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A New Security Agreement With China Turns
Solomon Islands Into New Focus of Global
Geopolitical Rivalry

APRIL 18, 2022

Solomon Islands lies less
than 2,000 kilometers off
the Queensland coast and
beyond the Second Island
Chain. A permanent military
presence in the country
would vastly expand China’s
capacities in the South
Pacific.
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Executive Summary

Draft documents leaked in March
show China may soon sign a security
agreement with Solomon Islands

The possibility of a Chinese military
presence in Solomon Islands was
received with alarm in Australia

If implemented, the agreement could
change Australia’s military posture and
allow China to break through the Second
Island Chain

The South Pacific is increasingly a focus
of global geopolitical rivalry

We should expect new interest
and investment in the region from
Washington
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Background and Analysis

Draft documents leaked in late March
showed Chinese military personnel and
equipment could be stationed in Solomon
Islands, following a bilateral security ar-
rangement between the South Pacific Is-
land nation and China. The documents
were first published online by an adviser
to the Malaita Provincial Government Pre-
mier Daniel Suidani, who has been a fierce
critic of an earlier decision to break diplo-
matic ties with Taiwan.

One day later, the Solomon Islands Gov-
ernment released a statement on the need
to expand the country’s security arrange-
ments. It mentioned China eight times,
Australia six times and the United States
once. On March 31, the Chinese Ambassa-
dor to Solomon Islands and the Permanent
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in 2020 Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and External Trade of Solomon Islands in-
itialed elements of the cooperation frame-
work, which must now be legally scrubbed
and await signatures of the two foreign

ministers.

In Australia the prospect of a Chinese mil-
itary presence in Solomon Islands was re-
ceived with alarm. One of Australia’s most
senior military officers warned that if Chi-
na manages to station warships in Solomon
Islands it would “change the calculus” for
Australia’s military.! The South Pacific
country lies less than 2,000 kilometres off

the Queensland coast.

China’s official position on the security
deal stresses that it is consistent with in-

ternational law and customary practice,
conducive to maintaining stability in the
islands and promoting regional peace and
stability. It depicts concerns by some “indi-
vidual countries” as an “attempt to disrupt
and undermine mutually beneficial coop-
eration between China and Pacific Islands”
which is “doomed to fail.”2

The security agreement’s provision that
“China may, according to its own needs and
with the consent of the Solomon Islands,
make ship visits to, carry out logistical
replenishment in, and have stopover and
transition in Solomon Islands” raised
concerns that China may be planning to
establish a naval base in the islands.

Key Issues

GROWING TIES BETWEEN CHINA AND THE
SOLOMON ISLANDS

Even before Solomon Islands shifted its
diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to the
People’s Republic of China in 2019, econom-
ic ties between the two countries had been
growing. Solomon Islands was the first Pa-
cific Island country to receive China-made
Sinopharm vaccines, reportedly through
bilateral channels. Economic ties have fur-
ther strengthened since the two sides signed
a non-reciprocal duty-free trade agreement
in 2020, which now includes an agreement
on economic and technological cooperation,
Belt and Road cooperation, poverty reduc-
tion and infrastructure development. Beijing
contributed $90 million to Solomon Islands’
$342 million “constituency development
program” while also announcing support to
the country for hosting the Pacific Games in
2023. Chinese companies have made their
presence felt in the Solomon Islands, espe-
cially in the strategic Guadalcanal province,
where the state-owned China State Railway
Group secured a $825 million project to build
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power and port facilities, roads, rail and
bridges. Nevertheless, public sentiment is
often at odds with the national government’s
pro-China position. Divisions between the
country’s largest and most populous Malaita
province and the national government over
relations with China have caused domestic
tensions, in a country where memories of civ-
il war remain fresh.

GEOPOLITICS OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC
Official Chinese documents propose two
routes for the Maritime Silk Road, the mar-
itime section of China’s broad geopolitical
initiative, the Belt and Road. The East Route
would start from China’s coast through the
South China Sea to the South Pacific. The West
Route would pass through the South Chi-
na Sea and terminate in Africa and Europe.
Why would China place the South Pacific on
an equal footing with Europe as the final
destination of a central sea route? There are
different reasons for that centrality. First, the
South Pacific is the world’s most fertile fish-
ing ground and some of the last unspoiled
fisheries can be found there.? Obsessed with
ensuring its food security for the future, Chi-
na wants to acquire dominance in the region
before anyone else gets a chance. Second,
valuable mineral deposits have been identi-
fied across the South Pacific. Deep-sea muds
rich in rare earths and accessible to seabed
mining could become the target of intense
strategic competition. Last but not least, the
South Pacific lies beyond the so-called “sec-
ond island chain.” The “island chain” strat-
egy, first conceived at the beginning of the
Cold War, proposes to deny China access to
the Pacific. By breaking through the second
line of defense in the West Pacific, China will
be able to expand its capacities to operate in
the Pacific, as well as track and watch Amer-
ican naval forces in the vast Pacific theatre.

What’s Next

Two of Australia’s top intelligence chiefs
have travelled to Solomon Islands to meet
Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare and raise
the government’s concerns over the securi-
ty agreement that the Pacific Island nation
intends to sign with China.* A statement is-
sued by the Prime Minister’s office after the
meeting stated that China remains an “im-
portant trading partner for both countries”
and makes it clear that the government is not
prepared to abandon efforts to strike securi-
ty pacts with more countries.

The Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea
James Marape told Australian media that
other states in the region were “conscious” of
events in Solomon Islands and wanted to dis-
cuss the matter at the Pacific Islands Forum
leaders meeting this year. Other statements
reinforce the view that most countries in the
region would prefer the issue went away and
blame Honiara for bringing a global geopolit-
ical contest to their doorstep.

American official Kurt Campbell, the Nation-
al Security Council Coordinator for the In-
do-Pacific, will travel to Solomon Islands this
week, in a regional tour including several
other stops. From our conversations with US
officials in Washington, we expect Campbell
to stress the risks of a Chinese military pres-
ence for security in the South Pacific and to
dangle the possibility of more economic sup-
port for Solomon Islands and other countries
in the region. Campbell has stressed in the
past how the South Pacific can become the ep-
icenter for increased tensions between China
and the US across the wider Indo-Pacific.’
The AUKUS pact - under which the United
States and Britain have agreed to help Aus-
tralia acquire nuclear submarines - has trig-
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gered a reaction from Beijing, and for Camp-
bell the US remains insufficiently engaged in
the South Pacific.

In our view, the possibility that China will
open a naval base in Solomon Islands re-
mains remote. More consequential is the pro-
vision that China can send armed personnel
to the country to protect its citizens and as-
sets. The provision could become a template
for agreements with other countries in the
future.
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