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ADDRESS BY THE HON. PRIME MINISTER OF SAMOA AND CHAIR OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS FORUM,
TUILAEPA SAILELE MALIELEGAOI

ON THE FUTURE OF REGIONALISM IN THE PACIFIC
AT THE PACIFIC COOPERATION FOUNDATION ANNUAL PACIFIC LECTURE
WELLINGTON (22nd March), AUCKLAND (23rd March), NEW ZEALAND
Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank the Pacific Cooperation Foundation for the opportunity to speak with you today on regionalism in the Pacific. This is very much the same issue that prompted seven Pacific Leaders to gather here in Wellington over 30 years ago, in August 1971, for the first meeting of the Pacific Islands Forum.  The Forum has since grown to include 16 member countries, which are continuing to search for better ways of working together as one region in an increasingly complex and challenging world.

I think it is fair to claim that by cooperating at a regional level, Forum countries have achieved, in a number of areas, more than they might have been able to do on their own.  The Forum has, I think unquestionably, given a stronger voice to the region’s political, social, environmental and economic concerns at the international level.  And partly as a result of this, we have, over the past 34 years, seen the gradual emergence of a regional Pacific identify, something which those of us with long enough memories will realise hardly existed in former times.  This has yet to express itself fully - most of us are, after all, only one generation away from the achievement of our political independence - and in some respects, many of us are still developing a full appreciation of our national identities.

Furthermore, not all of us play rugby. I must say that, as Chairman of Samoa’s rugby union, I felt great satisfaction last year in the formation and the excellent performance of the combined Pacific Islands rugby team.  They played mightily against their opponents - who quite often included close relatives - from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.  Those of a less expansive turn of mind may be inclined to feel that sport is a diversion from the more serious things of life.  I think most New Zealanders would take the view that it is much more important than that.  For us it is, at one level, an expression of a quickening regional spirit and we need to expand this kind of effort into other areas.

Last year was a turning point for another kind of Pacific ‘team-building’.  Forum Leaders met in April 2004, at a special gathering in Auckland, to discuss a review of the Forum by an Eminent Person’s Group, the first comprehensive review in the 30 odd years of the Forum’s existence.  The Leaders agreed on a new vision for the region, one which placed the emphasis on guaranteeing, for our people, free and worthwhile lives.  The Leaders took the view that one important means of achieving that vision might be through greater effort at the regional level. To this end, they called for the development of a Pacific Plan for Strengthening Regional Cooperation and Integration with the aim of promoting economic growth, sustainable development, good governance and security - the four priorities that we have agreed to for the Forum and the region.

The Plan is currently being developed. It aims to deepen cooperation and integration among Pacific countries and to establish where our people might gain the most through the pooling of resources of governance and the aligning of our policies. This endeavour might take us well beyond current levels of regional cooperation and into a new phase of regional integration - a Pacific union of as yet unknown dimensions.  We want practical benefits for our people and we want to retain the best of our traditions and cultures.  But we also want initiatives that will transform our Pacific into a dynamic and progressive region capable of meeting the challenges of modernity and globalization.

The transformative nature of our agenda makes it all the more important that the Pacific Plan be developed through wide consultation - not only among Forum governments but also among the public at large, the private sector, civil society, the media, academia, development partners, regional Pacific organizations, international organizations and non-sovereign territories.  This process of consultation is time-consuming, and can be difficult.  But it is critical if all our people are to take part in the new vision and have some sense of ownership; a sense that what we are doing is useful and relevant to them.  We’re hoping that our development partners will continue to support us in our efforts and therefore we must continue to build partnerships with our neighbours and beyond. In other words, the last thing we want is a Pacific Plan designed only by government officials, and dropped on the region, as it were, from the sky.  Nothing could be better designed to ensure that it simply gathers dust, as a number of regional grand designs have done in the past.  We want the Plan to be a living, practical, organic process which improves the lives of our people, so we want involvement by all our stakeholders at all levels.
A series of national consultations over the next few months is part of that process, and I do urge private sector, civil society groups and the public at large to take every opportunity to ensure their views are heard.  A draft Plan will go to Leaders at their meeting in Papua New Guinea, later this year, with implementation and further development, hopefully, extending over many years to come.
What are the challenges that lie ahead as we try to forge a new Pacific? And what are the opportunities?
We may not have the common trade and economic base that Europe has, nor the same historical texture, and we are not as compact as the Caribbean, but as Pacific island communities, we do share certain values which have an important bearing on the way our societies operate, and the way we interact with one another, when we do interact.  We share the world’s biggest ocean which is one third of the entire earth’s surface and under international law through our Exclusive Economic Zones, the Forum region has stewardship of the living and non-living resources in the Pacific Ocean.  We have a similar outlook in our regard for the value of our cultures; and we have strong links to the ocean and the land.
It could be said that our colonial experience had dealt us a poor hand by leaving us as a collection of micro-states, with just three of our 16 members - including Australia and New Zealand - able to count their populations in the millions.  Nearly half our members have populations of less than 100,000 and one with around 1,000.  In most cases, those populations are putting pressure on our limited resources.
It must also be said that over the years, our commitment to regionalism has been patchy.  There are complex reasons for this, among them the pursuit of inward-looking policies, as well as the fact, put frankly, that our members can still benefit from regionalism without making a serious commitment to it.  Support for regionalism has sometimes relied on a few larger, more prosperous members, as well as the contributions of development partners.  Our schools teach us about Europe and elsewhere, yet very little is taught about our own neighbours.
On the other hand, we need to remember that as island people, we have never allowed our existing conditions and restrictions to stop us from dreaming of, and seeking out, new horizons.  Otherwise we would not have populated and survived on such small islands across a vast ocean, and there wouldn’t be so many islanders making their homes in and contributing to New Zealand’s future. Our energy, our will to achieve should not be in doubt.
Remember, also, that in terms of regional integration, the EU started on a limited scale through sector cooperation, before moving to deeper integration, and to the broader community we see today. Australia and New Zealand also began their process of Closer Economic Relations by developing free trade in goods. They then moved to free trade in services and a more thorough process of harmonization and joint activity. It was this second set of steps which gave the trans-Tasman relationship its extra dimensions. I know there are a range of views about just how close, how integrated that relationship should be, but the point is that few predicted this thirty years ago. It is a process still evolving, and it will be of more than passing interest to see how it will, over time, connect with us, the island Forum members.
Already, in the Pacific, we as a region are starting to move towards economic integration and the phasing in of a free trade area among Forum Island Countries over the next decade. The Pacific Island Countries Trade Agreement (PICTA), which is now in force, is expected to change the way we do business, and interact with each other. We are already talking about expanding PICTA to trade in services. This will, inevitably, open up discussion about the movement of labour among our countries; ease of travel within the region; and the need for commonly recognized standards and policies and harmonized regulations. Every year, thousands of our citizens migrate to better economic opportunities, many within our own region - they are our nurses, teachers, security guards, trades people, unskilled workers, professionals and university students. We should not be too intimidated by the thought that travel might become easier for our people - not all six million will want to get up and leave. A great many of those that do leave with either return, bringing their experience and expertise to add to the nation’s wealth, or find other ways to promote the development of their homeland and to remain committed to it.
The challenge here of course is to get on with implementing PICTA.  I am aware of some of the difficulties in implementing this major agreement, but I am also aware of the cost of delay, not only to our integrity as a region (we don’t want to fall over at the first real jump), but also to our private sector producers and consumers who are expecting to benefit from increased trade.
There are other key regional initiatives that need our support if we are to enhance the economic prospects of our countries. These include programmes for improving the business environment through fiscal reform and trade and investment promotion, including through improvements in customs and quarantine services. Provision of oversight services that are uneconomical at the national level might be undertaken at the regional level. The Pacific Islands Air Safety Office, based in Vanuatu and aimed at improving safety services for our national carriers cost-effectively, is one example. Our Forum Economic Ministers have also been driving a regional approach to promote governance principles, including transparency and better management of public assets and public funds, all of which, when implemented nationally, would stand to make us stronger participants in regional cooperation.
On the political front, internal conflicts in some of our member countries also tend to compromise a regional outlook, because the issues involved are sensitive in nature, and, therefore, that much harder to address on a regional basis. Notwithstanding the superficial publicity we receive from time to time, the Pacific remains, overall, one of the most stable regions of the world. However, political violence in some Pacific islands in the last few years, unstable governments, together with rising crime and mixed governance and transparency ratings, presents the region with significant challenges, and there seems to me little point in trying to avoid that. The social unrest in 2000 in Solomon Islands and Fiji are clear examples of the way in which domestic disruptions can have flow-on effects within the region and outside. To their credit our members have demonstrated considerable capacity to address these challenges, sometimes with the assistance of the region, the most prominent example of this being the Regional Assistance Mission mounted to support Solomon Islands. We have also developed a regional assistance initiative in support of Nauru that we hope will receive the support of members and partners.
Close cooperation in the work of regional law enforcement bodies already manifests itself in the Oceania Customs Organization, the South Pacific Chiefs of Police Conference, the Pacific Immigration Directors Conference and the Regional Heads of Prisons Meeting, all of which are becoming more active. We are also seeing increased cooperation among law enforcement agencies at the national level and an increase in the effectiveness of border control measures. In future, this type of regional cooperation may extend to more harmonized laws and policies; for example, to the formation of a regional pool of jurists and public prosecutors; and perhaps the establishment of a regional constitutional court to deal with critical legal issues arising from major extra-constitutional crises in or between Forum countries.
In the area of legislative governance, we may yet see the existing regional initiatives including the annual meetings of the Forum Presiding Officers Conference (FPOC) evolve into a platform for a regional Parliamentary Assembly or something similar. While this is something whose time may not be now, such a body might enable us to take a stronger regional approach to promote principles of legislative democracy, representative government and good governance. We may also see similar developments in the judicial area building on current regional cooperation efforts by Pacific judiciaries through the Pacific Judicial Conference; Chief Justices’ Forum; Pacific Judicial Education Programme; and our participation in activities organized by judiciaries of Australia and New Zealand.
Regional cooperation might also serve to develop a regional civil service. We are already moving in that direction, for example, in trying to harmonize our customs and quarantine regimes and our standards regulations. How much longer before Pacific nations might benefit from a regional pool of select expertise in the judiciary? Or a regional center for DNA testing? Or a standards institution for products traded by and with Forum Island Countries? Or a regional approach to our audit responsibilities? Or regional training in various vocational and skills areas? These are the sorts of questions that will be vigorously debated as we consider what we want from the Pacific Plan.
Part of the regional architecture that will support closer regional integration exists in the form of the ten-member Council of Regional Organizations in the Pacific (CROP), of which the Forum Secretary General is permanent Chair. This is an evolving mechanism; it began modestly, but is now seeking to more actively coordinate the work of the regional agencies. We should, in my view, push on with this. The regional agencies have not yet achieved the common organizational base that may yet emerge from a dedicated push towards integration but CROP could serve as a useful stepping-stone, and proper integration at this level would be an important gain for the region.
Changes in attitude to regionalism could usefully extend to the formulation of national policy. Members could do more to reflect the responsibilities they shoulder in the region in their policy approaches. This may help to address the genuine concern by some members at the concentration of regional assets in a few countries. Some opportunities will lie in improving our communications and networking links, and making the most of the contribution that member countries can offer in an integrated region. There is room to better integrate regional initiatives by countries through policy, planning and budget processes at national level. The Forum itself, and other stakeholders, could do more to promote research and stimulate debate on regionalism. Mainstreaming regional approaches and integrated decision-making at national level requires commitment at the highest level, perhaps through Cabinet or Ministerial processes. Of course, national governments need to be convinced that regionalism is in their best interest and economic cost benefit analyses are a tool that could be more widely used in this context.
The future of regionalism in the Pacific will also depend on the attitudes we take to the concept of national sovereignty. Sovereignty will always be a basic part of our identity, I don’t expect our sense of nationhood to disappear, and it shouldn’t. Yet over the past few decades we have seen that the policies and infrastructure that we inherited at independence are perhaps not as effective as they might be in our rapidly changing world. And in a globalize world, none of us can remain, in the metaphorical sense, an island. Every time we join an international agreement or a grouping of nations - such as the Forum or the United Nations or the Cotonou Agreement with the European Union - we agree to give up a little bit of our sovereignty not only for the common good but for our needs as a government and as a nation. We should never complain about losing sovereignty if we do it willingly in order to gain something in return.
Over the next few years, we will need to explore how far we can take our sense of shared sovereignty, and shared responsibility, in our pursuit of regionalism. In doing this we are aware that, as with other countries, Pacific Island Countries may be becoming less important individually, as the world around us tends to interact in larger groupings, whether geographically such as the European Union or CARICOM, or across regions in the manner of the World Trade Organization or even the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) group.
At this point, I should say something also about the notion of sub-regionalism. We have a number of examples of it in our region, and the Leaders recognized, when they made their decisions last year, that a sub-regional approach might provide part of the response to some of the issues we face. That is clearly so; the vexed question of aviation services in our region might, for example, benefit from a concerted attempt to look at some of the problems on a sub-regional basis. But viewed in terms of our position in the wider world, sub-regionalism is a complex proposition.  We already have within the Pacific Islands Forum, the Smaller Island States grouping; and there is also the Melanesian Spearhead Group. The point however of regional cooperation is the necessity for a combined and concerted effort to strengthen what is available among ourselves and to strengthen our leverage in the wider world. Given our relative strength in the world, it is, in the final analysis, not easy to see how we are going to achieve this by thinking in terms of smaller groupings. We need, wherever we can, to look for the bigger answer and that means thinking, wherever we can, region wide.
All of that having been said, it is, given the dynamics and implications of regionalism, absolutely necessary that we as members and as leaders are all assured of its net gains. And, looking at this as a national leader, I believe the first level of gains must come from the narrowing of national financial obligations. The 14 Forum Islands Countries run 14 quarantine services and 14 statistical services. For a region of 6 million people - leaving aside Australia and New Zealand for a moment - this seems to me to make little economic sense. While governments in the Pacific Islands believe these services and many more are important for a national government in a modern world, they have, necessarily been given relatively low priorities compared to schools and hospitals. As a result, while such services exist and are often staffed by excellent and dedicated public servants, they are almost invariably under-funded. The information technology revolution, now makes it conceivable to provide many of these services through a well-funded regional body.
I must also stress that the benefits of regionalism should stem not from the narrowing of government functions, but the opportunities and greater horizons that a regional approach will create for our citizens. A bigger world for most Pacific island citizens will create opportunities for activities that would not be possible on the basis of a purely national approach. Hence the real economic benefit of regionalism would stem not from what functions can be taken away from national government, but the possibilities that regionalism creates. Let us take the example of the regional approach that has been taken to education through our regional University of the South Pacific. While national universities can be crucial to the pursuit of certain national goals; my own country has such a university and it is an important adjunct to our national development, there is no doubt that University of the South Pacific clearly provides opportunities that would simply not be available to national governments if they acted alone because of the extensive resources needed to deliver such academic disciplines.
There has been some concern that regional institutions may well come to replace many functions of national government and there is some concern that there are no clear or obvious limits to their role. What should regional institutions be doing? There are two simple guiding principles that I would like to suggest to you in determining whether a regional approach should be taken. The first is a market test. If a good or service is being provided adequately through the market, there is no need for an intervention, whether it be national or regional. Second, if national governments or provincial governments are providing a good service adequately, then regional institutions should not seek to provide it. This is the principle of subsidiarity. Together the market test, along with subsidiarity, are the basic acid tests of any proposed regional intervention. So, for example, it is clearly not the role of regional agencies to deal with waste disposal, except perhaps in the capacity building aspects, but it is the role of regional agencies to deal with issues of the transboundary movement of waste.
I trust that all of you will find time to contribute to this crucial debate. We have some way to go to strengthen the links between what we do nationally, and what we do regionally. Ultimately, the Pacific Islands Forum hopes that the Pacific Plan and regional integration will lead to practical benefits for the people of the Pacific. There is little point if we do not achieve that. It is essential that, if we are to achieve this key outcome as well as improve the way we interact with the wider world, we must begin by engaging more closely with each other. 

THANK YOU.
