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[Excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, Ni sa bula vinaka and warm greetings from the 

Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. Firstly I wish to thank the organizers for the invitation to attend this 

important conference and also for providing me with the opportunity to speak with you today.] 

My discussion with you today will begin with a look at what violence and security mean for the 

Pacific and I will then briefly outline how the Pacific Island Forum has established norms and principles 

that further reinforce this perspective. Finally I will briefly discuss women, peace and security in the 

region and the lessons it holds for promoting peace and development.  

2. Thankfully, armed violence is relatively speaking a small problem in the Pacific, with a few 

notable exceptions including  violent conflict in Solomon Islands, New Caledonia and Bougainville; social 

unrest and riots in Tonga and Vanuatu; and political crises caused by military and civilian coups in Fiji. 

Furthermore, during so-called ‘peace time’, Forum Member Countries acknowledge that the illegal use 

small arms and light weapons continue to be used in the commission of criminal offences thereby posing 

a threat to stability and security in the Pacific. However, with the exception of sexual and gender based 

violence, armed violence tends to not be the main security concern for the region.  

 

3. Rather, security in the Pacific is commonly defined in a manner consistent with the concept of 

human security. That is, security for the Pacific is largely about non-traditional security issues such as 

climate change; food security associated with decreasing arable land and fish stocks; land management 

and tenure systems; political stability; uneven patterns of development; and economic inequalities. It is 

in this manner that in 2012 the Pacific Islands Forum developed the Human Security Framework for the 

Pacific to act as guide for understanding how insecurity is linked to conflict and development and for 

proposing possible actions that governments can take to promote human security.  

 

4. Linking conflict and violence to the human security framework leads to two important 

perspectives on the relationship between armed violence and development.  The first is acknowledging 

that human insecurity can provide the root causes of violent conflict which subsequently can impact on 

development gains. For example, in 2008 a series of case studies in the Pacific highlighted that common 

human security issues that have the potential to lead to violent conflict were economic inequalities, land 

insecurity, weak governance, rural-urban migration and unemployment.  A peace and conflict 

development analysis conducted by UNDP1 on the Solomon Islands found decreases in exports and 

agricultural outputs, infrastructure damage, and a rapid decline in economic growth to be some of the 
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key economic costs of the conflict. This perspective is consistent with the common understanding of the 

nexus between peace and development; that is that they are mutually reinforcing.   

 

5. The second implication is an extension of this usual understanding of the nexus between peace 

and development; that is, rather than the simple point that peace promotes development and the 

absence of peace limits development gains (and vice versa) one must also be cognizant of when 

development - even when it is perceived as good development - can in fact have negative implications 

for peace and security. For example, while investment, trade and aid can generate significant economic 

wealth and help support social development, they can also have adverse effects on local communities 

and economies, thereby undermining peace and even creating or exacerbating violent conflict. An 

overarching finding from the human security case studies mentioned earlier is that conflict in the Pacific 

tends to be bound up with the processes of change that are accompanying development.  Such changes 

bring out tensions between customary forms of governance and the modern state and market-based 

political and economic governance, particularly in relation to the utilisation of customary land and 

natural resources.  Furthermore, development in the Pacific has often been accompanied by growing 

social and economic inequalities between rural and urban populations.  Therefore, one may be tempted 

to suggest that human insecurity itself can be seen as conflict resulting from the violence of 

development.  Such a statement of course depends on how we are willing to use the terms ‘conflict’ and 

‘violence’, however it would be remiss to label this point as simply being an academic one.   

 

6. The case of Nauru, for example, supports such a perspective.  As one journalist explained it, 

“The story of Nauru's descent from prosperity to penury is one of the most cautionary tales of modern 

development”.   Years of phosphate mining in Nauru had negative impacts on the local environment, 

land and agriculture. Although a Trust Fund was set up to invest the profits from the phosphate industry 

as a source of income for Nauru,  at the 2004 Forum Leaders meeting, the Government of Nauru sought 

assistance under the Biketawa Declaration for dealing with the economic crisis facing the country.  

Forum Leaders supported Nauru’s request for assistance, noting the threat that it posed to Nauru’s 

security and national stability.  As a result the Pacific Regional Assistance to Nauru (PRAN) initiative was 

established with the aim of improving governance and economic stability in Nauru through a series of 

short, medium and long term priorities, including aid management and development planning.   

 

7. Therefore, Pacific Island Countries tend to understand the critical link between security and 

development from a much broader perspective than defined by the Geneva Declaration.  To give 

another specific example, the indicator on refugees and IDP highlighted in discussions around the 

metrics for gauging progress on the Geneva Declaration has a slightly different relevance for the Pacific.  

Firstly, as suggested from the discussion above, rather than the problem being forced migration 

stemming from conflict, the issue in the Pacific has been development related migration leading to 

conflict.  Such migration has led to issues such as increased crime and the presence of large groups of 

unemployed youth in urban centres.  Indeed, the issue of migration to urban centres and related 

tensions with customary land ownership was at the heart of the violent conflict in the Solomon Islands.  

But there is another increasingly pressing concern associated with forced migration in the Pacific, and 

that is climate-induced migration.  For example, at their 2014 meeting in Palau, Leaders from the 



region’s Small Island States “reiterated their strong concerns about significant and rapid climate change 

impacts and the constraints on country responses to climate change...including the implications for 

some member states of the displacement and migration of Pacific people”.  The region is already 

witnessing the internal displacement of local communities as a result of climate induced events and the 

potential conflict that such displacement may cause. Additionally, to reiterate the point, the inequities 

experienced in the Pacific in relation to the impacts of climate change are themselves a form of 

insecurity that will continue to result in the violent displacement of communities and indeed possibly 

entire nations.  This threat to human security poses a significant and urgent development challenge. 

 

8. Therefore, in addition to the more recent Human Security Framework for the Pacific, Forum 

Leaders in seeking to build peaceful and prosperous Pacific societies, have sought to establish norms 

and standards based upon a multi-faceted approach to security. This multi-dimensional, holistic 

approach to security recognises complex interactions between insecurity, violent conflict and poor 

development outcomes.  

 

9. Clear norms, principles and standards for security began to emerge from the very inception of 

the Forum.  It was at the first meeting in 1971 that Leaders had already begun highlighting common 

security issues for the Pacific, most notably the strong rejection of nuclear weapons testing in the Pacific 

Islands (South Pacific Forum Leaders Communique 1971). Indeed, the issue of nuclear testing was the 

basis for one of the early resolutions passed by the South Pacific Forum at their meeting in Samoa in 

1973.  In the resolution the Leaders unanimously, “Reaffirmed their strong opposition to these tests 

which exposed their peoples as well as their environment to radioactive fallout against their wishes and 

without benefit to them which demonstrated deplorable indifference to their future well being”.  In this 

statement one can already begin to see a concern with the links between human security, the 

environment and the development of the region. 

 

10. The nuclear issue has appeared regularly on the Leaders’ agenda since the Forum’s inception, 

and discussions have included the development of the South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone Treaty in 

Rarotonga in 1985 and currently radioactive contaminants in the Republic of the Marshall Islands. The 

Rarotonga Treaty incorporated a series of principles adopted at the Leaders’ meeting in Tuvalu the year 

before.  It is worth mentioning these principles, which still resonate with the Forum’s security 

programme today,  as they again show the strong emphasis placed by Pacific Island leaders on a broad 

view of security and the complex interactions between security and development. These principles, , 

included that: (a) South Pacific countries should be free to live in peace and independence and to run 

their own affairs in accordance with the wishes and traditions of their people; (b) South Pacific countries 

should enjoy peaceful social and economic development free from the threat of environmental 

pollution; (c) South Pacific countries acknowledge existing international treaties, organisations and 

regional arrangements; and (d) that South Pacific countries retain their unqualified sovereign rights to 

decide for themselves their security arrangements (Forum Communiqué 1984). 

 

11. Such principles and norms have subsequently been further reinforced in a number of 

commitments made by Forum Leaders, most notably the Biketawa Declaration and most recently the 



Security  Sector Governance Principles. These commitments recognise and commit leaders to a number 

of principles aimed at promoting security and preventing conflict, such as good governance; liberty of 

the individual under the law; equal rights for all; upholding of democratic principles; equitable social and 

economic development; and averting conflict through peaceful means.   

 

12. Given the direction this conversation has taken thus far, it is perhaps not surprising that of  the 

16 Forum member countries, only 5 have signed the Geneva Declaration – Australia, Fiji, Papua New 

Guinea, Samoa and the Solomon Islands.  However the perspective just outlined is not altogether 

inconsistent with the Declaration.  For example, one of the outcomes from the 2012 Ministerial Review 

Conference on the Geneva Declaration states “We accept that poverty reduction, equitable socio-

economic development, social inclusion, democratic values, good governance and the respect for the 

rule of law and human rights have important roles to play in continuing efforts to reduce and prevent 

armed violence”.  But from a Pacific viewpoint, such human development principles provide the core of 

the regional approach to security and also places an increased emphasis on the prevention of armed 

violence. That is, we are a relatively peaceful region and we endeavour to keep it that way.  

 

13. I want to now turn briefly to Women, Peace and Security.   Recent studies on the prevalence of 

violence in the Pacific region show that 2 out of 3 women face intimate partner sexual and physical 

violence in their lifetime2. In recognition of this, Forum Leaders in 2009 committed to eradicating sexual 

and gender based violence. Additionally, in acknowledging the violence posed by gender inequality, the 

Pacific Leaders Gender Equality Declaration was adopted in 2012, which formally acknowledges that 

gender inequality is imposing a high personal, social and economic cost on Pacific people and nations, 

and that improved gender equality will make a significant contribution to creating a prosperous, stable 

and secure Pacific for all current and future generations.  

 

14. Furthermore, the Forum Secretariat oversees the implementation of the Regional Action Plan on 

Women Peace and Security. The Regional Action Plan provides a broad framework to assist Forum 

Member Countries to accelerate implementation of existing international, regional and national 

commitments on women, peace and security, with a focus on (1) gender mainstreaming women’s 

leadership in conflict prevention and management, political decision making and peacebuilding; (2) 

gender mainstreaming and women’s participation in security sector oversight; and (3) protection of 

women’s and girl’s human rights during crises.  

 

15. A recent article by Australian academic Nicole George provides a useful analysis of the RAP for 

the context of this discussion. George argues that while the Forum Regional Action Plan on Women, 

Peace and Security attempts to respond to human security issues and promote a conflict prevention 

                                                            
2Family Health and Safety Study analyzes data from the first nationally representative research on violence against 
women and 
children in this country. The study, which replicates the WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and 
Domestic Violence against Women, was designed to:  estimate the prevalence of physical, sexual and emotional 
violence against women, with particular emphasis on violence by intimate partners; WHO, UNFPA, SPC  research 
was completed in Samoa, Solomon Islands, Kiribati, Tonga, Vanuatu and Fiji.  



approach, its focus has remained largely on women's contributions to peacebuilding in times of conflict 

or humanitarian crisis. Therefore, while this framework has provided important opportunities for 

promoting women’s participation in peacebuilding, it may also have discouraged broader reflection on 

the prevailing structural conditions at work across the region which function in an attenuated fashion to 

undermine women's security and the achievement of a gendered regional peace and sustainable 

development.3 

 

16. It is this emphasis on inequality provided for by a gendered approach that I wish to conclude 

with today.  While addressing the cross-cutting challenge of gender inequality presents an opportunity 

to close current gender gaps, this effort also contributes to the achievement of more equitable, 

sustainable and people-centred development and security.  Furthermore, the issue of inequality is not 

simply limited to gender, but is critical for how we conceive and measure the entire issue of armed 

violence and development. Such a perspective is consistent with emphasis placed on ‘people’ and 

‘communities’ rather than the state in both human security and armed violence approaches. That is, the 

shift from the state to people provides a way of thinking about the multifaceted aspects of inequality 

and exclusion and their impact on security and development outcomes, as well as how to respond to 

such challenges.  However the way these concepts are often deployed and measured means that they 

are still haunted by the state. For example, while national data is often disaggregated by gender, other 

data collected tends to lack any means of identifying inequalities in violence and security, thereby 

disarming the most valuable contribution made by a focus on people and communities.  This takes on 

particular importance in relation to the prevention of armed violence, because as has been shown 

extensively by the work of Wilkinson for example, it is inequality that drives violence.  Furthermore as I 

have just outlined, inequalities in economics, gender and climate change themselves reflect the 

experience of violence.  

 

17. Thank you once again for the opportunity to speak with you today.   
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