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Summary and 
recommendations

The Pacific Fusion Centre (PFC), established in September 2019, is a way of building shared perspectives on a range 
of security threats faced by the Pacific community. The Australian-sponsored initiative focuses on the provision of 
strategic assessments and capability building for the island members of the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF).

The centre is formally part of the PIF, and its mandate principally involves providing strategic intelligence to PIF 
member states to assist in high-level national policy formulation on human security, environmental security, 
transnational crime and cybersecurity. It’s in its early days, but over the long term the PFC could become a trusted 
source of strategic assessments, helping to better align strategic perspectives across the region and inform national 
and regional policymaking.

The PFC’s mandate differs significantly from some (incorrect) popular understandings that it’s an information fusion 
centre to provide actionable intelligence in the maritime domain. This is an ongoing source of confusion that needs 
to be rectified.

This Special Report discusses the role and limitations of the centre in producing strategic intelligence, as well 
as the Pacific’s continuing need for a regional maritime information fusion centre to fuse and share operational 
information and actionable intelligence.

The report makes the following recommendations regarding the operation of the PFC and more generally on the 
sharing of operational information and intelligence within the Pacific islands community:

•  The PFC needs a communications strategy: The PFC’s public profile is currently limited, and there are 
misunderstandings about its work. The centre needs a public communications program to better explain its role 
to stakeholders both inside and outside the region if it’s to be effective and build support for its mission.

•  The PFC must improve links with other regional partners: The PFC should improve information links with 
regional organisations and with key extra-regional partners and organisations, such as the UN Office on Drugs 
and Crime, the Singapore Information Fusion Centre and the US Joint Interagency Task Force West, that are 
well placed to provide information and analysis on regional security threats. This should include stationing 
international liaison officers in the PFC where possible.

•  The PFC should, where practical, find ways of using non-open-source material in assessments: The PFC’s 
current reliance on open-source material and authorised unclassified information significantly limits the scope 
of its strategic assessments in some areas. The centre needs to examine future options of using non-public 
sources of information for some assessments, having regard to the many challenges that may involve.

•  PFC members should consider working with non-government stakeholders, where appropriate: The PFC’s 
strategic assessments are currently distributed only to national points of contact, which probably limits its 
policy impact. The centre’s assessments and policy influence could be enhanced by better involving other key 
stakeholders (such as NGOs and church organisations) in its work, including through information collection, 
information analysis and the distribution of assessments.
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•  The PFC should invest in developing and leveraging its alumni network: The PFC plays an important role in 
training and building capabilities among officials from Pacific island countries. The centre should be prepared 
to make significant investments in those people-to-people networks as a way of promoting shared perspectives 
and regional collaboration.

•  The Pacific needs a regional maritime information fusion centre: The Pacific sorely needs a mechanism to 
share operational information and actionable intelligence along the lines of regional centres elsewhere in the 
Indo-Pacific. Relevant Australian agencies should work with selected Pacific partners to develop a platform 
that addresses a range of threats across the maritime and border domains. This could start with a pilot centre 
that’s co-located with an existing fusion centre, such as the Forum Fisheries Agency, or the Australian Border 
Operations Centre.



Introduction

The Pacific Fusion Centre (PFC) is an Australian-sponsored initiative to share strategic intelligence among Pacific 
island countries on selected non-traditional security issues, based on open-source information.

As this Special Report outlines, in the long term, the centre could be a useful step in enhancing regional security 
cooperation in the Pacific at the policy level. However, much more needs to be done in this area, including the 
development of regional systems for fusing and sharing of operational information and actionable intelligence, 
particularly in the maritime domain. This would operate at a practical, actionable level rather than at the 
policymaking level where the PFC is focused.

This Special Report first describes the work of the PFC in sharing strategic intelligence among Pacific island 
countries in an expanded concept of security aligned with the Boe Declaration. It then looks at the current state of 
regional security cooperation among Pacific island countries, including the challenges in producing and sharing 
information and intelligence on a regional basis. Later, it examines the need for enhanced regional security 
cooperation in the Pacific. Lastly, the report considers the need for a regional information fusion centre focused on 
producing actionable intelligence in the maritime domain and the broader border continuum.



The Pacific Fusion 
Centre

The PFC was established in 2019 as an outcome of the Boe Declaration on Regional Security issued by the Pacific 
Islands Forum (PIF) leaders summit in Nauru in 2018.1 Although the centre is sponsored and funded by Australia, 
it functions as an agency of the PIF, formally reporting to the forum’s Officials Subcommittee on Regional Security. 
It’s currently operated on an interim basis, but permanent facilities are due to be opened by the end of 2021.

The Boe Declaration identifies four security areas that are the highest priority for Pacific island countries:

• human security, including humanitarian assistance, to protect the rights, health and prosperity of Pacific people

• environmental and resource security

• transnational crime

• cybersecurity, to maximise protections and opportunities for Pacific infrastructure and peoples in the 
digital age.

The Boe Declaration also committed PIF members to strengthening the existing regional security architecture, 
including in information sharing. The PFC is a response to the Boe Declaration, focused on the provision of strategic 
intelligence to Pacific island countries in the identified priority security areas. Those areas cover a range of threats 
both on land and at sea, including illegal fishing; smuggling of people, drugs and arms; climate change impacts; 
pollution; human health; and cybercrime.

The PFC’s work includes four workstreams:

•  Strategic assessments: The centre’s principal role is to share strategic intelligence with PIF members by 
providing strategic assessments from open-source and unclassified official data and external experts from 
Australia, Pacific islands and international agencies. This has included assessments on topics such as food 
security. As strategic intelligence products, the assessments are intended to give high-level policy guidance to 
member states and are provided only to the designated focal points of PIF member states.

•  Domain awareness: The PFC has also established a self-service web portal for the sharing of open-source 
information available from media monitoring and an unclassified geospatial portal.

•  Capacity building: A key element of the PFC’s work is supporting the development of national and regional 
analytical capacity and security coordination in the Pacific. In 2019 and 2020, the centre hosted two sets of 
secondees (totalling 25 officers) from Pacific islands for training in Canberra.2 Secondees received training in 
intelligence analysis and other skills at the newly established Australia Pacific Security College and at Australian 
Government agencies such as the Defence Department, the Office of National Intelligence and the Department 
of Home Affairs. Since early 2020, Covid-19 travel restrictions have halted further secondments.

•  Information sharing: The centre also has the general objective of facilitating the sharing of information and 
strategic intelligence. This recognises that information sharing among PIF member states doesn’t necessarily 
need to involve the PFC. A key objective of the centre is to encourage the development of personal and 
institutional networks among officials, which can also facilitate the sharing of information on an ad hoc or 
formal basis.
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In practice, the PFC’s role is considerably narrower than its name might initially suggest. The centre operates at 
the level of sharing of strategic intelligence for the development of national policy, including high-level strategic 
assessments that identify trends and patterns based on open-source information. Strategic intelligence analysis is 
intended to provide longer term assessments on emerging threats, which reduce uncertainty while also providing 
warnings for the most senior decision-makers.3 As noted above, unusually in the case of the PFC, intelligence 
analysis is developed on the basis of open-source information.

That role is quite different from the fusing and sharing of classified operational information or actionable intelligence 
on specific security threats, which is undertaken by regional maritime information fusion centres elsewhere in the 
world. Indeed, the latter need still remains largely unmet in the Pacific.

In the lead-up to the establishment of the PFC in 2019, there was debate in Canberra over the centre’s future 
functions and which Australian agency should be its principal sponsor. One option was for the Australian Border 
Force to manage the development of a regional equivalent to the Australian Border Operations Centre (ABOC) 
in Canberra, with a focus on fusing and sharing operational information and providing actionable intelligence 
to national law enforcement agencies throughout the region. As with ABOC, such a centre would have covered a 
broad spectrum of threats across each country’s so-called ‘border continuum’, spanning from offshore, through 
its maritime zones and the border, to domestic enforcement activity. The ABOC model not only focuses on the 
production of actionable intelligence but also seeks to facilitate more effective operational relationships among 
relevant domestic agencies.

Instead, Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) became the principal institutional sponsor of 
the PFC, which had the perceived benefits of distancing it from Australian security agencies and emphasising a 
region-led approach. It also underlined the ‘soft power’ nature of the initiative from Australia’s perspective.

For several reasons, it was also decided to focus the PFC on the production of strategic assessments using 
open-source and unclassified official information (including from governments and other regional agencies), 
rather than on the fusing and sharing of confidential, actionable intelligence.

That decision presumably involved a judgement that, despite successful experience in the Pacific in the sharing of 
actionable intelligence in the specific areas of transnational crime and fisheries enforcement, the PIF member states 
weren’t yet ready to share a broad range of confidential information on a multilateral basis.

Apart from the political issues involved, the decision probably also reflected the significant technical and legal 
problems in the sharing of classified information through a multilateral grouping that includes 18 member states, 
many of them with limited access to technology. Indeed, the difficulties in establishing a truly regional system for 
sharing information shouldn’t be underestimated. Pacific island countries are sensibly wary about sovereignty 
issues and proposals from others that are promoted as meeting their needs. It seems that the challenges of building 
a secure network that brings in confidential information from various agencies of 18 member states were simply too 
great for a start-up regional institution that can operate only on the basis of consensus and as fast as its members 
allow it to.

DFAT’s approach to the initiative, seeing the initiative through the lens of regional diplomacy and emphasising the 
need for a region-led approach, has won it praise. As Dame Meg Taylor, Secretary General of the PIF, commented 
in 2019, the initiative has demonstrated the Australian Government’s ‘recognition that the initiative be region-led 
and owned—an example of the successful alignment of a regional priority with an initiative that furthers the aim of 
Australia’s national foreign policy for stronger security integration across the region.’4

In conjunction with the PFC, the Australian Government also funded the establishment of the Australia Pacific 
Security College within the Australian National University. The college is intended to be a ‘sister’ organisation to the 
PFC, providing professional development, technical assistance and analysis to support Pacific island countries to 
strengthen capacity, collaborations and policymaking in climate, environmental, human and traditional security.



Building the PFC’s role 
in providing strategic 
intelligence to the region

The PFC is still very much in its early days, having opened its doors with interim offices and leadership in Canberra in 
September 2019, and its work since then has been considerably hampered by the Covid crisis. As discussed below, 
even as and when the Covid crisis subsides, further uncertainties will be created by the apparent fracturing of 
the PIF.

The centre is due to open permanent offices in Vanuatu by the end of 2021. A charter that establishes formal terms 
of governance has recently been finalised with PIF member states. A permanent director is also in the process of 
being appointed. The director will be a Pacific islander, contractually accountable to Australia’s DFAT and assisted by 
an Australian adviser.

The PFC is wholly funded by the Australian Government with an operating budget of A$3.7 million per annum, which 
will fund the director, Australian administrative staff and technical experts, seconded analysts from Pacific island 
countries and locally engaged administrative staff, in addition to other administrative costs. The commitment of 
Australian funding for the PFC is ongoing.

All these steps involve finding a sometimes difficult balance between Australia’s leading role as the sponsor and 
funder of the centre and building a greater sense of ownership by Pacific island countries. Even with DFAT’s focus on 
ensuring that the PFC is perceived to be ‘Pacific led’, building a sense of ownership and trust in the centre is likely to 
take some time.

It’s probably too early to assess the PFC’s potential impact on security cooperation in the Pacific, particularly 
given that its purpose will involve the broad objective of informing and developing shared strategic perspectives. 
However, there’s little doubt that the impact of the strategic assessments produced by the PFC may currently be 
limited by several factors, particularly the open-source nature of the data used in its assessments.

That might not be problematic in providing policy guidance on certain issues (say, human health and climate 
change), but in other cases (such as transnational crime or cybercrime), reliance on open-source data may 
significantly limit the value of assessments. The current inability of the PFC to use non-open-source data leaves a 
gap in some strategic assessments that, where necessary, would need to be bridged by other means, including at 
the bilateral level.

The effectiveness of the PFC’s strategic assessments in gaining policy impact may also be limited by their 
distribution to only a small number of government officials and not to other key stakeholders. In Pacific island 
countries, groups such as church organisations and NGOs play a prominent role in public life and are important 
contributors to debates on national policy. Given the relatively siloed nature of governance structures in many 
Pacific island states, limiting the distribution of assessments could well have the consequence of limiting their policy 
impact. The fact that assessments are currently based on non-sensitive information should make their broader 
distribution simpler.
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These concerns or limitations could be partially addressed by establishing a two-tiered system of assessments. 
Strategic assessments that include sensitive information or analysis could have limited circulation. This would 
require the development of a confidential communications system, with all the challenges that would involve, 
but it would give the PFC’s assessments more potential impact and credibility. In parallel, with the agreement of its 
members, certain assessments that are based on open-source or official data could be distributed to a wider group 
of stakeholders.

The lack of formal arrangements for information/intelligence inputs to the PFC from key partners such as the 
US, international organisations such as the UN Office on Drugs and Crime or regional information fusion centres 
elsewhere (for example, the Singapore Information Fusion Centre or the Hawaii-based Joint Interagency Task 
Force West) is likely to also limit the PFC’s effectiveness. Those partners have the potential to contribute much to 
the understanding of the threats faced by the region. PIF members will need to consider how the PFC can gain the 
benefit of that information in a manner that they’re comfortable with. Pacific island countries shouldn’t be overly 
anxious about taking advantage of those sources of information, provided the sources are appropriately identified.



The need for enhanced 
regional security 
cooperation in the Pacific

The PFC is one outcome of the need for enhanced and more networked security cooperation among Pacific island 
countries and key regional partners such as Australia and New Zealand. Despite the establishment of the PFC, much 
work in this area remains to be done.

The Pacific faces an ever-growing range of security challenges. The priority areas outlined in the Boe Declaration as 
part of an expanded concept of security generally align with perceived regional priorities. The focus on so-called 
‘non-traditional’ security rather than ‘traditional’ threats may also reflect hopes that geographical distance will help 
shelter the region from the geopolitical contests occurring in East and South Asia, just as the Pacific islands were 
largely insulated from major-power competition during the Cold War.

However, some analysts argue that Pacific island countries can’t ignore the future impact of geopolitical 
competition on their region, and that there will increasingly be crossover between different types of threats.5 As the 
Boe Declaration acknowledges, ‘the dynamic geopolitical environment … has led to an increasingly crowded and 
contested region, and reaffirmed the need for strengthened collective and cohesive action to effectively manage our 
regional security environment in a proactive manner.’6 The declaration also states that PIF members have the right 
for their affairs to be ‘free of external interference and coercion’. The inclusion of cybersecurity as a priority area 
is just one example of how ‘traditional’ geopolitical competition is increasingly crossing over into ‘non-traditional’ 
threats. If and when major-power competition grows across the Indo-Pacific in coming years, it’s likely to have an 
ever-growing impact on ‘non-traditional’ threats that will need to be dealt with in the PFC’s work, despite even the 
most profound wishes of PIF members that this not be the case.

As I have noted, in addition to outlining priority threats, the Boe Declaration also committed PIF members to 
strengthening the existing regional security architecture. The declaration set out the objectives of enhanced 
regional cooperation as including identifying and addressing emerging security challenges; improving coordination 
among existing security mechanisms; facilitating dialogue and strengthening information sharing; further 
developing early-warning mechanisms; promoting regional security analysis, assessment and advice; and engaging 
with international organisations, partners and other relevant stakeholders.

The call for strengthened regional architecture in part reflects the transnational nature of threats such as 
environmental security, transnational crime or biosecurity, which often can be properly addressed only on a 
regional basis rather than through purely national responses. The small size and very limited resources of most PIF 
member states also calls for a pooling of resources across a range of threats.

But, while the Pacific islands benefit from a relatively well-developed system of regional cooperation in some areas, 
there are still major gaps in security cooperation.7

The principal regional political organisation for Pacific islands is the PIF, which currently has some 18 member states 
and territories: Australia, Cook Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, Kiribati, Nauru, 
New Caledonia, New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, the Republic of Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.
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The PIF (originally called the South Pacific Forum) was established in 1971 and is sometimes seen as one of the 
more effective international groupings bringing together small island states. But the forum has recently come under 
considerable strain after a dispute over the election of its new Secretary General led to Micronesian member states 
(Palau, Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Nauru and the Federated States of Micronesia) giving notice of their intention to 
withdraw, effective as of February 2022.

It’s not yet clear what impact the departure of the Micronesian states, if it occurs, would have on the PFC. Given that 
the PFC is an agency of the PIF, special arrangements would presumably need to be made to allow for the continued 
participation of Micronesian states in the centre, if the member states desire their continued involvement. Similar 
considerations would apply in respect of numerous regional agencies across the Pacific.

The PIF’s principal agency charged with regional security issues is the Forum Officials Subcommittee on Regional 
Security (FSRS), which was established in 1988 in the aftermath of the 1987 coup in Fiji.8 The FSRS, which meets 
annually at a senior officials level, is the PIF’s principal forum for setting a regional security agenda and identifying 
priorities for enhancing the capacity of members to respond to internal and external security threats. As an agency 
of the PIF, the PFC formally reports to the FSRS.

The PIF is at the centre of a web of regional arrangements, many of which fall under the umbrella of the Council of 
Regional Organisations in the Pacific. Many of them would be expected to build relationships with the PFC, at least 
at the level of sharing open-source strategic intelligence. They include several consultative groupings that focus on 
non-traditional security issues, including groups that bring together national law enforcement agencies to assist in 
policy coordination through periodic consultations:

• The Pacific Islands Law Officers Network facilitates cooperation on regional approaches to law and justice issues 
and the development of regionally supported policies.9

• The Oceania Customs Organisation promotes cooperation, harmonisation and mutual assistance in customs 
administration among participating organisations.10

• The Pacific Immigration Directors Community is a forum for the heads of immigration agencies to discuss issues 
of mutual interest and to foster multilateral cooperation with the goal of enhancing immigration and border 
management practices across the Pacific.11

• The Pacific Islands Chiefs of Police runs various advisory groups and networks in different aspects of policing 
(including the Pacific Transnational Crime Network, which is noted below).12

• The Joint Heads of Pacific Security is a recent Australian-sponsored initiative that brings together the heads of 
defence forces and immigration, customs and police agencies annually to discuss shared security concerns 
and approaches.

These consultative arrangements are increasingly complemented by national security strategies being adopted 
by several Pacific island countries.13 The process of developing national security strategies requires countries 
to articulate key risks faced by them and delineate the responsibilities of national agencies. In some cases, this 
has led (or is expected to lead) to the establishment of national security committees to coordinate the security 
responsibilities of various national agencies.14 The establishment of clearer national security structures would be 
expected to facilitate better coordination across the region.

In addition to the consultative mechanisms noted above, two regional agencies—the Pacific Transnational Crime 
Coordination Centre and the Forum Fisheries Agency—facilitate the fusing and sharing of operational information 
and actionable intelligence in specific areas.15

The Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre (PTCCC) was established in 2004 with the sponsorship of 
the Australian Federal Police and is now based in Apia, Samoa. It brings together law enforcement, customs and 
immigration agencies from across the Pacific to tackle transnational crime. It performs a central coordination role 
of managing, enhancing and disseminating law enforcement intelligence products produced by the PTCCC as well 
as Pacific Transnational Crime Network member countries, which consists of 28 locally staffed transnational crime 
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units located within 20 Pacific island countries.16 The PTCCC provides a gateway into the network for other law 
enforcement agencies by acting as a regional one-stop shop for all law enforcement enquiries.

The Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA) was established in 1979 under an international treaty and is based in Honiara, 
Solomon Islands.17 It assists 17 member countries to sustainably manage the fishery resources falling within their 
exclusive economic zones (EEZs). The FFA also provides expertise, technical assistance and other support to its 
members, which make sovereign decisions about their tuna resources and participate in regional decision-making 
on tuna management through agencies such as the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission.

The FFA’s monitoring, control and surveillance unit provides policy and services to its members to build national 
capacity and regional solidarity to control fishing in the Pacific, including illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing. That includes technical expertise, information sharing and projects on monitoring activities, regional 
surveillance operations, the FFA Observer Program, the FFA Vessel Monitoring System, the FFA licence information 
list, and staff training and support for relevant regional decision-making bodies (notably, the Technical Compliance 
Committee of the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission).18

As Bergin and Herr describe it, the FFA has developed sophisticated systems monitoring catch, fishing effort and 
related activities, set in place an array of regulatory measures to control fishing within the region, and fashioned a 
surveillance network to support regulatory compliance.19

The FFA’s surveillance activities are underpinned by the Quadrilateral Defence Coordination Group (now known as 
the ‘Pacific QUAD’) established by Australia, France, New Zealand and the US, which are the regional states with the 
most significant air and naval capabilities that can help Pacific island countries monitor their maritime domains. 
The Pacific QUAD’s mission is to coordinate and synchronise surveillance support to the Pacific island countries. 
The Quadrilateral Defence Coordination Operational Working Group has been established to undertake surveillance 
support for the FFA and its members. This provides particular assistance in planning the pattern of ship and aerial 
movements to improve surveillance of Pacific island EEZs.20

The PTCCC and FFA have had considerable success in facilitating policy coordination and/or information sharing in 
the specific areas of transnational crime and fisheries protection, but information within those agencies remains 
largely siloed from agencies operating in other sectors. If the FFA spots a suspicious vessel that may be engaged 
in drug smuggling, for example, but not illegal fishing, there are no formal ways of sharing that information with 
relevant authorities. As the former Director General of the FFA, James Movick, commented, ‘We would often see 
vessels engaged in suspicious activities that were not fishing-related, but we didn’t have formal mechanisms to 
provide that information to relevant regional or national agencies and see that it was followed up.’21 That means 
that there are no mechanisms for various national and regional agencies to develop shared understandings of 
security threats.

The existence of the FSRS as the peak coordinating body within the PIF hasn’t resolved these problems in 
information sharing. Although the committee is formally tasked with coordinating the work of the specialised 
regional law enforcement agencies, it can only process and analyse the data made available to it. The committee 
also finds itself institutionally constrained at the higher levels of regional intelligence collection and coordination. 
Representatives from the US and France, for example, can’t participate in the restricted briefings of the committee, 
even though they help to generate significant amounts of information.22

Calls for greater intelligence sharing among Pacific countries and regional sectoral organisations go as far back as 
the 1992 Honiara Declaration on Law Enforcement Cooperation23 and were repeated in subsequent declarations 
and communiques of Pacific island leaders.24 Beginning in 2016, the FFA hosted meetings to discuss the need for 
enhanced information-sharing arrangements among regional and national sectoral agencies.25 Some analysts 
hoped that this would lead to the creation of a regional maritime information fusion centre.26 That process 
ultimately resulted in the establishment of the PFC, although with a somewhat different mandate from the one 
some originally envisaged.



Where to from here for 
information and intelligence 
sharing in the Pacific?

A central element to effective regional security cooperation is the fusing and sharing of information and intelligence. 
In this regard, a key distinction needs to be made between strategic intelligence and actionable intelligence. 
There are no clearly settled definitions but, in broad terms, strategic intelligence operates at a policy level, 
while actionable intelligence operates at a tactical level involving specific threats, specific actors, or both.

Sharing of strategic intelligence
Strategic intelligence is ‘the knowledge upon which we base our high-level national policy’.27

Former Chairman of the US National Intelligence Council Thomas Fingar states that:

strategic analysis seeks to identify the factors that will shape the future so that policy makers can devise 
strategies and formulate policies to maintain positive trajectories and shift negative ones in a more positive 
direction. The ultimate goal is to shape the future, not to predict what it will be.28

A recent study of strategic intelligence practice in the Australian intelligence community defines strategic 
intelligence analysis as providing longer term assessments on emerging threats, which reduce uncertainty while 
also providing warning for the most senior decision-makers.29

In practice, strategic intelligence analysis includes the production of high-level strategic assessments that seek to 
identify trends, patterns and discontinuities based on all available information. Those assessments can be used to 
help build shared perspectives on potential threats and develop effective and consistent policies at national and 
regional levels. Although strategic intelligence analysis largely evolved within the military or security sphere, it’s 
increasingly being used in relation to law enforcement or other transnational security threats.30 In the Australian 
intelligence community, the Office of National Intelligence is the capstone entity charged with producing strategic 
intelligence on a broad range of security threats.

As a government-sponsored regional platform for sharing strategic assessments based on open-source information, 
the PFC is breaking new ground. There are few analogues of regional information centres focused on the sharing of 
strategic intelligence, and also few government or official strategic intelligence efforts using only open-source and 
unclassified official information. The Singapore-based ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre does have elements 
of strategic intelligence sharing through its work in research and analysis on piracy incidents in Southeast Asian 
waters, although it also has other functions.31 The lack of a clear model elsewhere makes it difficult to assess how 
the PFC may evolve in fulfilling its key mandate.

Sharing of actionable intelligence
In contrast with strategic intelligence, actionable intelligence is at an operational or tactical level. It’s the 
necessary background information that will enable someone to deal quickly and efficiently with a particular 
situation. Actionable intelligence can involve a range of threats, including conventional military threats, terrorism, 
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cyber threats, threats to law enforcement and a range of maritime threats (such as illegal fishing, piracy or drug 
smuggling). Dissemination is a key issue for actionable intelligence, which is often time sensitive, meaning that 
distribution channels need to be in place and understood in advance.

Although governments have long shared information or intelligence on an ad hoc basis, the value of institutionalised 
sharing of operational information on a regional basis has been broadly recognised only relatively recently. Only 
after the events of 9/11 was the ‘need to share’ recognised as an important principle, challenging the previous ‘need 
to know’ mantra. Several information-sharing networks that focus on improving maritime domain awareness have 
now been established around the Indo-Pacific (see box).

What’s maritime domain awareness?

Maritime domain awareness (MDA) involves the effective understanding of anything associated with the 
maritime domain that could affect security, safety, the economy or the environment.

There’s a growing realisation of the importance of MDA as an essential enabler for a variety of government 
agencies in providing maritime security.32 Recent advances in sensor and computing technology have made it 
possible to create a networked real-time picture that allows for a shared understanding of developments in the 
maritime domain.

Achieving MDA involves the development of systems for the collection of information and data, its aggregation, 
its interpretation and the distribution of results to decision-makers and users. MDA isn’t necessarily about 
collecting more information. Rather, the biggest gains in MDA are achieved from putting together information 
that may already be available to government agencies and commercial sources in a way that can be used by all 
agencies with responsibility for maritime security.

The centrepiece for MDA systems is the creation of a ‘common operating picture’. This is the sum of data and 
intelligence drawn from many sources and organisations (such as data from commercially operated automatic 
identification systems, military or civil radar tracking or incident reports from law enforcement agencies), which 
is then ‘fused’ into a coherent single picture that’s accessible to many users. This helps decision-makers to make 
decisions and take action on the basis of shared, reliable and trustworthy information.

One of the biggest challenges in achieving MDA is in integrating data sourced from a variety of military and civil 
government agencies and commercial entities. Each entity will have its own agenda, motivations and concerns 
about confidentiality or secrecy.

The sharing of actionable intelligence within government agencies, between agencies and across borders is far 
easier said than done. The existence of numerous national agencies with responsibilities in law enforcement on 
land or in the maritime domain (police forces, fisheries management agencies, customs and immigration agencies 
and so on) makes the sharing of information a difficult objective to achieve. Each has its own priorities, processes 
and bureaucracy. Sharing information across borders among civil agencies, law enforcement organisations and 
quasi-military entities also raises legal, political and security issues involving maintaining the security of data 
and intelligence and the uses to which information may be put. This means that much of the effort in establishing 
information sharing involves creating cooperative mindsets, policies and behaviours among the agencies involved.

In addition to national security concerns, additional problems need to be addressed in cross-border information 
sharing. For example, national agencies may be concerned about maintaining commercial confidentiality in relation 
to their countries’ commercial or fishing vessels (as is the case with the FFA). Some agencies may, for example, 
acquire shipping information from commercial providers on condition that it can’t be shared with other countries. 
There are also sensitivities arising from concerns about protecting a country’s nationals.
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Complications that might be resolvable on a bilateral basis can be greatly magnified when contemplating sharing 
information or intelligence on a multilateral basis. Those challenges create difficulties for information or intelligence 
sharing among even the most longstanding and trusted friends and allies. The challenges are further magnified in 
the Pacific, where the internal capabilities of Pacific nations ‘customers’ of information and intelligence can range 
from extremely basic in the case of microstates to sophisticated in the case of the larger states.

However, as I discuss below, these challenges are being addressed and overcome in other regions, if sometimes 
only slowly and incrementally. The common threats posed by transnational security challenges, particularly 
those in the maritime domain, make a collective response essential, and that necessarily includes the sharing of 
information and intelligence. Despite the many challenges, the necessary element of trust can be established over 
time through developing an open platform through which all participants can understand the practical benefits of 
collective action.

Regional maritime information fusion centres
Over the past decade or so, several information fusion centres have been established in the Indo-Pacific, mandated 
with fusing operational information and providing actionable intelligence in the maritime domain.33

The Australian Border Operations Centre (ABOC) is a leading information fusion centre that operates on a national 
basis. It’s a whole-of-government exercise, operated by the Australian Border Force in Canberra, which covers a 
wide spectrum of transnational security threats across the border continuum. Over the past decade or more, ABOC 
and its predecessor agencies have been extraordinarily successful in addressing a range of transnational security 
threats to Australia.

There are also several regional information fusion centres that have been established in the Indo-Pacific to provide 
actionable intelligence on a broad range of security threats in the maritime domain. They include:

• the Information Fusion Centre in Singapore (Singapore IFC), which is sponsored by the Singapore Navy and has a 
principal focus on maritime security in Southeast Asia

• the IMB Piracy Reporting Centre, which is operated by the non-government ICC International Maritime Bureau in 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and focuses on reporting piracy incidents throughout the world

• the ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre, which is an international government organisation based in Singapore 
that promotes and enhances cooperation against piracy and armed robbery against ships in Asia

• the Information Fusion Centre—Indian Ocean Region, which is sponsored by the Indian Navy and provides MDA 
across the Indian Ocean region based on so-called ‘white shipping’ information supplied by Indian agencies and 
many partner countries.

Regional MDA information fusion centres have also been established in other parts of the world, including in 
the Western Indian Ocean (Regional Maritime Information Fusion Centre), the Persian Gulf (European Maritime 
Awareness in the Strait of Hormuz) and Caribbean (CARICOM Regional Intelligence Fusion Centre).

But, unlike other regions, the Pacific islands region lacks a broad-based regional information fusion centre that 
produces actionable intelligence across the maritime domain and the broader border continuum. Although the FFA 
undertakes information fusion to develop actionable intelligence for fisheries enforcement, there’s no mechanism 
to share actionable intelligence on numerous other transnational threats in the maritime domain, including people, 
drugs and arms smuggling and sea robbery and piracy.
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More than a decade ago, Bateman and Bergin described the potential features for a regional maritime information 
fusion and operations centre (RMIFC) for the Pacific.34 The centre would collect, fuse and analyse vessel data 
provided by:

• regional groupings, such as the FFA, the Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre, the Oceania Customs 
Organisation and the Pacific Immigration Directors Community

• regional port authorities

• automatic identification systems and other tracking systems

• national maritime surveillance centres (including ABOC)

• partners such as the US and the Singapore IFC.

This model for an RMIFC would involve the provision of operational information and actionable intelligence to 
relevant national partner agencies through national liaison officers. The RMIFC would also potentially include an 
operations group to coordinate surveillance and enforcement responses.

As is the case with ABOC, the RMIFC should ideally extend beyond MDA to encompass the whole border continuum 
from international waters, maritime zones and the border to domestic enforcement activity. It would also 
emphasise the critical need for domestic enforcement agencies to work more effectively together.

I have discussed the many challenges in establishing such a regional centre. They include considerable political 
hurdles in getting consensus from numerous Pacific island countries. There are also significant technical and legal 
problems in the sharing of classified information through a multilateral mechanism. However, the problems such a 
centre can help resolve are key to the region’s future.  How could the challenges to such a centre be addressed for 
the Pacific islands?

The PFC could potentially evolve to include a function for the sharing of actionable intelligence on a range of threats, 
but that would require the sharing of non-open-source information equally to all members. That would be difficult, 
although not impossible. Although such an approach would have the benefit of sharing different types of intelligence 
through a single platform, there are questions as to whether the PFC would be the optimal institutional vehicle for 
that task. The PFC has been established as a multilateral agency focused on open-source strategic intelligence, and 
any decisions regarding changing the scope of its work would require a consensus of all its members. A significant 
change in its purpose and operations could be difficult to achieve in practice—particularly one with the sensitivities 
involving exchanges of information on maritime surveillance and operations and land-based security.

Another option could be to create an RMIFC through progressively building on the existing functions of the FFA, 
which currently operates an effective information fusion centre focused on fisheries protection. Any such move 
should necessarily involve the Australian Border Force, which has the appropriate expertise in this field.

In any event, given the sensitivities and technical issues involved, it may be advisable to pursue the development of 
an RMIFC for the Pacific in a cautious and incremental manner, potentially initially focusing on selected partners and 
perhaps co-locating facilities with an existing information fusion centre such as ABOC or the FFA. That could begin 
as a pilot project, as an economical way of piggybacking on existing successful information-sharing mechanisms. 
Once such an arrangement has been demonstrated to work, it could then be expanded to include other partners as 
appropriate. Of course, this would require appropriate funding as well as support from all relevant agencies.



Conclusion

The PFC is one response to the needs of Pacific island countries for enhanced security cooperation, including the 
sharing of intelligence and information.

The PFC has the potential to play a valuable role in providing strategic intelligence to inform policymakers 
throughout the region and help develop shared perspectives on a range of security threats. It’s early days for the 
centre, which must by nature develop through consensus at a pace that Pacific island countries are comfortable 
with. However, in the long term, its policy impact is likely to be limited by factors such as the open-source nature of 
its data inputs, restrictions on the distribution of its assessments and its lack of formal ties with key regional players 
such as the US and other regional entities. There are also widespread misunderstandings about the centre’s role.

The biggest gap in regional security cooperation is the lack of a regional information fusion centre to share 
operational information and produce actionable intelligence in the maritime domain and the broader border 
continuum. Such centres have been established elsewhere in the Indo-Pacific, and a comparable centre is sorely 
needed for the Pacific. Consideration needs to be given to how such a new centre (or functions) could be developed 
alongside existing platforms.
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ABOC Australian Border Operations Centre
DFAT Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
EEZ exclusive economic zone
FFA Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency
FSRS Forum Officials Subcommittee on Regional Security
MDA maritime domain awareness
NGO non-government organisation
PFC Pacific Fusion Centre
PIF Pacific Islands Forum
PTCCC Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre
RMIFC regional maritime information fusion and operations centre
UN United Nations
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