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* 'The potential inclusion of a Papua New Guinea (PNG) team
in the Australian National Rugby League (NRL) goes beyond
merely expanding the league; it represents a strategic alliance
promising mutual benefits and a strategy for national unity.

* Australia’s decision to include a PNG team in the NRL has
the potential to strengthen cultural diplomacy, drive economic
development, and enhance regional influence.

* The franchise from PNG to join the NRL competition will
be the richest expansion project in rugby league’s history,
with significant investment required for infrastructure, talent
development, and operational costs.

e Collaboration with the Australian Government, and relevant
stakeholders is very crucial to ensure sustainable development of
the initiative.
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n recent years, sport has emerged as a powerful tool of

soft power, enabling countries to exert influence, foster

diplomacy, and promote cultural exchange (Adam-Smith,
2024). The Australian National Rugby League’s (NRL)
invitation to Papua New Guinea (PNG) to join as the 18th
team transcends sports, serving as a strategic move in regional
geopolitics. Integrating PNG into the NRL can strengthen
Australia’s ties with its northern neighbour, enhancing
regional stability and cooperation. This initiative leverages
the unifying power of sports to achieve broader political
and economic goals, positioning Australia as a leader in the
Pacific Region.

This article explores the geopolitical implications of PNG
potentially joining the NRL, examining how it can enhance
Australia’s soft power and influence in the Pacific. It considers
the issues, impacts, approaches, and recommendations
for leveraging this opportunity to its full potential. By
understanding the multifaceted impacts of this move,
stakeholders can better navigate the challenges and harness
the benefits for both nations.

Geopolitical significance

The concept of “soft power,” as discussed by Joseph Nye
(Council on Foreign Relations Education, 2023), refers to
a nation’s ability to influence others through culture, sports,
political values, and foreign policies, rather than military
or economic force. It emphasises attraction and persuasion
over domination. Sports, particularly rugby league, plays a
pivotal role in this context.

Rugby league is more than a sport in PNG; it is a national
obsession and a source of pride (Pryke & Lester, 2017).
Including a PNG team in the NRL signifies more than league
expansion; it is a strategic alignment that promises mutual
benefits and national unity (Gock, 2023).

This move to include a PNG team in the NRL can be
analysed through several lenses: cultural diplomacy,
economic development, and regional influence. Culturally,
it strengthens shared identity between Australia and PNG,
fostering solidarity. Economically, it opens avenues for
investment in sports infrastructure, talent development, and

tourism. Politically, it reinforces Australia’s leadership and
commitment to regional inclusivity. Moreover, it serves as
a counterbalance to other regional influences, promoting
stability and cooperation in the Pacific Region, which is
critical for both nations’ long-term strategic interests.

Challenges ahead

The inclusion of a PNG team in the National Rugby League
(NRL) presents several significant challenges that must be
addressed to ensure the success and sustainability of the
initiative. These challenges include:

*  Governance issues, political instability, and economic
volatility within PNG could disrupt operations,
creating an unstable environment that complicates
long-term planning and consistent team performance.
Addressing these requires robust strategies and strong
political support.

* Inadequate existing sports facilities need substantial
upgrades. The current infrastructure does not meet
NRL standards, necessitating significant investments
in stadiums and training facilities to ensure quality
experience for players and fans.

e There would be difficulty in securing consistent
funding, sponsorship, and revenue generation for
financial sustainability to maintain a financially viable
team in a competitive league, which requires reliable
income sources.

* Given the PNG’s smaller market size compared to
other NRL regions necessitates creative marketing
approaches to reach broader audiences. This includes
targeting expatriate communities and leveraging
digital platforms to engage international fans.

e Transitioning to a professional team with rigorous
training and professional management practices
is necessary. Shifting from a semi-professional to
a professional setup involves implementing high
standards in training, management, and operations.
This transition requires significant investment in
educating and developing players, coaches, and
support staff.
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Building a strong fan base and engaging with local
communities to sustain interest and support is crucial.
Sustaining community interest is vital for long-term
success. This challenge involves regular interaction
between the team and fans, organising community
events, and fostering a sense of ownership and pride
among local supporters.

Ensuring that the benefits of the NRL team are felt
across the entire country, including provincial areas,
is essential. The positive impacts of having an NRL
team should be distributed nationwide. This includes
developing sports infrastructure in rural areas and
creating opportunities for young athletes from diverse
backgrounds to participate in rugby league.

Positive outcomes

The inclusion of a PNG team in the Australian NRL has the
potential to bring forth numerous positive outcomes for both
countries, fostering economic growth, cultural exchange, and
national unity. These outcomes include:

Attracting investments in sports infrastructure
and stimulating local economies is a significant
benefit. The presence of an NRL team can drive
investments in sports-related infrastructure, boosting
local economies through job creation and increased
business opportunities in related sectors.

Enhancing mutual understanding and cultural
exchange between Australia and PNG fosters closer
ties between the two nations. This initiative promotes
cultural exchange and mutual respect through
increased interaction and shared experiences in sports.

Developing better sports facilities and encouraging
broader participation in sports benefits not just rugby
league but all sports in PNG. Improved infrastructure
encourages greater community involvement and
participation, leading to healthier lifestyles.

Serving as a unifying force within PNG, the NRL
team fosters national pride and cohesion. The team
can be a source of national pride, bringing people
together and fostering a sense of unity across different
regions and ethnic groups within the country.

Showcasing PNG’s talent and passion for rugby
league on an international stage provides a platform
for PNG athletes to display their skills globally. This
enhances the country’s reputation and inspires future
generations of players.

Providing  educational  opportunities  through
partnerships with Australian institutions offers PNG
athletes access to world-class training and education.

These collaborations ensure that athletes are well-
prepared for life beyond their sports careers.

* Inspiring youth participation in sports and promoting
healthier lifestyles is a significant outcome. The
success of the NRL team can motivate young people
to engage in sports, leading to increased physical
activity and healthier lifestyle choices among the
youth population.

Strategic implementation

To untap the potential benefits and address the challenges,
effective and comprehensive strategies must be implemented.
Here are some strategies need to be considered:

* Establish a transparent and accountable governance
structure to manage the new team. This framework
should involve stakeholders from both Australia
and PNG, ensuring collaborative decision-making
and trust-building. Clear policies on financial
management, ethical conduct, and community
engagement are essential to maintaining integrity and
public trust.

*  PNG needs to invest in sports infrastructure, training
programs, and talent development initiatives to
meet NRL standards and ensure competitiveness.
This investment should be comprehensive, covering
stadiums, training facilities, and community sports
centers across the country.

* Promote cultural exchange programs and initiatives
to celebrate the unique heritage of both countries
to deepen mutual understanding, foster cultural
appreciation, and strengthen bilateral relations.
These programs could include exchange visits, joint
training camps, and cultural festivals. Additionally,
educational initiatives that tie sports with academic
and social development can further enhance the
positive impacts of this initiative.

* Collaborate with relevant stakeholders to ensure
sustainable development. These collaborations can
provide additional resources, expertise, and support
for the successful integration of the PNG team.
Engaging with global sports bodies and corporate
sponsors can also enhance the profile and financial
stability of the team.

* Developing innovative marketing strategies and
leveraging digital platforms are essential. Effective
marketing strategies attract a broad audience, and
leveraging digital platforms allows the team to engage
with fans globally, increasing visibility and revenue.

* Building a strong fan base through community
engagement and outreach programs is crucial.
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Sustaining interest and support from the community
involves organising events, outreach programs, and
regular interactions between players and fans, creating
lasting relationships and a loyal fan base.

*  Establishing pathway programs and collaborating with
local schools, community organisations, and sports
clubs to identify and develop young talents is vital.
Creating a robust talent pipeline involves working
closely with local institutions to identify promising
young athletes, providing them with the training and
resources needed to excel in rugby league.

Conclusion

The invitation for PNG to join the Australian NRL represents
a significant opportunity for enhancing Australia’s soft power
and regional influence. By capitalising on the unifying power
of sports, Australia can foster stronger bilateral relations,
promote regional stability, and drive socio-economic
development. This initiative offers a pathway to mutual
growth and collaboration that extends far beyond the rugby
field. Successful implementation will require comprehensive
planning, sustained investment, and genuine partnership,
ensuring that the benefits are broadly shared and long-lasting.
By seizing this opportunity, both nations can achieve a new
level of cooperation and understanding in the Pacific Region.
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