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HAMISH MACDONALD: The Morrison Government's fractured relationship with the Pacific 

remains in sharp focus this morning, with Papua New Guinea asking for $1.5 billion in 

direct Budget support from Australia. The request comes just weeks after Port Moresby 

reportedly wanted China to refinance its entire debt which would have given Beijing huge 

influence over our nearest neighbour. Meanwhile, Labor has lashed to the Government's 

approach to the region after last week's clashes with Pacific leaders over climate change, 

describing it as a massive failure of Australian foreign policy in their words. Richard Marles 

is the Shadow Defence Minister and the Acting Opposition Leader. Good morning to you. 

  

RICHARD MARLES, ACTING LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY: Good 

morning Hamish. How are you? 

 

MACDONALD: Very well, thank you. Australia already gives PNG about $600 million a 

year through development aid. It now wants $1.5 billion as a loan to help fix the Budget. 

Should the Federal Government be stumping up the cash in your view? 

 

MARLES: Look, that is a very big request that's been made by PNG. It's not something 

that Australia has done for some time. So it’s a request that the government will have to 



consider very carefully. But it does highlight how important it is to make sure that we get 

our relationship with the Pacific- and in this case Papua New Guinea which is the lion's 

share of the Pacific by population- how important is that we get that relationship right. And I 

would say, the size of development assistance matters, it's important but it doesn't define 

the relationship. And we need to be making sure that in every way we are transforming our 

relationship with PNG so that it is very much up front and centre in terms of the way in 

which we view the world. 

 

MACDONALD: Can I just ask you, on this question of whether we deliver it through 

development aid or provided as direct loans; do you have a particular view about whether 

one or the other is preferable? 

  

MARLES: I think it actually requires looking at each case as it comes along- 

  

MACDONALD: Well in this case? 

  

MARLES: Again you know, I've seen the reports but I haven't seen the specifics of request, 

so I'm not in seat that's hard therefore to judge. But having been in this position in the past; 

it is a matter of taking every request on its merits and looking at that. I think it's important 

that we're not fundamentalist in the way in which we go about the delivery of our 

development assistance and that we are capable of delivering in a number of ways. I mean 

there are some preferences in the way in which Australia has done things, in terms of 

looking more at supporting systems around health and education, I think that's essentially 

right. But it's important also that we take each request on its merits and give it due 

consideration. 

  

MACDONALD: The PNG Commerce Minister, Wera Mori, pointed out that, in his words 

Australia has always been our friend. But he then poses the question; where else can we 

go? It's a not particularly subtle hint, isn't it? 

  

MARLES: I think that we just need to be deeply focused on building our relationship with 

the Pacific on its own terms. And you know I've been critical of that- 

 

MACDONALD: Pardon me. But if those are the terms, that presents an enormous difficulty 

for Australia if the alternative is, is always going to be China. 

  

MARLES: I actually think it's really important that we not engage with the Pacific by 



reference to China. And I fear that sometimes that's the way Australia has gone about 

things. And as a result you know it doesn't surprise me that you get comments of that kind 

coming back from the Pacific. But the point here is; we need to be focusing on the Pacific 

on its own terms. We can't be there because we don't want somebody else to be there. We 

need to be there because it's a part of the world which is very central to us. And our call to 

action should be the fact that this is the part of the world- including Papua New Guinea- 

which performed the worst against the Millennium Development Goals. What that means, is 

that if the trajectory of development doesn't change, this will ultimately become the least 

developed part of the world- and that has something to do with Australia and it's very 

important that we are engaging with the Pacific, that we take that as our call to action and 

we're focused on the prosperity and the welfare of the 10 million people of the Pacific- in 

terms of our actions- not on any question of the strategic denial of others. 

 

MACDONALD: But isn't that unrealistic, if their terms are; you give us what we ask for or 

we'll go to China? 

 

MARLES: I actually don't think that's their terms. And I absolutely don't think it's unrealistic. 

I mean, I've spent a lot of time in the Pacific. I think the Pacific has a deep affinity with 

Australia and fundamentally it wants what you would imagine every country in the world 

wants and that is to develop itself and to provide for greater prosperity and security for its 

own people. That's what we should be working with the Pacific on doing. And we certainly 

should not be doing it, or be motivated in doing it by some form of strategic denial of others 

because that's not going to work for starters- but it will be seen in a very cynical light in the 

Pacific if that's the way in which we engage. And so, it really is important that as we walk 

down the path of building our relationship with the Pacific we do it with the right motivation. 

But can I just say Hamish, over the last few days we've seen anything but the right 

motivation being displayed by this Government. You know, the Deputy Prime Minister's 

comments were deeply offensive. It comes off the back of the Pacific Island Forum where 

there were pretty disturbing reports about how Australia managed itself in respect of that. 

And this comes from a Government that engages with the Pacific as a starting point where 

it jokes about the Pacific in terms of the way climate change impacts it- which is obviously 

disrespectful. 

 

MACDONALD: But aren't you ignoring the blindingly obvious, which is that China is there 

in the Pacific and is effectively bidding against us for the favour of these nations? And for 

you to say well we should just deal with the Pacific not through the prism of China, ignores 

all of that? 



 

MARLES: Well it doesn't ignore that. But let me be clear Hamish, I'd be really clear; if 

Australia's foreign policy is going to be determined to engage in the Pacific by reference to 

strategic denial of China, it's not going to work. You know I say that having spent more time 

in the Pacific than I think any person in the Parliament. It's not going to work. We need to 

be engaging with the Pacific on its own terms. And that will work. There is a deep affinity in 

the Pacific for Australia. If we open our eyes and seek to engage with the Pacific on those 

terms- and we can make a huge difference in terms of the prosperity and the security of the 

peoples of the Pacific. And if we focus on that task we will get the relationships right. But is 

a real mistake to focus on- to do it by China. 

  

MACDONALD: We have the Commerce Minister of PNG, saying well this is what we want, 

if not where else can we go? We have the former President of Kiribati on this program 

yesterday, describing Australia as being the worst of two evils in the Pacific versus China. 

We have the leaders of Tuvalu talking about pulling their workers out of the Australian 

Seasonal Workers Program. I mean, it is- they are making it clear to us that there are other 

players in the region and that they are offering them money and support on different terms 

to Australia. We must operate in that field mustn’t we?  

  

MARLES: The Pacific is free to engage with whoever they wish to. We don't get the right to 

have an exclusive relationship with the Pacific. And, of course the Pacific is going to look 

around the world to countries which seek to help it. But my point is that in terms of how we 

engage with our assistance and in terms of how we engage with our relationships, our 

focus has to be on the Pacific itself. If the Pacific look at us as acting simply because we 

want to try and deny the Pacific- or engage in strategic denial in respect to the Pacific to 

others- it will be viewed really cynically. I mean you've just quoted a whole lot of instances. 

I mean Enele Sopoaga, the Prime Minister of Tuvalu- firstly has spent quite a bit of time in 

Australia, knows our country well- was responding to comments that the Deputy Prime 

Minister made which were appalling comments to make, which completely ignored the 

existential threat that Tuvalu, a coral atoll nation which at its highest point is about two 

metres above sea level is facing when it comes to climate change. The idea that Tuvalu is 

going to be fine because people in Tuvalu can come to pick fruit in Australia is really 

disrespectful and deserves an apology. Now, I completely get why the Prime Minister of 

Tuvalu would respond in that way, none of that is about China. That is a response to 

comments that the Deputy Prime Minister made which is why we need to get that 

relationship right. Kiribati similarly is a coral atoll nation, it's a country which has had a deep 

relationship with Australia. The currency of Kiribati is the Australian dollar. Anote Tong, the 



former President of Kiribati again, has spent considerable time in Australia- I've got no 

doubt who those countries want to work with as a partner of choice. But it's not something 

that we get by right. We need to go out there and earn it and right now that's not what we're 

seeing from this Government. When the Government talks about engaging in a Pacific 

‘step up’, I think all that we've seen in the last few days is a Pacific stuff up when it comes 

to this Government. So it's not surprising you're getting negative reactions from the Pacific 

in response. 

 

MACDONALD: So what does your approach does that is different? Because Penny Wong 

has said that she would of course not have acceded to the request to ban coal in Australia. 

How would dealing with the Pacific on their own terms look, in your view? In terms of 

policy, in terms of delivering money and aid? 

 

MARLES: Well firstly, it requires a decision that we're actually going to care about the 

Pacific and it is going to be front and centre in terms of our world view, and our strategic 

thought- 

 

MACDONALD: : Come on. Let's talk substance. 

 

MARLES: Well there's a whole range of steps that we can take. The Seasonal Workers 

Program is a really good example of substance which came into place under the Rudd and 

Gillard Governments. I mean what in effectively did was provide access to the Australian 

economy for a group of workers in the Pacific , which compared to our economies- a small 

number- but for them made a huge difference in terms of the amount of money that they 

were able to take back. I've seen firsthand what remittances that those people have 

earned, the difference that that's made for the towns and villages in which they come – 

 

MACDONALD: Sure. Can I just interrupt you? We’ve got very little time left. Do you have 

any new policy ideas about how this would look dealing with the Pacific on their own. 

 

MARLES: We have talked a lot about how we can do more in terms of government service 

delivery and the sharing of that. For example, right now Australia provides- managers the 

airspace at Nauru. That makes a big difference to Nauru. That's done at very little cost to 

Australia. There are a range of options like that that we could do in respect of the exclusive 

economic zones of the countries of the Pacific. But it requires Hamish, a decision to care 

and to think through this stuff. It's not beyond the wit of people to work it out if they have a 

focus and none of it is about China. And if you do all of this, we can make a real difference 



 

to the security and the prosperity of the people of the Pacific. And that has to be our focus. 

And that is what this Government has patently failed to do. But the final point, Hamish, is 

you don't get to start in the Pacific unless you have a credible view in respect of climate 

change. If your starting point is that you're going to crack jokes about it in terms of its 

impact on the Pacific, which this government's done, or fail to acknowledge the existential 

threat that it means for the Pacific, you're going to get it wrong. And that's why this 

Government is struggling. 

 

MACDONALD: Richard Marles we will have to leave it there. We appreciate your time as 

always. Thank you very much. 

  

MARLES: Thanks Hamish. 

  

ENDS 
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