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Aotearoa New Zealand’s Contributions to Pacific Maritime Governance
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By Dr. Henrietta McNeill

New Zealand’s Maritime Governance Objectives in the Pacific

Aotearoa New Zealand is “a Pacific Island nation, surrounded by water” within Te Moana-nui-a-kiwa, the
Pacific Ocean. It has interests in the region's maritime safety, security, and governance. New Zealand
maintains a non-self-governing territory, Tokelau, and has special security and defense responsibilities
regarding independent states in free association—Niue and Cook Islands. New Zealand is responsible for
the security and defense of their exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and represents their interests at the
United Nations.

New Zealand engages in the international rules-based order by participating in global agreements: the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and its provision to actively engage on redflagging issues;
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change agreements; Biodiversity Beyond National
Jurisdiction; and leading the Commonwealth Blue Charter Action group. It plays a key regional role as a
member of the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) and a signatory to the 1985 South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone
Treaty and 1986 Convention on Protection, Management and Development of the Marine and Coastal
Environment of the Pacific Region. New Zealand has long been a fierce leading proponent of the anti-
nuclear movement, seeking to limit the militarization of the region.

The New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) conducts search and rescue operations in one of the world’s most
extensive search and rescue (SAR) zones (30,000,000km?), including the EEZs of Samoa, Tonga, Cook
Islands, Tokelau, and Niue. To undertake its defense, humanitarian, and peacekeeping operations, the
NZDF has a nine-ship navy—consisting of frigates, offshore and inshore patrol vessels, sustainment vessels,
and amphibious vessels—supported by P-8A Poseidon and C130 aircraft, and helicopters.

New Zealand seeks to protect the Pacific Ocean region from illicit criminal activity, including illegal,
unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, maritime drug trafficking, and irregular migration—with a
vested interest in ensuring these activities do not reach its own shores.

New Zealand’s Key Policies and Activities

New Zealand plays a unique role as a nation both ‘in and of’ the Pacific and as a security and development
partner. New Zealand’s contemporary overarching foreign policy in the Pacific Islands continues foreign
policies developed since the Pacific Reset in 2018 and supports a long history of engagement in the region.
Its policies prioritized relationships as the central point of diplomatic and security engagement and were
driven to different extents by geostrategic competition over the Pacific Islands. The 2018 Pacific Reset
substantially increased investment, including in maritime governance activities.

In support of law enforcement efforts to counter transnational crime, New Zealand seconds law
enforcement staff to the Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre based in Samoa. New Zealand is a
member and major funder of regional law enforcement organizations, including the Pacific Transnational
Crime Network, part of the Pacific Islands Chiefs of Police, the Pacific Immigration Development
Community, the Oceania Customs Organisation, and the Transnational Serious and Organised Crime Pacific
Taskforce. In 2019, the multi-agency New Zealand Transnational Crime Unit was established to build
“investigative and intelligence capabilities to combat transnational crime in the Pacific.”

New Zealand manages bilateral capacity-building programs in the Pacific, with customs, police, and
immigration agencies focused on illicit drug detection, improving legislation for prosecution, and
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"New Zealand'’s
small government
enables flexibility
and
responsiveness in
the Pacific,
tailoring support to
each state's needs
while leveraging
cultural literacy
and people-to-
people ties as
strategic assets."

monitoring small crafts undertaking nefarious activities. Support includes resourcing Pacific states to
implement maritime governance, legislative drafting assistance, training, intelligence support, and donating
small maritime assets. New Zealand’s Pacific Maritime Safety Programme enhances regulatory capacity,
provides search and rescue boats, and supports domestic vessel safety compliance and fleet improvements
for seaworthiness.

As a PIF member, New Zealand is committed to the 2050 Strategy on the Blue Pacific Continent. This
strategy considers the stewardship of the Pacific Ocean at the core of politics as “custodians of nearly 20
percent of the earth’s surface, and we place great cultural and spiritual value on our ocean and land, as our
common heritage.” The PIF’'s Boe Declaration on Regional Security also prioritizes climate change,
environmental and resource security, and transnational crime. New Zealand contributes financially to
regional governance functions, including the Office of the Pacific Ocean Commissioner, the Forum Fisheries
Agency (FFA), and the Pacific Community’s Centre for Ocean Science. The NZDF provides aerial and surface
surveillance support for multinational FFA IUU fishing operations.

New Zealand's Unique Contribution

New Zealand is the fourth-largest donor to the region, importantly invoking soft power. New Zealand is
connected to the Blue Pacific through “history, culture, politics, demographics and indeed DNA,” with many
New Zealanders holding Pacific ancestry and a large Pacific diaspora residing in New Zealand. People-to-
people ties are its greatest asset. Diplomats argue that New Zealand is a “Pacific whisperer,” where its
“smaller size, cultural literacy and lower-key diplomatic style arguably affords it an inherent advantage by
allowing it to present as more relatable and conversant with the region, and to deliver or amplify certain
messages in a way that [other partners] cannot.”

Pacific Island states have diverse needs, including those related to the maritime environment. New
Zealand’s small government enables flexibility and responsiveness to the changing environment in the
Pacific. New Zealand listens to understand each state's needs and tailors support appropriately. New
Zealand officials aptly handle intergovernmental coordination, providing support while avoiding
burdensome, duplicative, or unnecessary training.

New Zealand also facilitates partner engagement with the Pacific, at times providing space in High
Commissions for British, Canadian, and Australian diplomats and carrying other states’ humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief (HADR) supplies and personnel. New Zealand could ultimately coordinate
these activities rather than facilitate.

Key Challenges for New Zealand in the Pacific

With limited fiscal resources or defense assets compared to other security partners, New Zealand cannot
finance sizeable maritime governance projects like Australia’s Pacific Maritime Security Programme.
Additionally, one of the NZDF’s naval fleet, the HMNZS Manawanui, recently sank in Samoa, creating
environmental hazards and reducing New Zealand’s hydrographic capability and HADR response. Instead,
New Zealand leverages the skills of its personnel to provide capacity-building, technical regulatory
assistance, and legislative advice.

New Zealand is navigating the ‘crowded and complex’ geopolitical environment in the Pacific Islands,
generating a bipolar identity for New Zealand. On the one hand, it is a member of the PIF, while on the
other, it wants to be a “partner of choice” to the region. New Zealand respects the sovereign decision-
making of Pacific Island states to have a variety of partners; however, it has increasingly become more
guarded towards China’s activities in the region, particularly in the security sector. While New Zealand'’s
broader security and foreign policy approach is shifting, long-standing regional maritime governance
policies focusing on the environment, fisheries, and transnational crime are unlikely to be affected.

Dr. Henrietta McNeill, Research Fellow at ANU's Coral Bell School of Asia-Pacific Affairs, can be contacted at
Henrietta.McNeill@anu.edu.au.
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