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geopolitical narrative, retain diplomatic agency and manage 
domestic political agendas, signal a trend that will make or 
break some key shared targets for the Pacific in 2024. 
This paper is in three parts. The first part horizon scans 
the 2024 global outlook and considers the implications 
of the following key themes for the Pacific islands region: 
economic prospects, the climate challenge, and geopolitical 
tempo. The second part examines how these themes 
intersect with the following priorities: deepening regional 
resolve, safeguarding Pacific democratic cultures, and 
leveraging Pacific agency. By taking this intersectional 
approach, in the third and final section we arrive at 
recommendations for Pacific policy makers and their 
development partners, that we consider to be significant to 
sustaining positive gains for Pacific development in 2024.  

What the 2024 global outlook means for 
the Pacific region
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Driving Pacific development gains in 
2024: Three essential elements

We see three essential elements that Pacific Island 
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nation and the region. Determining the ‘what and when’ 
of a Blue Pacific flex is even more vital when Pacific island 
countries are facing a particular peak in engagement by and 
with diplomatic and development partners.

Box 1: Pacific regionalism

In 2024, a deepened resolve for Pacific regionalism can 
leverage:

l	 Global loss and damage finance for Pacific priorities. 

l	 COP31 bid outcomes to advance the Blue Pacific’s 
higher ambition on climate action.

l	 CROP agencies to develop a standardised resource 
mobilisation criteria focused on the 2050 Strategy 
Implementation Plan and coordinated to complement 
Pacific states’ national development finance needs.

2. Safeguarding Pacific democratic cultures 

Across the world, democracy is in retreat. Autocracy, 
populism, and a dilution of liberal democratic norms are 
(re)emerging in many countries. The Pacific region is not 
immune from this. Domestic anti-democratic tendencies 
and drivers are converging with external pressures, 
including those associated with geopolitical competition. 

At the national level, we can point to constitutional 
preambles and text from national plans that indicate or 
imply the choice of democratic government by countries 
as they have moved from being governed by others to 
governing themselves. However, the explicit use of terms 
such as ‘democracy’ is less prevalent in action plans. 
At the regional level, the most explicit commitments to 
democratic governance and the rule of law appear in the 
Biketawa Declaration38 and the Teieniwa Vision.39  However, 
this architecture also holds at its centre the sovereignty 
of members of the Pacific Islands Forum. It is becoming 
increasingly apparent that (in)actions that indicate 
democratic backsliding on the part of one member of the 
‘Pacific family’ are unlikely to be questioned or criticised by 
the grouping as a whole.40 
 
Beyond elections, there is not much at a regional level that 
fosters robust democratic cultures. Regionally, and sub-
regionally, participation in election observer missions is the 
totality of a Pacific democracy monitor.  Media freedom, 
freedom of expression and other essential democratic 
stays are primarily left to the domain of the private and 
community sectors in each country. The regional approach 
to democracy is too narrow and needs to widen its gaze.  

The intersection between democracy and economic 
prospects in the Pacific region is linked to the increasing 
geostrategic tempo that is playing out in this part of the 
world. It also intersects with the dynamics of national and 
sub-national politics and undermines the self-determination 
of Pacific territories such as Guam, New Caledonia, 
American Samoa, and French Polynesia. Safeguarding 
democracy in the Pacific region is a key part of preserving 
the enabling environment in which Pacific communities can 
prosper.

Across the region, politicians and communities are united 
in calling for more ‘development’, with a particular focus 
at local government level on the need for infrastructure to 
support productive sectors such as agriculture (e.g. roads, 
wharves). As countries such as Tuvalu, Solomon Islands, 
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Democracy is at risk of atrophying in the Pacific region.47 

Whilst there have been numerous instances of democratic 
backsliding over a sustained period and stemming from 
domestic drivers, it is also clear that this is being exacerbated 
by increased participation of outside players. 

External influence on media platforms is one of the ways 



maintaining the right ‘enabling environment’: one that provides 
for decolonised, Pacific-designed ways of engaging and doing 
on all sides. On the part of Pacific leaders, policymakers, and 
negotiators there is a need for assertiveness and an ability 
to be comfortable in telling development partners ‘no’ when 
the need arises. A good example of when this should happen 
is if access to resources or assistance is subject to taking an 
approach that is contrary to national interest. 

When it comes to development partners and metropolitan 
countries in the region, they need to develop and prosecute 
an approach that is based on doing things with Pacific 
counterparts, not to or for them. This does not mean that 
partners’ national (including security) interests should be 
disregarded. Part of what is required is the willingness and 
ability to develop high trust relationships that allow for 
matters to be discussed that may be uncomfortable for some 
participants. This requires a solid foundation in Pacific literacy, 
including a recognition of Pacific peoples’ agency and capacity 
in Pacific territories. 

Box 3: Pacific agency

In 2024, proactive Pacific agency can leverage:

l	 Global discussions on loss and damage finance to 
advance framing that recognises the unique  
challenges for SIDS and facilitates enhanced  
access to finance. 

l	 Bilateral Forum summitries with partners to  
maximise the value of development support on  
Pacific priorities. 

Summary and recommendations

The year 2024 presents significant challenges and opportunities 
for Pacific island countries amidst economic uncertainties, 
an ongoing climate crisis, and geopolitical shifts. The region’s 
collective diplomacy embodied in the Blue Pacific narrative 
remains crucial for achieving the development aspirations of 
Pacific peoples. Pacific regionalism is interconnected with 
international trends, and strategic engagement is necessary 
to tackle economic recovery, geopolitical narratives, and 
global structural shocks. Leveraging Pacific agency is key to 
building necessary bilateral and multilateral relationships for 
developmental progress in the region. A renewed focus on 
Pacific democratic practice and values will also be important 
to enhance the enabling environment for national and regional 
development. Renewed focus on Pacific democratic values 
is vital for fostering an enabling environment for national and 
regional development. Pacific leaders and peoples must address 
challenges, seize opportunities, and shape the trajectory of 
development in the Blue Pacific.

We offer some thoughts on how each of these areas can be 
addressed by the leaders of the Pacific—national or regional—
and by external partners. We have purposefully kept these 
high-level, not least because of the concern expressed above 
about the ‘projectisation’ of the Pacific and Pacific people. 
These are offered as conversation starters to promote thought 
leadership within the region and beyond to grapple with the 
challenges we have identified. Our recommendations are 
cross-cutting across the three strategic areas: economic 
prospects, climate challenge, and geopolitical shifts. Moreover, 
they are focused on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of engagement with 
and within the Pacific rather than the ‘what’. 
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