
Governing Norfolk Island requires thought about the geopolitical canvas 

 
Australia nearly didn’t happen. Well, that’s something of an exaggeration, because had the 
attempt in the 1890s by the six colonies to federate into one nation failed, no doubt they would 
have tried again later. But it nearly did fail at the time. 
 
The issue for the east coast states was trade. Free-wheeling, free-trade New South Wales 
opposed protectionist Victoria’s desires to maintain customs tariffs on the import of goods 
across borders. In the end, tariffs between the states were abolished but tariffs against imports 
from overseas were retained – until the 1980s, when the economists in federal Treasury 
convinced Treasurer Paul Keating to commence a program of trade liberalisation, which 
continues to this day. 
 
Fast forward 90 years from the federation debates to a major bureaucratic restructure of July 
1987. When the former Department of Foreign Affairs then was bolted onto the former 
Department of Trade, the effects on Australia’s foreign policy were far-reaching. In the 
jockeying for senior positions, the free-trade economists who ran Trade prevailed over the 
diplomats in Foreign Affairs whose specialty was diplomacy. 
 
Australia’s foreign policy subsequently has been confined to a narrow, trade-driven approach 
to whatever is in its commercial interests. 
 
Why is this history of concern to Norfolk Island, you say? 
 
Australia has suffered international embarrassment recently after reportedly learning through 
the media that the Solomon Islands was on the point of signing a security deal with China. It 
has been reported that China is now entitled to establish security facilities and personnel, 4000 
km closer to Norfolk Island than its nearest naval bases. The implications for Norfolk Island 
are profound. 
 
This failure of Australian’s foreign policy capability has had a long gestation, readily traceable 
back to the 1987 restructure in the public service. 
 
The pre-eminence of the economists’ undiscriminating agenda for liberalising trade was in 
plain sight in the second foreign policy White Paper, Advancing the National Interest, published 
by the Coalition Government in 2003. In earlier times, trade was considered to be a tool of 
foreign policy. In the White Paper, the priorities were reversed. Free trade was elevated to the 
primary goal, with scarcely any mention of human rights, natural resources, the environment 
or any obligation of Australia as a developed country to advance the well-being of its less 
well-developed island neighbours. 
 
There are many examples of erosion since then of the statecraft that Australia used to display 
to neighbouring nations. Australia has hectored them to endorse preferential trade 
agreements such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership and PACER Plus (Pacific Agreement on 
Closer Economic Relations Plus), with the apparent primary motive of increasing markets for 
Australian goods and services, to the detriment of the economies of the island states. This 
intention is even unashamedly prominent on DFAT’s website: “PACER Plus will provide 
commercial opportunities for Australian exporters and investors in a range of sectors.” 
Norfolk Islanders can sympathise with the island states. 
 
The statecraft evident under the 1951 Colombo plan when Australia educated potential 
leaders from developing countries at its expense has evaporated. Now Australia regards 
students from overseas as simply a source of profit. In 2017 it shut down Radio Australia’s 
short wave transmissions to the Pacific. The frequencies were taken up by the Chinese 
national broadcaster. Australia has patronised the leaders of sovereign Pacific island states, 



exemplified by the no-show of its Prime Minister at meetings of the Pacific Islands Forum and 
its strong-arming of the other states to appoint its favoured candidate as secretary-general. It 
is not just Norfolk Island that the present Australian Government treats with disdain! 
 
The recent Solomon Islands experience has caused considerable consternation in both 
Canberra and Washington. The USA was not impressed and dispatched its most senior Pacific 
diplomat to find out what was going on. One possible outcome is that the Australian 
government will approach the strategic position of Norfolk Island with fresh eyes. Norfolk 
Islanders should not be surprised if within a few years their island inheritance has been 
turned into a forward military base. 
 
Without in any way supporting the militarisation of Norfolk Island, I suggest that the 
Australian government should quit whingeing about budget stringency and start building a 
consultative relationship with the Island’s community over future strategic policy. I would 
focus strategy on improving in Norfolk Island’s self-reliance. For example, I would allocate 
money to enhance food security and water supply. I would install a sewerage system that 
captured every possible nutrient. I would install a fully sustainable electricity supply that 
doesn’t depend on imported fossil fuel. I would start phasing in electrification of the vehicle 
fleet for the same reason. I would ensure that Norfolk Island has a first-class connection to 
fibre telecommunications. I would ensure that no private company (especially foreign 
investors) could establish a profit-making stake in any of the essential public infrastructure. 
 
To privatise any of the Island’s strategic infrastructures while these geopolitical currents are 
swirling would be to risk embarrassing the Australian government yet again on an 
international stage. 
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