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e Papua New Guineas (PNG’s) geographic importance in the Pacific
region poses opportunities and challenges in its relationships with the

major powers.

* PNG’s location near key maritime routes makes it important for
regional security, with defence ties to Australia and participation in
regional security frameworks.

* PNG faces climate change threats but plays aleading role in advocating

for climate action and environmental stewardship.

* PNG must navigate its diplomatic ties carefully, balancing economic
cooperation with China and security alliances with traditional partners
like Australia, New Zealand and the United States of America.
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Introduction

eography is a key factor in shaping the growing
G strategic importance of the Pacific region. The region

has increasingly become a focal point of strategic
competition among major powers due to its geopolitical
significance and abundant resources. The interests of the
greater powers in the Pacific are driven by rivalry, geography,
resource access, diplomatic advantage, and historical legacy
(Sora et al., 2024). Pacific Island countries are strategically
important to global powers due to their proximity to key
maritime transit and trading routes. Their vast Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) contain valuable assets, such
as fisheries and seabed minerals (Sora et al., 2024).
Additionally, the regions location between Asia, North
America, and Australia makes maritime domain awareness
crucial (Keen and Tidwell, 2024). Control over transport
routes, telecommunications assets, and critical infrastructure
is essential for major powers. The Pacific will continue to play
a significant role in the defence strategies of major powers.
The strategic location of Pacific Island countries allows for
monitoring and controlling naval movements across the
Pacific. Potential deep-water ports in Pacific countries are
valuable for both commercial and defence purposes, enabling
ship servicing and resupply. The Pacific is intersected by
undersea cables essential for global communications. The
strategic importance lies in who builds and controls this
infrastructure, as well as where the connecting nodes and
landing stations are located. Strong diplomatic relations
with Pacific Island nations enhance a country’s influence
in regional and international political arenas, given the 14
United Nations votes they command (Sora et al., 2024).

As one of the largest and most resource-rich nations in the
Pacific, Papua New Guinea (PNG) plays a crucial role in
this complex and evolving landscape. This article explores
the strategic importance of PNG and its implications for the
Pacific, particularly considering geopolitical shifts, economic
opportunities, and security concerns.

Desktop review used to gather information

In conducting the research for this manuscript, a
comprehensive desktop review of the existing literature was
undertaken to gather relevant information on the strategic
importance of PNG and its implications for the Pacific
region. The desktop review method included sources and
analysing scholarly articles, policy documents, government
reports, and reputable news sources to provide a nuanced
perspective on PNG’s geopolitical, economic, and security
dimensions. Key sources include peer-reviewed journal
articles and policy papers from authors such as Hayward-
Jones (2017), Keen & Tidwell (2024), Laveil (2023), Sakai
(2024), Sora et al. (2024) as well as ofhicial government
documents like PNG National Security Policy 2014-2021
(Government of Papua New Guinea, 2013). Reports from
international organisations addressing regional security,
economic partnerships, and climate resilience were also
reviewed.

A targeted search strategy using keywords such as “Papua
New Guinea geopolitics”, “Pacific strategic competition”,
“China-Pacific relations”, and “Australia-PNG security ties”
facilitated the retrieval of relevant literature from academic
databases, think tanks websites, and government repositories.
The gathered information was then categorised into key
themes, including geostrategic competition, economic
alliances, security challenges, and climate resilience. By
synthesising and comparing different perspectives from
scholars, policymakers, and international organisations, the
review ensures a balanced and well-rounded discussion. These
findings were systematically integrated into the manuscript,
providing a strong foundation for analysing PNG’s evolving
role in regional geopolitics, with authoritative sources cited
enhanced the credibility of the analysis.

The Pacific Region — Geopolitical Shifts

For over a decade, China has been competing with the
West, particularly the United States (U.S.) and Australia, for
influence in the Pacific (Oliphant, 2024). Beijing’s ambitions
to expand control are alarming to Western nations, especially
in the regions with significant WWII history like PNG, the
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Solomon Islands, and the Philippines. Central to China’s
strategy is its desire to diminish U.S. alliances and influence
in areas where American forces remain, such as the Republic
of Korea, Japan, and Taiwan, which Beijing views as
remnants of U.S. global dominance. Taiwan remains a focal
point for China’s national identity and President Xi Jinping’s
“Chinese Dream”, fuelling its military modernisation,
including naval advancements in the South China Sea and
efforts to rival the U.S. as a global power (Oliphant, 2024).
Key geopolitical flashpoints include the “first island chain”
of Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines, with concerns of a
potential Chinese invasion of Taiwan by 2027 (Oliphant,
2024). China’s strategy in Taiwan conflict could involve a
blockade, leveraging its control over the South China Sea
for its deep waters, resources, and militarised islands, while
expanding its regional influence through security pacts with
Pacific nations. These agreements raise concerns about a shift
in the region’s balance of power.

Chinas ascendance as global power has significantly
influenced regional and international geopolitics. Its
impressive economic growth has positioned China as the
world’s second-largest economy and a key player in global
trade and investment, with both beneficial and adverse effects
on regional and global dynamics (Laveil, 2023). A particular
notable impact of China’s rise is its expanding influence in
the Asia-Pacific region. In the Pacific, China’s engagement
blends military, economic, and infrastructure initiatives. The
controversial 2022 Security Agreements with the Solomon
Island, allowing potential Chinese’s force deployment,
underscores its growing security presences, alongside police
and military programs across the region (Sora et al., 2024).

Economically, China has become a major trading partner,
importing key commodities like timber and fish from the
Solomon Islands and PNG (Laveil, 2023). Through the Belt
and Road Initiatives (BRI), China has signed agreements
with the Pacific Island Countries (PIC’s) to invest in
infrastructural projects, including ports, roads, and public
buildings, boosting connectivity while raising concerns over
dept dependency due to concessional loans (The Guardian,
2022). Additionally, China provides direct grants and
technical assistance, focusing on high visibility projects like
stadiums and government complexes in countries like Fiji
and Samoa. These efforts, while welcomed by some Pacific
leaders, having drawn criticisms for their emphasis on elite

political engagement and potential risks to regional stability
(Keen & Tidwell, 2024).

The United States and Australia have taken several strategic
steps to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the
Pacific region. The United State employs a multifaceted
strategy to counterbalance China’s influence in the Pacific
region by strengthening alliances and partnerships,
particularly through the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue

(Quad), which includes the U.S., Australia, India, and Japan
(Rising, 2025). This coalition promotes a “Free and Open
Indo-Pacific” by addressing issues such as infrastructure
development, humanitarian aid, disaster relief, climate
change, and maritime security. By enhancing defence
cooperation and partnerships within the Quad framework,
the U.S. aims to counter China’s assertiveness, particularly
concerning territorial claims in the South China Sea and
Taiwan (Hayward-Jones, 2017).

Additionally, the U.S. has revitalised its regional presence
through initiatives like the U.S. Pacific Island Forum
(US-PIF) Dialogue, fostering deeper defence cooperation
for instance signing defence agreements with PNG, and
economic engagement, increasing aid and infrastructure
investments (Rising, 2025).

Australia, asa key U.S. ally, has implemented its own strategies
to mitigate China’s growing influence in the Pacific (Martinez,
2024). A significant component of Australia’s approach is the
establishment of security agreements with Pacific nations.
For instance, Australia has signed multi-million dollar deals
with Nauru and PNG, supporting development projects
and, in return gaining leverage to prevent these nations from
entering security-related agreements with China. As noted by
Oliphant (2024), rugby league, a fast-paced and physically
intense sport rooted in the working-class communities of
northern England, has become a surprising focal point in
the high-stakes geopolitical rivalry in the Pacific. Recently,
Australian Prime Minister, Anthony Albanese and PNG
Prime Minister, James Marape announced a A$600 million
(£298 million) investment over 10 years to establish a Papua
New Guinea team in the Australian league (Oliphant,
2024). This initiative is part of a broader agreement ensuring
that Australia remains PNG’s primary security partner,
effectively sidelining China’s influence in the region. This
“rugby diplomacy” goes beyond sport, serving as a strategic
manoeuvre in the broader contest against China’s ambitions
in the Pacific. This deals not only foster development but
also serve as a strategic measure to curb China’s influence
in the region. These efforts are part of a broader strategy to
ensure Pacific Island nations are not overly reliant on Chinese
financial aid and infrastructure investments, positioning the
U.S. and Australia as key allies in promoting stability and
sustainable development in the region.

This strategic rivalry has transformed Pacific Island leaders
into diplomatic “price-setters,” a term referring to nations
that leverage heightened competition between global powers
such as China, the United States, and Australia to negotiate
and secure greater development benefits (Sora et al., 2024).
By capitalising on their strategic importance, these nations
can demand increased aid, infrastructure investment, and
favourable agreements, effectively influencing the “price”
of engagement from competing powers (Sora et al., 2024).



While this approach allows Pacific Island nations to benefit
from the rivalry, it requires careful diplomacy to maintain
their stated polity of being “friends to all, enemies to none”.
However, this intensifying geopolitical struggle also presents
risks, as it could lead to local political actors prioritising
personal or narrow political gains over the broader national
interest, undermining good governance and transparency.

As the Pacific region becomes a hotspot for great power
competition, PNG finds itself at the centre of these global
dynamics. Being the largest and one of the influential
countries in the Pacific, PNG is expected to play a crucial
role. The country’s leadership must carefully manage the task
of maintaining a balance in its relationships with China,
Australia, U.S. and other international partners, all while
protecting its national interests. The escalating competition
for influence could potentially bring about development
prospects, but it also poses a risk of political pressure and
governance challenges. This underscores the urgent need for
transparent and accountable leadership now more than ever.

Security Concerns and Strategic Partnership

PNG occupies a pivotal position in the Pacific region, with
its strategic location near key maritime routes making its
security interests a focal point for global powers. The nation’s
proximity to vital sea lanes and its substantial natural resources
have attracted increased attention from countries such as the
United States, Australia, and China, underscoring PNG’s
role as a significant player in regional security dynamics.

The United States has recognised PNG’s strategic
importance, leading to enhanced military cooperation
and defence agreements (O’Brien & Henao, 2023). For
instance, a defence cooperation agreement concluded in May
2023 aims to bolster bilateral ties, with the U.S. military
expressing interest in utilising PNG’s Lombrum Naval Base.
This development highlights the U.S.’s commitment to
strengthening its presence in the Indo-Pacific region (Sakai,
2024).

China, on the other hand, has sought to expand its influence
in PNG through trade and investment initiatives. While
Beijing has predominantly focused on economic engagement,
there have been instances where China leveraged its economic
interests to exert political pressure on the PNG Government,
particularly regarding its actions in the South China Sea.
This approach reflects China’s broader strategy to assert its
presence in the Pacific (Hayward-Jones, 2017).

Australia, sharing a closer geopolitical proximity, has a
long-standing historical tie with PNG. Australia has signed
an Australia-Papua New Guinea Security Agreement in
2023 focused on enhancing Papua New Guinea’s defence

capabilities and addressing regional security threats (Sora et
al., 2024).
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Given these dynamics, PNG faces the complex task of
balancing its relationships with these global powers. The
nation’s strategic location and resources make it a valuable
partner, but this also necessitates careful navigation to
safeguard its national security interests and maintain
sovereignty amidst competing international influences. One
of the major security concerns for PNG and the Pacific
region is the potential for military tension in the Indo-Pacific.
While PNG has historically aligned with Australia and other
Western allies, its growing economic ties with China require
careful diplomatic navigation. Regional tensions, such as
territorial disputes in the South China Sea and competition
for influence in the Pacific, have significant implications for
PNG’s security and stability.

PNG’s rich natural resources, central Indo-Pacific location,
and international complexities make it a focal point in the
evolving Pacific power balance, requiring skilful leadership to
navigate the geopolitical landscape (Hayward-Jones, 2017).
The country is also vulnerable to the security implications
of climate change (IDMC, 2022; Crisis Response, 2024).
As one of the most disaster-prone countries in the world,
PNG faces severe risks from rising sea levels, cyclones, and
flooding. Between 2022 and 2024, PNG experienced several
significant natural disasters, highlighting its vulnerability to
various hazard (IDMC, 2022; Crisis Response, 2024). Key
issues include (IDMC, 2022; Cirisis Response, 2024):

* Earthquakes: In September 2022, a magnitude of
7.6 earthquake strike the Highlands region, causing
widespread damage to infrastructure, fatalities, and
displacement of residents. The event highlighted
PNG’s seismic risks and its need for earthquake-
resilient infrastructure.

* Landslides: In 2024, a catastrophic landslide in
the Enga Province resulted in a significant number
of fatalities and extensive displacement. Such
events are often exacerbated by heavy rainfall and
deforestation.

* Floods: Several regions faced severe flooding,
particularly in 2022 and 2023, which disrupted
communities, destroyed agricultural lands, and
forced evacuations. Flooding is frequent in PNG,
given its rugged terrain and heavy tropical rainfall.

*  Volcanic activity: PNG, located on the Pacific Ring
of Fire, also dealt with volcanic hazards. While on
the major eruptions were reported in this timeframe,
ongoing activities from volcanoes such as Tavurvur
and Ulawun remain a constant threat.

These events call for robust disaster risk management
frameworks, enhanced climate resilience, and infrastructure
development to reduce the social and economic impacts of
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natural disasters (Crisis Response, 2024).

Addressing climate change, both regionally and within its
own borders, it is essential for PNG’s long-term stability. The
country has been a vocal advocate for international climate
action, and its leadership in this area aligns with its boarder
strategic interests in maintaining regional stability and
securing its natural resources (Crisis Response, 2024).

Papua New Guinea National Security Policy 2014-2021
(Government of Papua New Guinea, 2013) and now the
revised National Security Policy has been and will be a
cornerstone of its strategic vision, emphasising the principle
of “friends to all, enemies to none”. This approach has allowed
PNG to maintain vital relationships with traditional partners
such as Australia while welcoming new opportunities with
nations like China and others.

PNG’s initiatives to remain relevant in the
Pacific region

Given its location, economic assets, and geopolitical
significance, PNG occupies a central position in the evolving
strategic landscape of the Pacific region. The implications for
PNG are both promising and fraught with challenges.

* In terms of PNG’s geopolitical diplomacy, the
country must maintain a nuanced diplomatic
approach, balancing its relationships with major
powers, particularly China, Australia, and the
United States. While economic ties with China
offers opportunities, PNG’s close historical ties with
Australia and its alignment with Western security
interests require careful management to avoid being
caught in a geopolitical tug-of-war.

* PNG should prioritise its economic growth and
sustainability. 'The country stands to benefit
from increased investment in infrastructure and
development from both China and its traditional
partners. However, to fully capitalise on these
opportunities, PNG must ensure that development
projects are sustainable and align with its broader
economic and environmental goals.

* In terms of PNG’s security and regional stability,
the potential for increased military presence in
the region, combined with the growing threat of
climate change, means that the country will need
to work closely with regional organisations and
allies to address security challenges. This includes
cooperation on climate change mitigation, disaster
preparedness and regional security.

*  Regarding environmental leadership, PNG has a
vested interest in leading efforts to address climate

change, both to protect its own population and
to strengthen its position as a regional leader in
environmental stewardship (Crisis Response, 2024).
Its unique biodiversity and vulnerable ecosystems
give it a moral and strategic imperative to advocate
for stronger international action on climate issues.

PNG to promote its potentials and address its
vulnerabilities

To maximise its potential and address its vulnerabilities,

PNG should consider adopting the following approaches:

Strategic .

B Description
Priority
1. Balancing PNG must maintain a nuanced
Geopolitical diplomatic stance, balancing its deep
Relationships economic ties with China and its

historical and security partnerships
with Australia and the United States.
Strengthening its policy of neutrality
while safeguarding sovereignty

is crucial to avoid becoming a
geopolitical battleground.

2. Economic To ensure long-term growth, PNG

Diversification | must reduce its dependency on
and extractive industries by diversifying
Sustainability into renewable energy, agriculture,

fisheries, tourism, and technology.
Development projects should align
with sustainable practices to protect
its environment and ensure equitable
economic benefits.

3. Strengthening
Security

Framework

Given rising regional tensions and
climate risks, PNG should enhance its
disaster preparedness, border security,
and defence capabilities through
regional partnerships. The reviewed
National Security Policy should
effectively address emerging challenges,
including cyber threats and maritime
security, is essential.

4. Infrastructure | PNG can adopt a multifaceted

Development approach that reduces reliance on
foreign assistance by leveraging
Public-Private Partnerships, reinvesting
revenues from natural resources into
sustainable projects, and improving
local workforce training. Embracing
technology and innovation can ensure

cost-effect outcomes.




5. Promoting
Environmental

Leadership

PNG should lead regional and global
efforts on environmental protection,
advocating for strong international
climate action, and prioritising
sustainable domestic policies to
reinforce its leadership role in
preserving biodiversity and tackling
climate change.

6. Improving
Governance and

Addressing corruption and
strengthening institutional efficiency

Transparency will ensure that the benefits of
economic growth are distributed
fairly, and that PNG attracts more
responsible investments, fostering trust
and accountability.

7. Building PNG must prioritise measures to

Resilience mitigate and adopt to climate impacts,

Against Climate | including disaster risk reduction,

Change infrastructure resilience, and
community focused climate programs
to protect its people and economy
from environmental challenges.

Conclusion

PNG’s strategic location in the Pacific offers both challenges
and opportunities. By balancing geopolitical ties, diversifying
its economy, strengthening security, and prioritising
sustainable development and climate adaptation, PNG can
achieve growth and resilience. As global attention shifts
to the Indo-Pacific, PNG’s diplomacy and environmental
leadership will be vital to securing its interests, fostering
regional stability, and cementing its role as a key geopolitical

player.
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