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Region, State and Ethnicity:
Responses of the Pacific Islands Forum to Regional Conflicts
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The Pacific Islands Forum, set up in 1971, took until recently a non-interventionist stance
to the conflicts in the region stemming from ethnic confrontation. For the Forum, regional
cooperation had fundamentally been “responses to external pressure,” such as joint protest
against French nuclear testing, not “responses to internal pressure.” The Forum regarded the
conflicts as “domestic” ones and left them in the hands of each of the member states.

During the 1980s, the Forum consistently maintained this stance. It was the military
intervention of Papua New Guinea that brought to an end the secessionist struggle in Vanuatu.
Similarly, the political crises in Fiji caused by the coups were maneuvered by the political
actors in Fiji, while the forum made only a superficial proposal to send a mission.

However, two conflicts that took place in 2000 changed the stance of the Forum. Following
the coup in Fiji, another one occurred in the Solomon Islands, the combined effect of which was
to give a great shock to the Forum members. The Forum realized that the conflicts were “
regional” ones that affected the other regional states, not only the states concerned. Based on
the results of various meetings, the Forum eventually adopted the “Biketawa Declaration” at its
annual meeting in October 2000. The Declaration defined the guiding principles and courses of
actions to be taken by the Forum in case of intervention in regional conflicts.

Does this mean that the fundamental character of the Forum’'s regional cooperation,
responses to external pressure,” has changed?

In considering this question, it is important to note that economic factors have influenced the
Forum's treatment of the conflicts as “regional” ones. Because of increasing regional economic
interdependence, political crises in Fiji and the Solomon Islands - trade partners and important
shipping ports in the region - also affected other Pacific Island countries economically. While this
is an “internal pressure” issue, “external pressure” also played a significant role in influencing
the Forum. The Forum, which used to enjoy trade preferences, is now having to confront global
trade liberalization and so has tried to promote trade liberalization on a regional basis. Political
crises in Fiji and the Solomon Islands might give an adverse impression that the region is
inappropriate as a market for trade and investment. The fundamental nature of the Forum’s
regional cooperation has still remained - the Forum’'s interventionist position with regard
to regional conflicts was one that was considerably influenced by the“responses to external
pressure,” namely global trade liberalization.
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