization.

In 2019, only a few months before Covid-19 hit, Samoa suffered a disastrous measles epidemic. The lessons from that epidemic
have shaped Samoa’s hardline response to Covid-19 and offer important insights about maintaining public trust in government
vaccination programs.
The tragic consequences of the measles epidemic prepared the Samoan public to accept strict Covid-19 countermeasures, with the
result that Samoa has had just a single case and no deaths.
Those measures included the speedy decision to close the country’s international borders on 20 March. Yachts, cruise ships and
fishing boats were prohibited. Cargo ships were allowed to enter to ensure the availability of food and other required goods, but
only after crews were screened.
Schools were closed and church services, weddings, birthdays, chief title bestowments, village and church meetings, and
swimming were banned. Opening hours for shops and restaurants were also restricted. A maximum of five people were allowed
to attend funeral services or ride on public buses. Even inter-island travel was restricted. Public-sector workers with school-aged
children were allowed to stay home to mind the children.
Travel to Samoa was severely restricted. Those over 60, including Samoans stranded overseas, were granted special leave with
pay. People repatriated from New Zealand went into quarantine for 14 days at the expense of the Samoan government. Samoans
repatriated from the US will undergo three weeks of quarantine.
Overall, the government acted quickly and comprehensively with hard-hitting policies, which the public appeared to readily accept
despite the economic consequences for the country.
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The border closure, unemployment and reduced hours of work have had drastic effects on tourism, which is one of Samoa’s
most important income earners. According to a July 2020 UN report, two-thirds of households reported a decline in their main
income and almost half experienced the loss of at least one job due to pandemic-related restrictions. This has led to an increase
in subsistence production. Fish and vegetable stalls are seen almost everywhere in the township of Apia, local chicken farms have
been revived, and people are again working the land.
The speed and comprehensiveness of the government’s response to Covid-19 appears to have been significantly influenced by the
consequences of its slow response to the measles epidemic in 2019. Then, global health warnings on measles went unheeded by
health officials as the epidemic was rampant in Southeast Asia and spreading to the South Pacific.
Two months elapsed between the first reported case of a measles-infected traveller to Samoa and the health ministry’s issuance of
a notice confirming measles in mid-October. On the same day, Samoa recorded its first infant death due to measles. A month later,
the government declared a state of emergency in the wake of more than 700 cases and six more deaths, mainly of unvaccinated
infants under the age of two. By the time the state of emergency was lifted at the end of December 2019, more than 5,600 Samoans
had been infected and 81 were dead. The tragedy for Samoa was that much of this could have been avoided. The extent of the
casualties stemmed from a national failure to vaccinate against measles.
Until 2002, Samoa had relatively high vaccination rates for measles, but for several reasons immunisations dropped off over
the following years. Parents’ mistrust of the health system, their trust in traditional healers and medicine and the influence of
anti-vaxxers all contributed. The dwindling number of children vaccinated left the country seriously exposed. When the measles
epidemic hit, the vaccination rate was as low as 30%.
The government’s response to the measles epidemic was seriously hampered by the death of two babies in mid-2018 due to the
negligent preparation of vaccines by nurses. That led the government to initially withdraw vaccines from use. Afterwards, there
was strong public resistance to an aggressive program to roll out a measles vaccination campaign, even after the mistake by the
nurses was identified and they were sentenced to jail.
In November 2019, after the measles epidemic hit, the government instituted a compulsory immunisation campaign. Given
initial shortages of vaccine and staff, the campaign was rolled out in stages, prioritising children aged six months to 19 years and
non-pregnant women aged between 20 and 35. Mobile vaccination teams, supported by a 48-hour shutdown of businesses and
government services, went door to door administering vaccine to unvaccinated households, which had been asked to display
red flags.
The Samoan Government has learned some sobering lessons about maintaining confidence in public health. Proactive awareness
programs to encourage and educate people on the importance of public health initiatives must be continued and evaluated to
ensure their effectiveness. People’s confidence in the system must be regained; otherwise, public health programs will be ignored
and resources wasted.
To that end, the government has provided additional funding to village-level women’s committees as a way of enhancing primary
healthcare and awareness programs at the grassroots level. Since colonial times, local women’s committees have played an
important role in promoting hygiene and preventive medicine, including during the 1918 influenza epidemic. They’re now being
revived in recognition of the importance of traditional relationships in delivering public health.
Some critical questions are now looming for Samoa. Having been criticised for creating public doubt about the measles vaccine,
will the government pursue another national immunisation program for Covid-19, and will the public accept it as a post-measles
‘lesson’?
Just how well the people of Samoa have accepted the lessons and consequences of both the measles epidemic and the Covid-19
pandemic will be tested in April 2021 when the government of Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sailele Malielegaoi goes to the polls.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/samoa-applies-lessons-from-2019-measlesepidemic-in-response-to-coronavirus.
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Covid-19 and the rise of digital first responders in the South Pacific
Roneel Lal and Sunayna Nandini, 9 September 2020

Image: Katherine Drakeford/United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction.

Social media is a factor, for better or worse, in dealing with any crisis today. Facebook’s crisis-response hub, for example,
relaunched in 2017, has become an important information medium for disaster-struck populations. Unfortunately, social media
platforms can also spread rumour and misinformation with equal speed. And there is no bigger crisis in the Pacific today than
the Covid-19 pandemic.
The Pacific region began preparing for Covid-19 as early as January 2020. However, the threat became a reality when Fiji reported
its first case on 19 March.
Social media mobilised quickly to fill a need for rapid information, but it hasn’t always provided reliable health advice. This remains
an ongoing challenge, despite efforts by Pacific governments, the United Nations and the platforms themselves to tackle the
problem. However, NGOs have also used social media to help communities with the severe economic impacts of both the virus and
government countermeasures.
As fear of Covid-19 spread rapidly and movement restrictions were imposed, social media became a frontline tool for governments
and health agencies in disseminating public health messages and educating the public about the virus. Health organisations, NGOs
and governments used social media channels to provide Covid-19 updates and information on healthcare, prevention methods
and separating facts from myths. Social media’s vital role was evident when regional messaging developed by the World Health
Organization was used to support governments’ efforts across the region.
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But its use also generated privacy concerns. In Fiji, the names of individuals who came in contact with a positive case were
circulated in a bid to locate them for quarantine. The names were shared with more than 3,000 people, which raised legal concerns
about privacy. In another case, social media were used to share leaked private documents revealing details of Fiji’s sixth and
seventh cases and information identifying their child, a minor.
Pacific governments are also very aware that social media can be a double-edged information tool and have tried to ensure
that credible information is transmitted on social networks so as not to cause panic. However, Dr Colin Tukuitonga, who leads a
government Pacific health advisory group for the Covid-19 response, has said that an overabundance of misinformation still posed
a problem for Pacific communities. The Fijian Broadcasting Corporation reported that Fijians were turning back to traditional
media to get verified facts and information, after reports of misleading information on social media and of Fijians being arrested
and charged over ‘malicious’ social media comments about Covid 19 began to filter through to the public.
For individual governments, dealing with social media misinformation and disinformation can seem like an impossible task.
To help the information clean-up, in May the UN Department of Global Communications launched a citizen-led initiative called
‘Verified’. The campaign called on people around the world, including the Pacific, to sign up to become ‘information volunteers’ or
digital first responders to share trusted content to keep their communities safe and connected. To combat fake news, Facebook
developed a Covid-19 Information Centre that aimed to help users with useful information and tips. Twitter also banned all ads that
sought to take advantage of the pandemic. But it remains to be seen whether these measures will prove effective.
On a more positive note, social media, combined with NGO activity and mainstream media coverage, was helpful in providing
economic relief to affected people. Two Fiji residents, Narayan Reddy and Allen Lockington, were moved by the daily newspaper
and television news highlighting the plea for assistance from fellow Fijians who had lost their jobs. They started an online drive to
help those affected, delivering over $15,000 worth of groceries to people in need.
This led to several charity pages on Facebook, perhaps the most effective of which is ‘Barter for Better Fiji’, or BFBF. Its creator,
Marlene Dutta, says the primary reason for the page was to offer solutions to the current economic situation. The page has more
than 180,000 members and has had numerous successful barter trades. BFBF has received international recognition with features
on BBC World News and Radio New Zealand International and in The Guardian.
BFBF has inspired spin-offs that have driven a resurgence of the barter system in the region. Similar Facebook pages were set up
in Tonga, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Samoa and even New Zealand. Having a strict no-cash-for-trade policy,
these pages have over 100,000 members each. However, not all trades are successful and some publicly posted agreements
fall through. A few fake pages have been formed under the BFBF name, which has prompted the team running the page to get
feedback on all trades.
In response to the success of these pages, the UN has stepped in with financial assistance. In May, the UN Development Programme
awarded nine grants under its COVID-19 Pacific Response: Sustainable Livelihoods Challenge in Fiji and Vanuatu. Six NGOs in Fiji,
including BFBF, and four in Vanuatu were awarded grants.
Social media has been an important tool during the pandemic for governments and citizens to reinforce community solidarity. But
now there’s clearly a need for policymakers and legislators to delve deeper into the undeniable need to monitor these platforms
in times of crisis to ensure dissemination of officially verified information and limit disinformation, while at the same time finding
a balance between being too reassuring and causing undue public panic. As these issues play out, it’s clear that one of the
transformational effects of the pandemic will be the increasingly central role of social media in future regional crises.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/covid-19-and-the-rise-of-digital-firstresponders-in-the-south-pacific.
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Covid-19 could lead to telehealth revolution in Fiji
Lubna Rahiman, 13 November 2020

Image: Wikimedia Commons.

Unprecedented events such as pandemics and natural disasters frequently provoke national introspection, leading to innovative
plans and policies that adapt to new circumstances and update capacities.
In Fiji, the Covid-19 pandemic has exposed the unpreparedness, uncertainty and lack of government support for the private
primary care and family medicine sector, which has contributed to the disruption of continuing assessment and management of
patients, particularly those with chronic ailments. Future-proofing Fijian healthcare will require socially innovative changes to
better prepare the system for pandemic and epidemic situations.
Like many countries, Fiji struggled to maintain the delivery of routine health services in the face of the Covid-19 outbreak. Access
to services was restricted to prevent the spread of the virus and non-Covid patients stayed away, fearful of acquiring the disease
while visiting their usual medical centre.
Private medical practitioners especially were impacted by the need to protect their regular patients while not being equipped to
test and treat possible Covid victims. Adding to the pressure was an unwillingness to trust patients to be aware of or honest about
their possible exposure to the virus.
The unavailability of personal protective equipment in Fiji was a particular problem among private practitioners. This led to the
temporary closure of clinics, including my own. The quality of healthcare services was reduced as the pandemic struck and in the
longer term. Even the temporary closure of clinics increased the risk of other diseases worsening due to a lack of treatment during
the pandemic.
Covid-19 has highlighted the importance of private primary care health facilities in managing the problem of overcrowding
at public health centres and the risk that those services would be overwhelmed. This led the government to decentralise
Covid testing.
Private practice services have also been recognised as an underused but important means for improving the quality of healthcare
in developing states like Fiji.
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The pandemic has underscored both the real and the potential importance of making better use of technology,
especially telehealth and telemedicine. Telehealth denotes the use of technology to deliver remote healthcare advice, while
telemedicine is focused more narrowly on delivering clinical services remotely.
The fact that Covid-19 is the fifth virus epidemic this century shows that an investment in telemedicine infrastructure should
be part of Fiji’s new normal for health delivery. The benefits of telemedicine will enhance efficacious, cost-effective and
patient-centred care as well as patient satisfaction.
Regional telehealth networks have provided an important mechanism to share information and advice about Covid-19 within the
Pacific region and across Fiji despite travel restrictions. Unfortunately, telemedicine capacity lagged far behind the need for it.
To maintain the continuity of care, some private general practitioners attempted a form of telemedicine using telephones, email,
social media and online platforms to maintain contact with patients remotely.
For established medical practices, a more formal telemedicine capacity could have allowed management and counselling of
patients already on their books, especially those with complex chronic illnesses.
Fiji should embrace telemedicine as a priority both to extend the reach of its limited medical capacity and to future-proof the
nation against new challenges. As a developing economy, it will have to address critical challenges in order to introduce the
advanced technology required.
The barriers to telemedicine technology in developing states include cultural unreadiness, a lack of confidence in the use of the
technology, inadequate resources and low health literacy levels.
In Fiji, key infrastructure works through the internet and widespread use of smartphones. However, the delivery of clinical
consultation through this infrastructure is restricted by other needs. Most Fijians lack equipment such as digital blood pressure
monitors, thermometers and glucometers.
Issues such as government financial support, equitable distribution of resources, health-provider support and patient autonomy
will have to be addressed through transparent top-down leadership, combined with bottom-up implementation strategies.
Leadership will be needed to increase support for information and communication technology infrastructure in a way that engages
both the public and private health sectors in an integrated network. Fiji’s government will also have to address medico-legal
considerations for patients and providers such as the need to ensure confidentiality and security without which telemedicine
consultations could be seriously limited.
Adequate physical infrastructure will then have to be made available either directly to individuals or through community nurses.
Basic telemedicine tools and knowledge of their use are essential if medical practitioners are to provide clinical services remotely.
Improved clinical services can actually lead to a disruption to health services if there is not effective coordination between
the primary care (both public and private) and secondary care sectors. Ensuring this disruption doesn’t occur will also require
national leadership.
A coordinated, bottom-up approach for implementation will involve community education strategies along with professional
primary-care-provider training to secure confidence in telemedicine from health providers and prospective patients.
In Fiji, telemedicine will also boost access to health services during non-pandemic times. Healthcare delivery and services such
tele-referrals, tele-psychiatry, tele-palliative care and tele-pharmacy could be made available to patients in geographically isolated
and disadvantaged areas with low health-provider–patient ratios.
With the development of context-specific telemedicine projects through the provision of flexible, adaptable and
reusable hardware, software and communication tools, supervised by an ethico-legal regulatory body, the people of Fiji would
have access to comprehensive, high-quality healthcare that would increase overall wellbeing.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/covid-19-could-lead-to-telehealthrevolution-in-fiji.
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Maldives’ economy hit hard by Covid-19 pandemic
Rasheeda Mohamed Didi, 14 October 2020

Image: Alexandre Lefebvre/Flickr.

The World Bank predicts that the Maldives will be the South Asian nation hardest hit by the Covid-19 pandemic.
That’s not surprising given that 70% of the country’s GDP flows from tourism. The cancellation of all 26 weekly direct flights from
China has had the biggest single impact. Visitors from China had become the largest tourist group up to September 2019. The
cancellation of flights from India and Italy, the other two top tourist markets of 2019, has also affected the economy profoundly.
Although the country’s borders were reopened on 1 July, the number of arrivals has been extremely low. To encourage more
visitors, the Maldives highlighted health benefits such as the isolation provided by the ‘one island, one resort’ concept. Visitors are
screened for the virus on arrival and are not required to spend time in quarantine.
But, after the border lockdown was lifted, the number of Covid-19-positive cases rose rapidly. By early August, the Maldives was
ranked sixth in Asia and first in South Asia in cases per capita.
The sudden build-up in numbers was mainly a result of residents of Malé, the capital, seeking to release frustrations and energy
after three months of lockdown. For the younger generation, that involved going to coffee shops, restaurants and street corners
without paying heed to government health measures.
The Maldives’ relationships with the three regional powers—China, India and Japan—remain largely the same as in pre-pandemic
days. All three assisted with equipment and finance to combat the crisis. India stepped in as early as February, evacuating seven
Maldivian students from Wuhan and providing 50,000 units of medicine, 580,000 kilograms of food and a medical team.
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The Chinese government and private businesses also contributed with diagnostics, personal protective equipment, beds and
ventilators. The relationship with Beijing is generally cordial, despite disagreement about the status of a free trade agreement
which was rushed through parliament in 2018.
According to Beijing, the agreement falls under its Belt and Road Initiative, but the Maldivian government takes the view that none
of China’s projects in the island nation are part of the BRI. It considers all Chinese projects as bilateral developmental aid.
Contrary to some claims, China’s recent demand for repayment of a US$10 million loan was not made to punish the Maldives for its
close relations with India. In fact, it was part of a US$120 million loan to a resort owner associated with the previous administration
and secured by a sovereign guarantee. This makes the loan the Maldivian government’s responsibility.
Under a ‘debt service suspension initiative’, China has reduced this year’s loan repayment to US$75 million from the scheduled
US$100 million. Beijing has also indicated that it is prepared to discuss repayment terms for the remaining loans which were
secured via state-owned companies.
The third power in the region, Japan, remains a close ally that gives aid to the Maldives in limited ways and in minimal amounts.
During the Covid-19 crisis, Japan’s aid has been mostly financial. Apart from 9,000 surgical masks, assistance consisted of grants
to UNICEF and the Red Crescent and to the United Nations Development Programme to support small and medium enterprises
affected by Covid-19. Japan is not a rival to India or China in their drive for influence in South Asia.
Regardless of China’s efforts, India remains the dominant power in South Asia and the central Indian Ocean region. However,
given the experiences of Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Djibouti, concerns remain about China’s potential dominance and ‘debt-trap
diplomacy’. The Maldives owes US$1.5 billion to China, equivalent to 45% of the country’s national debt, and a potential debt-trap.
While there has been speculation from outside the Maldives that the economic crisis flowing from the pandemic will spark an
increase in violent extremism, that doesn’t appear likely. Britain’s Foreign Office has warned, ‘Terrorists are likely to try to carry
out attacks in the Maldives. Attacks could be indiscriminate, including in places frequented by expatriates and foreign travellers
including tourists.’
But, historically, jihadist activities have not been tied to fluctuations in the country’s economy.
Covid-19 has created a bleak future for the Maldives, which now faces a projected budget deficit of MVR13 billion (A$1.2 billion).
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/maldives-economy-hit-hard-by-covid-19pandemic.
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Seychelles faces a foreign investment dilemma
Dennis Hardy, 2 December 2020

Image: flowcomm/Flickr.

The tiny island state of Seychelles is rethinking its future in the light of the Covid-19 pandemic and the first democratic change in its
ruling party in 43 years.
Charting a new way forward for the country, increasing food security and building new industries based on the blue economy and
knowledge are priorities for the new government of Wavel Ramkalawan, former opposition leader and now president. It will involve
assistance from partners such as India, China and Japan, and it won’t be an easy task.
Although Seychelles has long experience in balancing competing external interests, increased geostrategic competition in the
Indian Ocean may make it harder to secure the foreign investment it urgently needs to rebuild after the severe economic impacts of
the pandemic.
When it achieved independence from Britain in 1976, the new country was quickly drawn into wider global networks. Its position as
an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’ in the western Indian Ocean made it attractive to the big powers.
A socialist coup soon after independence propelled it towards the Soviet bloc, but, even then, Seychelles trod a fine line between
opposing factions, and the US continued to operate a satellite tracking station on the main island of Mahé.
A long runway built in 1971 helped establish international tourism, which soon became the main pillar of the economy.
With half of its forests protected from development and its sandy beaches and the surrounding ocean teeming with fish, the
country was promoted as a tropical paradise.
Other mainstays included fish processing and an offshore finance facility, which led to an unwanted reputation for money
laundering and illegal transactions.
Over the past decade, the economy has been reasonably sound. The World Bank designated Seychelles as a high-income country.
Until recently, the nation had credible reserves of foreign exchange, and it scores well on measures of health, education and
social welfare.
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From the start of this century, there has been a construction boom. Even 10 years ago, the roads were relatively empty; now, daily
rush hours are commonplace.
But the Covid-19 epidemic caused international flights to be cancelled and prompted a domestic lockdown. Seychelles has
recorded very few cases of coronavirus, but that has come at the cost of a booming tourist industry. Inflows of foreign exchange
were drastically reduced, the exchange rate fell, prices rose and there were shortages of some goods. Many businesses were
caught in debt traps.
Elections in October 2020 led to the comprehensive defeat of the party that had held power for more than four decades. The
priority for Ramkalawan and his government is to work towards a new future. To revive the economy there must be more tourists,
although that will risk a rise in the number of infections.
In the longer term, the economy must diversify, make smarter use of people’s skills and include more knowledge-based
occupations. This will require a revolution in broadband capacity and an upgraded program of ICT training and education.
Digital capability upgrades can only be achieved with the support of international partners. But, as the past has shown, there’s
invariably a price to be paid for such assistance, whether through security concessions or votes in the United Nations.
Developing the blue economy may also help. Seychelles made an early start in promoting the concept of sustainable seafood
production and blue energy, but there have been few tangible results.
Tapping the energy reserves of tides and currents is still far from being realised, and little has been done to see what can be grown
in the sea itself. Considerable investment is needed for research and development, which is beyond the reach of a small nation.
Partners with access to more resources are essential if oceanic opportunities are to be realised.
Comparable challenges in neighbouring island states in the western Indian Ocean (Mauritius, Réunion, Comoros) should encourage
a regional approach that produces economies of scale in investment and governance. Making the blue economy work is also of
interest to other small island states in the Pacific and Caribbean. Ideas and experience can be shared to the benefit of all.
Another vulnerability highlighted in recent months is Seychelles’ heavy dependence on food imports. It’s self-sufficient in fish and
eggs but imports up to 90% of other foods. Supply lines can’t be guaranteed, and increasing locally sourced supplies is imperative.
The previous government identified pork, poultry and a range of vegetables as candidates for greater production, ideally leading to
self-sufficiency. More also needs to be done to ensure that food grown locally is organic.
Securing external assistance to aid economic recovery will require careful diplomacy. Seychelles has always attracted the interest
of big powers—first France and Britain as colonial powers, then the US and the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and more
recently India and China.
There are close relations with the United Arab Emirates, and Japan has recently opened a new embassy. Meanwhile, the US, from
its strongholds in Diego Garcia and Djibouti, maintains a watching brief.
The country has long benefited from loans, grants and infrastructure investment. Recovery won’t be possible without further
support, but it will be a challenge to accept funding from one source without upsetting another. If, for example, India revives its
interest in a naval base on the outer island of Assumption, the strategic concerns of China will need to be addressed.
It’s no coincidence that, in 2018, just a few months after the former president, Danny Faure, went on a state visit to India, he was
then invited to meet President Xi Jinping in Beijing. No details were released about what was discussed, but some kind of balancing
concession will surely have been on the agenda.
‘A friend of all and an enemy of none’ is a term often used to sum up the nation’s diplomacy. This has been tested before, but
perhaps not at any time more than now.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/seychelles-faces-a-foreigninvestment-dilemma.
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Will multilateral development banks step up to meet Sri Lanka’s funding gap?
Dinusha Panditaratne, 21 September 2020

Image: Ronald Saunders/Flickr..

After the outbreak of Covid-19 earlier this year, some predicted that the pandemic’s economic reverberations in Sri Lanka
would lead China to increase its already considerable funding to the island state. Indeed, as early as mid-March 2020, the China
Development Bank agreed to lend Sri Lanka US$500 million when it upsized an existing facility signed in 2018. More recently, the
CDB agreed to lend a further US$140 million to the state-owned Bank of Ceylon.
Predictions of Sri Lanka’s closer ties with China have redoubled since the sweeping electoral victory of the Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna—the party of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa and Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa—in the country’s legislative
elections on 5 August.
Several factors could propel Sri Lanka and China to forge closer relations, but there are also some countervailing pull factors
that may limit the extent of China’s funding and influence. An underappreciated pull factor is the contribution of multilateral
development banks (MDBs) to alleviating the country’s economic burdens. During the Covid-19 pandemic, MDBs like the Asian
Development Bank have contributed far less to Sri Lanka than they have to other South Asian countries. This in turn has amplified
China’s bilateral role in the country. Increased funding from MDBs could reduce the depth of China’s future footprint in Sri Lanka.
A recent paper by Chatham House, which I co-authored with other Sri Lankan colleagues, challenged the narrative that Sri Lanka is
mired in a Chinese debt trap—noting that debt to China amounted to less than 6% of GDP in 2018. Nevertheless, it also recognised
the risk of a debt trap in the future, and critics have pointed out that loans from China come with fewer procedural safeguards than
those from MDBs.
The predicted negative economic growth in Sri Lanka this year as a result of the global pandemic will add pressure to the country’s
debt-to-GDP ratio, which stood at 87% last year, and to its ability to service that debt with limited dollar reserves. These concerns
are despite Sri Lanka’s success in containing the pandemic due to early and decisive steps like closing its borders in March and an
active contact tracing system. At the end of July 2020, there were fewer than 2,900 cases and 11 deaths.
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Sri Lanka’s challenging economic reality is among the strongest push factors towards its greater dependence on Chinese bilateral
aid. This is particularly because of China’s reliably swift responses—a speed that was also evident after the devastating terrorist
attacks on Easter Sunday last year, when China was the first country to relax its travel advisory about Sri Lanka.
Further push factors include the new government’s need to garner global support to defend Sri Lanka’s human rights record in
international forums, increase foreign investment, modernise its technological capabilities and meet its significant infrastructure
gap (at an estimated cost of US$24 billion based on a 2014 World Bank study) through existing projects under the Belt and Road
Initiative and new development projects. An additional push factor is the growth of China’s public diplomacy, including with Sri
Lanka’s majority Buddhist community.
On the other hand, the logistical difficulties faced during the pandemic by many construction and other companies in Sri Lanka
point to the country’s need to diversify its supply chains from China. Other pull factors that sustain Sri Lanka’s non-China
relationships, and can thereby limit China’s influence, include Sri Lanka’s need for economic assistance from diverse sources
and its multifaceted security relationships with India and other partners. More generally, pull factors encompass Sri Lanka’s
need to give visible contours to a non-aligned foreign policy that it has pledged to continue, particularly in view of spiralling
US–China tensions.
One pull factor that warrants special mention is the extent to which international financial institutions are aiding, or could aid,
Sri Lanka. After the outbreak of Covid-19, Sri Lanka sought US$300 million from the Asian Development Bank and an additional
amount from the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and renewed its discussions with the International Monetary Fund. Sri
Lanka is yet to receive substantial funding from MDBs, relative to its neighbours. As of the end of July, MDBs had committed
US$386 million to Sri Lanka, compared to, for example, the over US$1 billion allocated to Nepal.
Although media reports have highlighted Chinese assistance to Sri Lanka, these reports neglect a comparative perspective. In
effect, Chinese loans in this pandemic year are helping Sri Lanka to close its funding gap from MDBs. The role of multilateral aid
in shaping China’s post-Covid footprint in Sri Lanka is particularly significant because of opposition in some quarters to bilateral
assistance, particularly from the US—which has offered a compelling US$500 million grant for transport and land administration
projects—and India, from which Sri Lanka has nevertheless accepted a US$400 million swap facility that contributed markedly to
Sri Lanka’s foreign reserves.
In this context, middle powers like Australia—which partnered with the World Health Organization to commit A$600,000 to Sri
Lanka’s Covid-19 response—would do well to continue to support MDBs and other multilateral initiatives. Australia should likewise
continue to back multilateral institutions like the Indian Ocean Rim Association that help to maintain a rules-based, peaceful Indian
Ocean—an objective that Sri Lankan policymakers know is indispensable to the country’s future and will require the cooperation of
many nations beyond China.
China has established itself as an enduring partner of Sri Lanka. During the Cold War, Sri Lanka turned alternately to the West and
the Soviet Union, depending on its leaders in power. There is little such local vacillation in the ‘new cold war’ between the US and
China; even the presumed pro-Western government between 2015 and 2019 relied heavily on Chinese assistance.
That China will solidify its partnership with Sri Lanka appears a given, but the extent to which it does so will depend on multiple
factors that link Sri Lanka to its non-Chinese partners. International financial institutions have a key role to play in diversifying Sri
Lanka’s international partnerships and engagement, a role that that middle powers can also support in different ways.
Views expressed in this article are those of the author and not of the Lakshman Kadirgamar Institute or any other institution with
which the author is affiliated. The author thanks officers of the Port City and Colombo International Container Terminal for their helpful
information, Dr Ganeshan Wignaraja for his valuable insights, and Chathuni Pabasara for her excellent research assistance.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/will-multilateral-development-banks-step-upto-meet-sri-lankas-funding-gap.
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Keeping our commitments to our Pacific island family in the shadow of Covid-19
Richard Herr, 3 April 2020

Image: Scott Morrison/Facebook.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison made a point of emphasising Australia’s commitment to ‘our Pacific island family’ in his remarks at
last week’s virtual special G20 summit. In addition to the support already provided for healthcare, information campaigns, medical
equipment and laboratories, Morrison assured the G20 leaders that Canberra was reconfiguring development assistance to
advance more effective health and economic support to the region.
Being both small and developing, our Pacific neighbours are facing incredible health and economic challenges with the Covid-19
threat. Our capacity to meet the needs of our neighbours will be tested, given the demands the Covid-19 pandemic is making on
our financial and physical resources.
One of the more immediate tests is occurring right now here in Australia. Pacific islanders working in Australia under the Seasonal
Worker Programme and Pacific Labour Scheme are not eligible under the government’s new ‘JobKeeper’ initiative. This oversight
in Australia’s fight against Covid-19 needs to be addressed quickly.
These workers are caught in a double bind. They can’t return home or even move easily around Australia to follow the work here
because of internal travel restrictions. Meanwhile, for the same reason, workers across the Pacific will lose income since they won’t
be able to take up expected jobs.
The isolation that guest workers in Australia are feeling is intensified by concerns over housing and uncertainty about whether
they’ll benefit from Canberra’s economic stimulus packages and even, it seems, whether they’ll be granted visa extensions.
Yet island workers who are here now may have no income to sustain themselves, much less to send home.
Another potentially large effect of Covid-19 on our Pacific family relates to remittances. The earnings of guest workers under labour
mobility arrangements—a major feature in Australia’s Pacific step-up policy—have long been an important source of external
income in a number of island states. Migrant workers in Australia are now subject to the same straitened economic circumstances
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as the rest of the country. That means the Pacific island diaspora will have less (if any) disposable income to send back to families
in the Pacific for the immediate foreseeable future.
While we should help because we care, we should not try so hard to help that we neglect to listen to our Pacific family. It’s vital
that islanders retain ownership of their priorities and feel confident about the solutions while everyone is scrambling for answers.
Strengthening the regional architecture should be as a critical part of building this confidence as well as promoting resilience in
response to the pandemic.
The Pacific Community (SPC) has had medical cooperation and coordination in its mandate since 1947. It is the regional partner
for the World Health Organization for the Pacific Public Health Surveillance Network, which has responsibilities to respond
to epidemics.
The SPC’s technical expertise and regional network are particularly important to Australia’s response to Covid-19 in the Pacific.
The organisation has enormous credibility with the medical community across the region and has the widest access to this
community. Importantly, the SPC also includes France, the UK and the US in its membership.
The breadth of its membership and technical expertise has long made the SPC a significant enabler for local resilience by ensuring
the Pacific island states have national confidence in sharing scarce health resources to meet present and future challenges.
Projects such as the SPC’s Strengthening Health Interventions in the Pacific, or SHIP, program, in particular, need greater support
to develop and strengthen regional epidemiological competencies.
The pandemic has produced the unedifying spectacle (and questionable morality) of the US government and many of the
American states competitively combing the globe for life-saving medical supplies. Those actions expose a key vulnerability of
the Pacific region. The small Pacific states cannot compete internationally for the critical medical resources that are in such short
supply globally.
The worldwide impacts of the pandemic distinguish it from localised natural disasters like tropical cyclones. In the case of Cyclone
Winston, which battered Fiji, Vanuatu and other islands in 2016, the shortfall in medical services and supplies locally could be
made up from the reserves of larger neighbours like Australia that were able to share their resilience.
As the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrates, even a sophisticated and large economy like the US may not have all the resilience
needed to cope with a pandemic, let alone share with others.
In the face of this crisis, the small Pacific states may have no choice but to rely on kindness and some affordable altruism by their
traditional friends such as Australia. However, the pandemic throws down the challenge to be creative in our thinking about how to
deal better with the inevitable future tests of national resilience.
One possibility is to find a way to allow the Pacific states to pool their purchasing power to be more competitive collectively in
international markets. This is not a new idea—it existed through the crown agency service in the colonial period and has been
suggested more recently to fund public–private partnerships to purchase resources such as oil in bulk.
While our neighbours are unlikely to want Australia to directly fulfil their needs, a regional service managed by and for the islands
and funded by Australia could be acceptable. This might look something like the Office of the Chief Trade Adviser, which was set up
to manage the negotiation of the PACER Plus free trade agreement with Australia and New Zealand and was exclusively owned and
controlled by its island members.
This proposal wouldn’t fully address the current scarcity and national needs of the larger states, but greater regional purchasing
power could improve the priority of access to essential goods. More significantly, it would provide the architecture to promote
post-pandemic recovery while also building long-term resilience against natural disasters.
A regional purchasing service would do more than build the region’s medical resilience economically and efficiently; it would help
with the economic recovery more broadly. Buying common supplies and services collectively could give the regional governments
greater competitive influence in the international marketplace.
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As much as Australia is preoccupied by its own challenges, we must not forget our Pacific family. We cannot call our neighbours
‘family’ if they are forgotten or neglected. Clearly, the prime minister does not intend to do this. However, omission can have the
same effect as neglect if we lack imagination in dealing with the unimaginable threat posed to our Pacific family by Covid-19 as it
also threatens us.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/keeping-our-commitments-to-our-pacificisland-family-in-the-shadow-of-covid-19.

Australia’s landing ships could help the Pacific islands deal with Covid-19
David Brewster, 15 April 2020

Image: Department of Defence.

Australia’s political leaders have spoken strongly about assisting our Pacific ‘family’ through the Covid-19 crisis. But the needs
of the island nations go far beyond medical supplies and expertise. The Royal Australian Navy could play an important role in
supporting critical infrastructure if the crisis hits the islands hard.
Covid-19 infections in the Pacific are starting to ramp up. Australia is already helping with laboratories, medical equipment, health
expertise and public information campaigns. But, in addition to the health impact, the crisis has the potential to overwhelm critical
infrastructure in the islands.
The Australian Defence Force, including the navy’s two giant landing ships, could be an important, and highly visible, element of
Australia’s response. HMAS Adelaide and its sister ship, HMAS Canberra, are the biggest ships in the Royal Australian Navy and have
extraordinary capabilities for disaster response—helicopters, landing craft, medical facilities, engineering workshops, supplies and
accommodation for large numbers of people.
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Over the past few weeks, attention has been given to the use hospital ships for medical assistance, including by Australia. But using
ships for this purpose requires careful consideration and preparation.
For years, the US Navy has been deploying its hospital ships in the Pacific and Indian oceans to provide health services to island
communities as part of the Pacific Partnership program. USNS Mercy and USNS Comfort are each the size of a large aircraft carrier,
with 12 operating theatres, 1,000 beds and large medical teams comprising US military personnel and volunteers. On 30 March,
the Comfort arrived in New York Harbor to provide assistance during the Covid-19 crisis; the Mercy has been moored at the Port of
Los Angeles since 27 March.
China, too, understands the importance of using hospital ships to project soft power. In response to criticism over its failure to
provide significant assistance to the region after the 2004 tsunami, China built its own hospital ship, the Daishan Dao, which has
sailed throughout the Indian Ocean, and in Pacific, Caribbean and African waters, providing medical services through its eight
operating theatres and 300 beds. Beijing says that, over the past decade, the Daishan Dao has visited some 40 countries and
provided healthcare services to more than 180,000 people. The ship’s 2018 tour included visits to Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Fiji
and Tonga.
In theory, Australia’s landing ships could provide medical assistance through their two operating theatres, eight-bed critical care
units, and pathology, radiology, dental and pharmacy services. While these impressive facilities have been used to support military
personnel on board, and sometimes Australian personnel ashore, they’ve never been used for regional health outreach.
There are sound reasons for exercising caution in deploying large warships for community health, particularly during a pandemic.
Covid-19 outbreaks on two aircraft carriers, France’s Charles de Gaulle and America’s Theodore Roosevelt, have effectively disabled
those vessels. The Comfort and Mercy are also now both battling onboard outbreaks of their own.
But while medical assistance is an initial focus of Australia’s regional response to the Covid-19 crisis, it’s highly likely that we will
soon move to helping the islands maintain their critical infrastructure, including telecommunications, fuel and electricity.
All of these pieces of critical infrastructure will come under increasing strain because of the absence of workers or the breakdown
of the long and tenuous supply lines that the islands depend on. An interruption of fuel or diesel supplies, for example, whether
due to local or international factors, would impede the transport of people, food and essential good and the supply of electricity,
which is generally powered by diesel generators. Such an event would cause significant disruptions and threaten the social order.
These effects would be greatly magnified by a concurrent natural disaster, as when Cyclone Harold recently hit Vanuatu.
In coming weeks, we could well see ADF engineering teams, based afloat or ashore, helping to maintain critical infrastructure in the
region. The Adelaide and the Canberra would be of great value as floating warehouses and bases for engineering services, although
their deployment could come with real risks.
Assistance with maintaining infrastructure might be far more significant for vulnerable island nations than medical assistance.
Indeed, the French navy recently deployed its landing ship Mistral to the island of Réunion in the Indian Ocean for this purpose.
Australia has been an adept practitioner of defence diplomacy through military training, disaster relief and defence capability
programs. We need to help (and, importantly, to be seen to be helping) our Pacific family in this crisis, while also having regard to
our own needs. Some of the ADF’s capabilities could be a highly visible component of our response in the region.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-landing-ships-could-help-thepacific-islands-deal-with-covid-19.
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How the US can build cooperation in the Pacific
Steven McGann, 27 October 2020

Image: US Department of Defense.

The United States is in the midst of a major shift in focus to the Indo-Pacific as it competes with China for global influence. This
contest will affect key US priorities and require comprehensive policy engagement with Pacific island nations and other partners in
the region.
The driver for this change is the Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI) established under the 2021 National Defense Authorization
Act. When approved, the initiative will require the US Department of Defense to invest in stronger military capabilities across
all domains. The PDI is intended to reassure allies and partners across the region of the depth of the US’s commitment. Most
importantly, the congressional legislation underpinning a shift in resources compels action by future US administrations.
At the same time, a smaller bipartisan bill called the BLUE Pacific Act, introduced in the House Foreign Affairs Committee with
support from the Pacific Islands Congressional Caucus, would appropriate supplementary funding for diplomatic and civilian
agencies that would augment the PDI. This funding would help close gaps to address areas not specifically referenced in the
larger legislation.
US interests in Asia and the Pacific are secured by US Indo-Pacific Command headquartered in Hawaii. To meet the PDI’s
objectives, the US will provide additional resources to help countries overcome vulnerabilities to climate change and global
pandemics and enhance economic development and capacity-building. Additional focus should be placed on protection of
vulnerable populations consistent with the 2017 Women, Peace and Security Act.
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The US must strengthen its relationship with the freely associated states (Micronesia, Marshall Islands and Palau), which are critical
to regional stability and security. The compacts of free association now being negotiated will accomplish that task. At the same
time, ties with Kiribati need to be strengthened using its separate treaties of friendship and marine conservation as a foundation.
The US also should align its policies in the North Pacific with its approach in the South Pacific. It needs to examine how it will
refocus is engagement with Papua New Guinea (including Bougainville), Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, Tonga, Samoa and
Timor-Leste, along with its allies.
The 2020 AUSMIN statement underscores cooperation between the US and Australia that will help implement the
legislative authorisations and appropriations of the PDI. Although the PDI has not yet been passed by Congress, the imperative
for increased collaboration between Washington and Canberra has already been prescribed, especially on health security in the
Pacific nations. The efforts by the US to staunch HIV and Australia’s ongoing efforts to stem non-communicable diseases would be
an effective starting point for regional collaboration on health security.
The Covid-19 pandemic has brought immense challenges to Pacific nations. It has undermined key economic sectors, including
labour, tourism and commercial growth, and risks fraying their social fabric. This in turn has made these states susceptible to
China’s entanglements in their attempts to address these new vulnerabilities.
The PDI includes a broad definition of civil–military assistance, particularly when such efforts complement the significant
requirements for establishing a stronger defence capability. However, Pacific nations need sustainability and continuity in their
relationships with the US.
Washington must be mindful that they were disappointed by its response during climate change negotiations as it became clear
that there was no inclination to compensate them for sea-level rise attributed to increased carbon emissions.
The US should review the different approaches of its allies and regional partners, particularly Australia, New Zealand and Japan,
to determine where any additional funding for civilian agencies would complement acutely needed development assistance
and capacity-building. The island nations would benefit from parallel funding of existing bilateral projects. This approach would
not duplicate programs funded by the United Nations and the Secretariat of the Pacific Community. However, it would mobilise
resources to address conditions and situations exacerbated by the economic dislocations and privations spurred by the pandemic.
Focusing on regional health security as a priority area for coordination and collaboration with the island nations allows them
and those providing help to review how existing resources can fund projects without the need to build new programs. It also
could create a vehicle for other donor countries as well as Taipei to create sustainable healthcare funding mechanisms for the
region. Within the US there would be strong bipartisan support for an initiative that would support Taipei’s inclusion in a regional
health security program.
That would complement INDOPACOM’s efforts to strengthen humanitarian assistance and disaster planning with Australia and
New Zealand. Strengthening island states’ capacity to prepare for natural disasters and to withstand their impacts should be
linked to existing development assistance projects. Helping them build new infrastructure beyond that required under the PDI
would be essential to these efforts.
This focus would create strong consideration for full US membership in the Pacific Islands Forum based on the substantial
resources to be provided to the region that will be mandated by Congress.
There’s a longstanding record of Congress using legislation to direct foreign policy initiatives that unify the efforts of
American civilian agencies and the military. The competition with China and others challenging the US in the Pacific requires
a resources-based strategy that underpins US regional commitments. For US allies and partner nations, a coordinated,
comprehensive and cohesive approach would become a useful planning tool to meet common objectives.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-the-us-can-build-cooperation-inthe-pacific.
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How Taiwan can help its Pacific partners get through the pandemic
Norah M. Huang, 17 November 2020

Image: Taiwan Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

As the Covid-19 crisis wears on, the challenges facing Taiwan and its partners in assisting Pacific island countries are more complex
than in usual times.
In the early stage of the pandemic, the immediate focus was on providing medical assistance, including the means to detect the
virus, treat patients and protect civilians from getting infected. Taiwan overcame the shortage of personal protective equipment
after beefing up production over a couple of months, and started to ship supplies around the world, including to Pacific islands (the
Marshall Islands, Tuvalu, Nauru, Palau, Fiji and Papua New Guinea).
But the biggest challenges for island states are now, and likely continue to be, on the economic front. According to Taiwan’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, economic threats are the more urgent concern for Pacific islands as strict measures seem to have
brought health threats under control. But tackling the economic brunt creates its own challenges as Taiwan and its partners in the
Pacific islands all hunker down to keep the virus away from their territories.
Financial aid is one of few paths for economic relief during a pandemic. Many countries have provided cash in the form of
unemployment relief and economic stimulus programs. Monetary aid such as policy-based loans, budget support, grants and
concessional financial assistance also comprise a big portion of aid to Pacific islands.
Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs has requested additional funding (yet to receive legislative approval) for Pacific islands for
the next fiscal year, and it intends to discuss ways to implement aid with its allies and partners. According to the Griffith Institute,
Taiwan has already provided some A$2.2 million in cash aid to the Marshall Islands.
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Providing direct financial assistance isn’t without political challenges in a democratic society. Most Taiwanese are glad to provide
medical equipment and food aid to diplomatic allies and partners, but an aversion to the legacy of chequebook diplomacy has
made some reluctant to provide cash.
Improving public understanding of and the sense of connection between Taiwan and its allies and partners in Pacific islands could
help reduce concerns from the public and even encourage people to voluntarily join aid programs in ways they see fit. Taiwan, with
23 million people, donated roughly US$200 million to assist with Japan’s earthquake and tsunami disaster in 2011, which showed
the willingness of its people to help friends in difficulties, and the potential of their big hearts.
It would be easier politically to support Pacific island partners simply by boosting trade. But there’s little economic
complementarity between Taiwan and Pacific islands countries outside the tourism sector. Tourism, which comprises as much as
40% of GDP for some Pacific islands, would be where a boost could help in economic recovery, but the pandemic has made that
complicated and difficult.
New Zealand and Australia have been working towards a reciprocal ‘travel bubble’, although and the new cluster of Covid-19 cases
in South Australia may cause further delays. New Zealand has also been exploring a travel corridor with the Cook Islands, but that
too may be postponed. Although the delay has frustrated the Cook Islands’ tourism sector, other Pacific islands are more cautious
about opening their borders to save their economies.
Taiwan has so far managed to keep community transmission to a very low level. Its admirable management of the pandemic has
invited countries such as South Korea, Thailand and New Zealand to float the idea of wrapping up a travel bubble with Taiwan.
Palau is inclined to the enter into a travel bubble with Taiwan before it opens to other countries. But the head of Taiwan’s Central
Epidemic Command Center recently told reporters that no progress has been made on building such a travel bubble.
In meeting this pandemic, Taiwan’s sense of community has driven creation of business models to support local enterprises, such
as ‘pay now, eat later’. This program allows people to pay in advance for their future consumption, in order to help restaurants
and shops which they used to frequent in their neighbourhood to weather the pandemic. This concept could well be adapted to
support Pacific islands’ tourism and aviation industries to overcome some of the effects of pandemic-based border restrictions.
Tourism-related industries could continue paying for their employees to work on promoting travel packages to overseas tourists.
The Global Cooperation and Training Framework, which started as a bilateral mechanism between the US and Taiwan, now has
had four co-hosts with the addition of Japan and Australia for some projects. The GCFT serves as a useful platform for Taiwan
in collaboration with co-hosts to share its knowledge and expertise more broadly. The GCTF addresses themes from good
governance and improving media literacy to women’s empowerment and responding to infectious disease. Through their common
interests, the four co-hosts can use the GCTF to develop and support solutions to the challenges Pacific islands are facing now and
will face after the pandemic.
The recent incident in Suva, Fiji, when Chinese officials assaulted a Taiwanese diplomat during celebrations of Taiwan National
Day, is a disappointing outcome of China’s recent ‘wolf warrior’ approach. It is disturbing as it imports harassing surveillance to a
free and democratic civil society. Also disturbing is that it brings challenges to the judicial system of the host country if the Chinese
impose political pressure in an attempt to get away free.
Despite these challenges, Taiwan is committed to pursuing initiatives for building up mutual understanding and a sense of
community with the Pacific islands in the face of the grave challenges posed by Covid-19. There are limits to what Taiwan can do.
Supporting its partners in the region is a priority. The GCTF can help to find ways for Taiwan to share its innovative health and
economic responses to the pandemic, as well as its expertise in education, governance and climate change, more broadly across
the region.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-taiwan-can-help-its-pacific-partnersget-through-the-pandemic.
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Could Covid-19, micro-nationalism and China cause Solomon Islands to split?
Richard Herr, 26 November 2020

Image: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade/Flickr.

Is the Covid-19 pandemic about to tear Solomon Islands apart? The sensible answer is, probably not. But the consequences of the
pandemic, including jostling among China, Taiwan and even the US, certainly have the potential to destabilise the country.
Ethnic-based strife led to nearly five years of civil war from 1998 to 2003 that set people from Guadalcanal, the largest island,
against Malaita, the most populous island. In a conflict more about national unity than secession, Guadalcanal forces sought to
expel Malaitans living in and around Honiara. They were met with a Malaita militia protecting the right of its kinfolk to live securely
in a single united country.
The pandemic is now entangling two significant sources of domestic tension: relations with the People’s Republic of China and
micro-nationalism. The 2019 decision by Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare to reassess Solomon Islands’ relationships with
Beijing and Taipei has been controversial among those concerned about the geopolitical consequences while stirring up significant
domestic push-back.
Malaita’s provincial premier, Daniel Suidani, with the support of the provincial assembly, has railed against the PRC as a threat
to his province, the country and global order for many reasons, including China’s communist system, atheism and ‘ambition to
dominate the world’, as well as a real fear for the Solomons of debt-trap diplomacy.
Suidani’s stance enjoyed popular support and attracted the backing of the micro-nationalist Malaita for Democracy (M4D)
movement, which has linked its support for the premier to a demand for Malaitan independence.
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Suidani turned his preference for Taiwan into a local hot-button issue by a carefully orchestrated request for Covid assistance from
Taipei, leading to a gift of soap, masks and rice to the province. Taipei argued that it responded legitimately under its global Covid
people-to-people program of making aid available to those in need, even in countries without formal ties to Taiwan.
Suidani publicly thanked Taipei for the donation, referring to Taiwan as a state and the disease as the ‘Wuhan virus’, but the PRC
embassy characterised the donation as ‘illegitimate, inappropriate and entirely wrong’ and criticised the display of a Taiwan flag.
(Displays of the Taiwan flag contributed to fisticuffs between PRC and Taiwanese diplomats at a Taiwanese National Day event in
Suva last month.)
Tensions were further heightened when a second Taiwanese donation was seized by the police, who argued that it may have
breached the Sedition Act because it was included in a diplomatic pouch sent to a private citizen, Richard Olita. Olita is an adviser
to Suidani who has significant ties to the M4D movement and reportedly was one of the anti-Chinese rioters who helped to burn
down Honiara’s Chinatown in 2006.
The Malaita government brought legal action to force the national government to give up the donations, arguing that Taiwan
hadn’t requested any special immunity for the bag or its contents.
The decision of the national government in September to allow a Chinese charter flight to land in the Solomons has further raised
tensions. Unlike previous repatriation flights, this one, paid for by China, included only a few Solomon Islanders and was mostly
for Chinese officials and workers.
That led an angry Suidani to renew a call for a referendum on Malaitan independence. The M4D movement protested the flight
by posting demands that all Chinese citizens in Auki, the provincial capital, leave for Honiara in 24 hours.
Although quickly defused, the threat was ominously reminiscent of the ethnic riots in 2006, when hundreds of ethnic Chinese
were airlifted out of Honiara by the PRC, notwithstanding the absence of diplomatic relations. Beijing has since argued for
improved military capacity to effect such evacuations.
Washington has now also entered into the tense situation by presenting a US$25 million aid package to Malaita. This sum is so large
(more than 50 times the total assistance to the province from all sources in 2018) that some claimed the US was using Malaita as a
surrogate for opposing PRC influence in the Solomons.
The act of throwing an economic lifeline to those in Malaita pursuing a micro-nationalist agenda has worried the Solomon Islands
government sufficiently that it has warned that all foreign aid must go through official channels, including approval by cabinet.
Whatever the motivation (and some saw some very sinister linkages), the aid package will help promote economic development,
trade and improved natural resource management and thereby boost the sustainability of the long-neglected province.
Concerns for provincial development extend well beyond Malaita. The Western Province has threatened legal action to protect
its autonomy as well as lodged complaints elsewhere regarding fairness in aid distribution. The Sogavare government has
become so sensitive to such public criticism that it has now proposed banning Facebook, an act Suidani has labelled an attack on
free speech.
A quarter of a century of grievances has helped to nurture the idea of Malaitan separatism, but it remained in the background of
provincial politics until the switch in diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to China. Suidani, it appears, would have preferred a
united Solomons Islands still aligned with Taipei but has been persuaded to link his cause to separatism by the M4D movement.
Nevertheless, the chances of success for the separatist movement seem low. Peter Kenilorea Jr, a Malaitan politician and son
of the country’s first prime minister, argues that Suidani’s demand for a Bougainville-style independence referendum could be
justified under international law as a right to self-determination but acknowledges that, politically, it would involve a long and
complex process.
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The experience of neighbouring Bougainville also demonstrates that even a successful independence referendum might not bring
full international endorsement and support, especially from regional neighbours.
Neither Taipei nor Washington genuinely wants, or intends, to foment destabilisation in the Solomons. Canberra and Wellington
are scarcely in the mood for a repeat of the 13-year intervention under the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands that
ended the civil war and sought to rebuild the country.
But, should the tensions escalate further, the RAMSI experience could point to a way to reduce the risk of conflict. The
2000 Biketawa Declaration, which legitimated the armed RAMSI regional intervention, also provides for conciliatory, good-faith
mechanisms to defuse tensions before they reach breaking point.
The Covid crisis has raised domestic tensions by inflicting significant economic hardship on Solomon Islands. It’s been a
convenient tool rather than a motivator for Malaitan separatists, who have used it to underscore their rejection of the country’s
links with the PRC and to break with Honiara.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/could-covid-19-micro-nationalism-and-chinacause-solomon-islands-to-split.

Taiwan clash in Fiji reveals China’s strategy of intimidation
Richard Herr, 29 October 2020

Image: Taipei Trade Office in Fiji.

The 10th of October is a national day for both Fiji and Taiwan. For decades, Taipei’s trade office in Fiji has celebrated its event
peacefully and respectfully with support from the host community in Suva. But not this year.
The Chinese embassy’s annoyance with the event became so personal and so physical that one Taiwanese diplomat ended the
night in hospital with concussion. The Taiwanese office lodged a diplomatic protest with the Fijian foreign affairs ministry, which
was met by a counter-complaint from the Chinese embassy to the Fijian police claiming violence to its staff.
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There are many aspects to this story that deserve unpicking, but the two that attracted my attention were the time that elapsed
before the incident became publicly known and the claims that it provides further evidence of China’s ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy.
In prudent deference to its host, Taiwan typically celebrates its national day some days before the 10th in Fiji. This year’s Fiji Day
was especially important because it marked the 50th anniversary of Fijian independence, so Taiwan National Day was held on the
8th at the luxurious Grand Pacific Hotel. Two Chinese officials reportedly attended the event and took photographs of Taiwanese
delegates. They were apparently asked to leave by a Taiwanese official and allegedly later assaulted and seriously injured him.
Strangely, the fracas took some 10 days to be reported in the media—any media. The path to becoming something of a global
media sensation began with an 18 October post by Graham Davis on his Grubsheet Feejee blogsite. It seems the mainstream media
picked it up through David Robie’s ‘Asia Pacific Report’ and it then went across the Pacific and around the world.
Why this incident took so long to find its legs is a mystery. It was ignored by both of Fiji’s main newspapers until the story acquired
world notoriety, and even then it was treated very gingerly. Clearly, there was little appetite for covering an occurrence that
seemed too hot to handle.
It’s not clear that Taiwan’s Suva office wanted to court media attention, but that may have been due to a desire to give Fiji’s
diplomatic channel the opportunity to protect its interest and provide appropriate redress. For its part, the Chinese embassy
attempted to deny the affair’s diplomatic status by referring its side of the event to the police as a criminal matter.
Significantly, the counter-complaint did not become public until after the incident had achieved international notoriety.
Police confirmed to Fiji Village reporter Vijay Narayan when he followed up the international story that they had opened
an investigation into the Chinese embassy’s complaint. The next day it was reported that the Fiji Police Force had handballed the
matter to the foreign affairs ministry, where it was reportedly resolved ‘amicably’ between the two parties.
So why did the matter come to light at all? Davis himself notes that the story was authenticated to him by ‘multiple diplomatic
sources in Suva’ who were disturbed by the incident and the attempts to hush it up. There was concern that throwing a cloak of
invisibility over such behaviour only emboldened Beijing’s increasingly aggressive approach to diplomacy and disrespect for host
nation norms and laws.
My article on ‘kowtow diplomacy’ after the 2018 APEC in Port Moresby looked at the apparent cultural insensitivity of China’s
diplomacy in the Pacific Islands region. My argument was that Chinese diplomats were less concerned with regional sensitivities
than with the style and objectives of diplomacy that would win them favour in Beijing.
The Suva assault only reinforces my view. Despite conflicting details of how the affray unfolded, there was clearly a breakdown in
the cautious professionalism of Chinese diplomats typical of earlier times.
Other recent assessments attribute this more aggressive diplomatic posture to a new culture within the ministry promoted by the
Chinese Communist Party under direction from President Xi Jinping.
There was some social media commentary that sought to dismiss the incident at the Grand Pacific as an ‘insignificant’ (even
before the amicable resolution). Such apologies fly in the face of the diplomatic sentiment in Suva that the incident deserved
public ventilation.
The intimidatory actions that the Taiwanese officials found objectionable—photographing guests and seeking to record the
presence of local notables—were not novel or unfamiliar. We have seen these tactics in Australia.
By filming Chinese students exercising their rights under Australian law to assemble and protest, among other surveillance
activities, the representatives of the People’s Republic of China convey the clear message that people’s actions could be used
against them here in Australia or against their families in China.
Even Australians of Chinese ancestry are loath to be seen near demonstrations protesting PRC actions or policies because of an
expectation that such events will be recorded for possible retribution.
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This provocative behaviour is unacceptable here and it’s clear to see why the Taiwanese trade office, after decades of peaceful
national day celebrations, found PRC intimidation unacceptable in Fiji.
And embroiling Fiji in its dispute with Taiwan is scarcely improving China’s relations with the first country in the Pacific to host a
Chinese embassy or easing tensions with the Chinese community in Fiji.
We have seen how the perception that the PRC and its agents are actively undermining national interests in Australia has cast
unfounded slurs on the Australian Chinese community.
China has an important role to play in dealing with transnational crime and economic vandalism in the Pacific islands region.
However, this requires trust that the PRC is an honest player that is respectful of the laws and norms of its hosts in the region.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/taiwan-clash-in-fiji-reveals-chinasstrategy-of-intimidation.

Oil on troubled waters: coordinating responses to environmental disasters in Indian Ocean
island states
David Brewster, 27 November 2020

Image: International Maritime Organization/Flickr.

For several years, Japan has been investing heavily in its diplomatic engagement with Indian Ocean island states and may now
need to consider how to better extend that engagement to environmental security challenges. A recent environmental disaster in
Mauritius caused by the grounding of a Japanese cargo ship showed how vulnerable island states are to environmental security
threats. It also demonstrated the potential for reputational damage where adequate regional response mechanisms aren’t in
place. There’s an opportunity for the Quad partners—Australia, Japan, India and the US—and other like-minded countries to work
together to mitigate future threats.
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In July this year, the MV Wakashio, a Japanese-owned and Panama-flagged cargo ship, ran aground on a coral reef just off the
coast of Mauritius, setting the scene for what’s been called the worst environmental disaster ever experienced by that country.
Thirteen days later, the ship began breaking apart, releasing some 1,000 tonnes of fuel oil over an area of 27 square kilometres and
poisoning a major marine reserve and internationally recognised wetlands.
Mauritius declared a state of environmental emergency but had little capability of its own to respond. The government, NGOs,
fishermen and local volunteers sought to contain the spill using small tourist boats, fishing vessels and homemade oil booms
made from clothing, plastic bottles and dried sugar-cane leaves.
The accident led to major protests against the Mauritian government, and up to 75,000 protesters in the capital, Port Louis, called
for the prime minister’s resignation.
The event prompted an international response from several countries and organisations. France took the lead by providing
military and civilian equipment from nearby Réunion. Japan, India, Australia, the UK and the International Maritime Organization,
among others, also provided equipment, materials and expert assistance.
Japan’s response included sending three teams of experts to assess the damage and advise on rehabilitation measures, although
that led to some confusion when Japanese experts were reported as stating that there was ‘no damage’ to coral reefs and
mangroves from spilled oil. The Japanese government also provided an initial US$34 million in assistance to purchase 100 new
fishing boats. There’s little doubt that Japan will feel compelled to provide significant additional economic assistance in the future.
In recent years, Japan has considerably increased its focus on building its reputation and influence in the Indian Ocean region,
including among the island states. This has included opening Japanese missions in the Maldives (2016), Mauritius (2017)
and Seychelles (2019) and hosting a summit for leaders of 10 western Indian Ocean states in 2019. Those moves have been
accompanied by a significant uptick in Japanese official development aid and infrastructure investment, including in Madagascar,
the Maldives, Seychelles and Sri Lanka.
The financial liability of the Japanese owner of the Wakashio is tightly capped by an international treaty, but the reputational costs
to Japan may be far higher, and this incident may have damaged some of the good work that Japan has been doing in the region in
recent years.
The Indian Ocean may be one of the world’s most vulnerable regions to a range of environmental security threats, whether
stemming from climate change, extreme weather events or human activities such as shipping and fishing. The Indian Ocean island
states are on the front line of these challenges, as they’re among the most vulnerable to such threats and have the least capabilities
to respond.
In recent years, there have been some useful initiatives for Indian Ocean islands in such areas as climate change adaptation, but
there remains a need for a collaborative regional partnership, sponsored by major regional states and key users of the ocean,
to help plan for and coordinate local and international responses to environmental security incidents. This could perhaps be
a ‘Quad Plus’ project involving key countries with important interests in the Indian Ocean, such as Japan, India, France, the US
and Australia.
Like the US Indo-Pacific Command–sponsored Pacific Environmental Security Partnership, an Indian Ocean environmental
security partnership would build standing relationships among civil and military agencies to build local partners’ capacity,
contribute to regional environmental strategy and mitigate threats and vulnerabilities.
As is the case with some standing humanitarian assistance and disaster relief arrangements elsewhere in the region (such as
the FRANZ arrangement in the Pacific), an Indian Ocean environmental security partnership could also help coordinate and
facilitate outside assistance in response to specific incidents.
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Collective efforts must focus on threat prevention as well as response. In the Mauritius disaster, satellite data—which is available
for all large commercial ships—clearly indicated that the Wakashio had been on course to strike the reef for several days after
straying from usual shipping routes. Last-minute efforts by local authorities to contact the ship to change its course came too late.
Regional early-warning systems are being developed among Indian Ocean island states to predict extreme weather events.
Existing technologies could also be used to develop an early-warning system for shipping disasters that would facilitate timely
action to prevent future accidents.
There’s a moral imperative here. More developed countries gain many benefits from international trade (including international
norms, such as freedom of the seas), but in many cases environmental challenges, including the environmental costs associated
with shipping, are borne by regional countries. A regional environmental security partnership would be an important signal that
larger countries recognise and understand the environmental challenges faced by Indo-Pacific island states.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/oil-on-troubled-waters-coordinatingresponses-to-environmental-disasters-in-indian-ocean-island-states.

From pandemic to endemic: living with Covid-19 in the Pacific
Richard Herr, 12 February 2021

Image: Vijeshwar Datt/Unsplash.

When the Mamas and Papas sang ‘The darkest hour is just before dawn’, they referenced an age-old belief that dire events appear
bleakest just before they improve. Certainly, the rise in Covid-19 deaths and cases around the globe has made it as dark as it has
ever been. So, do the array of vaccines coming on the market constitute the first rays of the post-Covid dawn?
The notion of a sudden end of the pandemic is problematic, unfortunately. According to a December 2020 briefing by World Health
Organization, the ‘destiny’ of Covid-19 is to become endemic, not to disappear. This means that the occurrence of the disease will
simply reduce to a level that will appear ‘normal’.
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The transition from pandemic to endemic, however, will be very complicated, especially for the Pacific island states, on
several counts.
The problems start with the nature of Covid-19 as a pandemic. Pandemics are essentially an epidemic that occurs simultaneously
in a number of countries and even, as in the case of Covid, worldwide.
The WHO has grappled regularly with the nuances of what qualifies a particular level of disease as an epidemic or pandemic.
Combinations of factors—such as intensity, spread, severity and seasonality—go into the definitional mix.
Covid creates a problem for the basic WHO definition of an epidemic as ‘an illness … clearly in excess of normal expectancy’. Since
Covid is a novel coronavirus, there’s no baseline for normal expectancy.
Aspects of this issue were found when, for example, Fiji declared an outbreak of dengue fever and leptospirosis diseases in August
2020 while grappling with the pandemic raging in the rest of the world. At that time, the country had recorded only one Covid
death, but there were four from dengue and 10 from leptospirosis.
The WHO declaration of Covid-19 as a global pandemic had significant consequences for public health policy in Fiji as elsewhere
across the Pacific island region. Prophylactic barriers, including closing borders and imposing social distancing measures, were
swiftly enacted on the strength of the WHO declaration.
The national announcement of the two disease outbreaks in August also produced significant public health responses in Fiji.
However, despite the greater direct impacts of dengue and leptospirosis, those declarations had far fewer domestic consequences
than the declaration of Covid as a pandemic.
The status of Covid is more than an exercise in semantics. It has real public health and social policy consequences. Deciding
whether Covid should be treated as a genuine pandemic or in some sense a routine disease was an incredibly politically divisive
issue in the United States throughout 2020.
For most of the rest of the world, Covid is a serious pandemic that will not be reduced to a manageable endemic disease until we
have adequate vaccines and therapeutics to allow commerce, education and social life to return to normal.
At present, the global focus is on vaccines. The broad public expectation is that, despite the lethality of the seasonal flu, Covid
might reasonably be treated as endemic if there are appropriate vaccines to allow it to be treated like the flu.
Cue the Mamas and Papas again. The increasing number of successful Covid vaccines appears to be the daybreak everyone wants.
Yet, there seems to an unbearable darkness before the nightmare ends.
In reality, Pacific policymakers will have to confront two related challenges. First, the dawn ending the pandemic will come as
a series of daybreaks not a single sunrise. The second will be the answer to when their country can safely end the prophylactic
measures that they have used to hold Covid at bay.
The Covid-ravaged states of Europe and the US, for example, will decide that their measures to deal with Covid will be at an end
when the policymakers and publics agree that it can safely be treated as an endemic disease like the seasonal flu. This will be a
political as well as a public health decision.
Throughout the pandemic, creating safe travel bubbles has been beset by such issues. A decision by one country to downgrade
Covid domestically to the status of a manageable endemic disease will require other states to respect that level of risk for their
own people.
Before the Pacific island states open their borders fully, they will want to ensure their communities are adequately immunised
against a disease they have not yet experienced. A policy misstep at this stage would undo all the sacrifice, economically
and socially, made to date.
It’s especially pertinent to recognise in this regard that all but two (Guam and Niue) in the region are archipelagos. Thus, virtually
every country is, in effect, a set of nested bubbles. Once the national borders are open, significant differences in risk will have to be
managed internally.
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However, the islands’ access to vaccines appears beset by continuing technical difficulties in both vaccine production and roll-out
across the world. Agreements such as the COVAX Facility for ensuring fair access to vaccines for developing economies are looking
less certain to provide the intended equity.
The Economist Intelligence Unit recently predicted that most low-income countries would not ‘have wide access to a vaccine
before 2022–23’. Moreover, there’s some granularity to this prediction for the Pacific island countries which will contribute to
significant regional variation.
The US’s Pacific territories and former dependencies reportedly are likely to match the rate of vaccine rollouts within the US.
Elsewhere, the regional timetable appears variable, with some projections suggesting a final date as late as 2025, notwithstanding
Australia’s pledge of $80 million to support the COVAX program in the region.
Given that Australia’s own experience of Covid has been closer to that of our island neighbours than most other parts of the world,
it is important that our public health policy experience as well as the vaccines and ancillary supplies be shared equitably with
our neighbours.
Hopes for the morning of a post-Covid Pacific achingly enthral, but without careful preparation it could become a false dawn.
For print readers, the original post with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/from-pandemic-to-endemic-living-withcovid-19-in-the-pacific.
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