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OPENING SPEECH BY 

HIS EXCELLENCY LIONEL ROUWEN AINGIMEA 

PRESIDENT OF NAURU 

AT THE WELCOME AND OPENING PLENARY OF THE PACIFIC 

UPDATE 2022, 

TUESDAY (9.00AM TO 10.30AM) 28 JUNE 2022 

ICT LECTURE THEATRE VIA ZOOM 

 

 

Salutations 

 

 Professor Brian Schmidt, the Vice-Chancellor of The Australian 

National University; 

 Professor Pal Ahluwalia, the Vice Chancellor and President of The 

University of the South Pacific; 

 Carli Shillito, Assistance Secretary, Pacific Labour Policy and 

Engagement Branch, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

Australian Government; 

 Alison Culpin, Social Statistics Advisor (SDGs), Pacific Community; 

 Dr. Neelesh Gounder, Head of USP’s Pacific Update Team; 

 Representatives of University’s Development Partners; 

 Members of the Diplomatic Corps; 

 Members of the Regional and International Organisations; 

 Senior Government Officials; 

 Distinguished Guests, 

 Ladies and gentlemen. 

 

“Ekamowir Omo  & Omo Yoran” 

 

A very good morning to you all. It is indeed an honour to be present 

amongst you this morning for the opening of the 2022 Pacific Update. I 
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wish to extend a special welcome to our keynote speakers of the 

opening plenary Ms. Carli Shillito and Ms. Alison Culpin.   

 

 

I sincerely wanted to be there in person but due to our Covid community 

outbreak, I decided to come back home and be here during this time. 

 

Universities play a vital role in developing research skills, networking 

and immersing the next generation of policy practitioners in the 

challenges and opportunities the Pacific region faces. I would like to 

thank the Australian National University (ANU) and the University of the 

South Pacific (USP) for co-hosting this great initiative and bringing us 

together to share such a platform. Indeed, as a former Chancellor, an 

academic and an alumnus of USP, I am deeply honoured to be invited to 

make these remarks today. 

 

This Pacific Update is of particular importance to our region. There is a 

great need for harmonised national and regional responses as our 

economies navigate both a Covid-19 and post Covid-19 world, often 

simultaneously.  This is particularly important as our political and 

economic relation with the world grows at an unprecedented rate.   

 

In Nauru, we have been extremely fortunate that we have been spared 

the early ravages of the Covid pandemic.  This required careful planning 

and intense measures to ensure the safety of our people.  Nauru has a 

unique ecosystem and we have a history of facing disease and 

pestilence from outside affecting our very way of life.  The Second World 

War was a prescient reminder of our vulnerabilities.  Consequently, we 

developed early intervention policies and sought to ensure that we have 
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almost universal vaccination rates amongst our adult population.  In 

addition, we are working hard to rapidly ensure our paediatric 

vaccination programme is rolled out.  We were aware that it is virtually 

impossible to live in a sealed bubble and that at some time we would 

face community transmission. 

 

We have learnt the lessons of our neighbours as well as paid heed to 

WHO protocols.  Together, I am confident that these various 

interventions will allow our people to face this once in a hundred year 

pandemic.  Taking decisive actions such as restricting movements and 

carrying out lockdowns are crucial to our very future.  We can now only 

pray that the people of Nauru will be spared the horrific outcomes that 

people in many countries faced before the development of vaccinations. 

 

Over the next few days, you will bear witness to deliberations on 

economic, social, political and environmental issues of our region. The 

importance and need for having well developed national and regional 

policies is vital for the Pacific region now. All stakeholders have a role in 

designing, developing and implementing effective policy.  

 

There are unprecedented uncertainties affecting global markets as a 

result of the pandemic with potential capital leakages occurring that go 

well beyond what we have witnessed in past crises. As the world returns 

to some degree of normalcy, albeit that we are all at different cycles of 

the pandemic, no doubt new opportunities will be created. The need for 

transparency and stringent financial policies by Pacific Island Countries 

now are significantly high. It is more urgent than ever to take advantage 

of these opportunities and expand our economic commitment for a 

strong, stable and successful region that enables our economies to grow 
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and our people to prosper.  Let me address a few key issues that are 

critical to our future and that require urgent attention. 

 

1. Why is the Pacific region receiving significant attention?  

What is making the Pacific the focus of attention? 

Whilst COVID-19 remains of critical concern, we must not lose focus on 

pursuing solutions to existing regional matters. Our development 

aspirations have been set aside temporarily due to the COVID 

pandemic. At the same time, the Pacific has become an increasingly 

sought-after strategic space raising concerns about security in our 

region. In addition, Climate Change remains our greatest existential 

threat. Quite recently, the growing geopolitical tensions in the Pacific are 

testing our relationships with each other and with our development 

partners, beckoning for us to find amicable solutions and ways forward.  

 

During the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, 

the brunt of the conflict and its worst effects were felt in Asia.  In our 

region, at all cost, we must avoid being the fodder of other people’s 

battles.  We must not be the arena where proxy battles between 

superpowers are fought. 
 

Since late March this year, there has been an intensified interest in our 

region with the announcement initially of a policing agreement between 

China and the Solomon Islands and then of a broader security 

agreement that was eventually signed in April.  Much has been made of 

this security arrangement including whether China was poised to build a 

base in the Solomon Islands.  In the lead up to the Australian election, 

the security of the region became predominant with the Sino-Solomon 

Islands agreement was seen by some as a failure of Australian foreign 
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policy.  What was forgotten amongst the hype were some critical facts.  

That is, Australia has a similar agreement with the Solomons and that 

China has for several years had a security agreement with Fiji. Indeed, 

when that was signed the possibility of a base was raised with the 

attendant challenges that it would pose to regional security. 

 

The security agreement and a plethora of activity that has since ensued 

including high level Chinese delegations visiting several Pacific Island 

nations as well as visits from the Australian foreign minister, only days 

after the new Government was sworn in, as well as major figures of the 

US administration, have all added to the speculation of spheres of 

influence and the strategic geopolitical importance of the Pacific region.  

I will leave it to the security specialists to dissect and discern the security 

implications of the various agreements and the significance of these high 

level meetings.   

 

What is crucial for us is that we do not become engulfed in other 

people’s strategic machinations.  In Nauru, our history provides us a 

prescient reminder that such interventions have meant that we are still 

recovering from the Second World War and the ravages of colonialism.  

It is vital that the Pacific is not viewed as a geostrategic chessboard 

because such activity has real consequences for our people. We have to 

remain focused on delivering and promoting development that 

empowers our people and makes our region stronger. As a region we 

need reliable partners that respect us and work with us recognising our 

unique cultures. 
 

2. Pacific Island Forum and Micronesia 
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I want to also address the issue of Micronesia’s withdrawal out of the 

Pacific Islands Forum.  I am pleased to say that an agreement has been 

reached but awaiting signature by the other PIF countries which seems 

in my opinion hesitant in coming. Part of the reform includes the 

rotational system of the Secretary General's position.  Micronesian 

countries in the north Pacific are at the interface of many spheres of 

influence.  We are generally lowly populated with unique climate and 

development related challenges that makes us extremely vulnerable.  At 

the same time, our Micronesian unity and collective resolve makes us 

highly resilient.  Our demands for a Micronesian Secretary General are 

not only about respecting Pacific principles and values but also about 

ensuring that our voices and concerns are adequately reflected in the 

regional body that is so vital to our future.  We await the formal signing 

of the agreement by the end of this month. Extending the Micronesian 

solidarity into a broader regional forum has never been as important as it 

is now but such solidarity demands respect, integrity and an adherence 

to agreements that reflect the entire Pacific region. 

3. Regional Dialogue and Unity 

We need unity, political will and ground-breaking policy action to protect 

the vulnerability of our people and their well-being, tackle climate change 

action, and safeguard the geopolitical interests of our region. Solidarity 

and Pacific regionalism are especially needed on the issue of climate 

change and COVID-19 related economic crisis. 

International demands for a new order were already emerging before the 

pandemic struck our Pacific region. Together we can work to provide the 

guidelines towards strong leadership to choose a path that works 

socially, politically and economically. The Pacific economy has so far 

proven to be malleable and resilient. The vaccine strategy and 
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distribution has helped significantly in this regard to which we are deeply 

appreciative for the support of our development partners and 

neighbouring nations.  

 

I call on all Pacific leaders to be fully engaged and to find best practices 

that can support the sustainable development of our vulnerable 

communities and economies. Communally, the Pacific has the potential 

to generate a systemic change that goes far beyond financial 

mechanisms, but to remodel shared values and provide a more 

sustainable future.  

 

The Republic of Nauru is deeply committed to a vision of a united Pacific 

through regional cooperation. The future of the region hinges on the 

cooperation of all sub-regional parties towards this cause. Nauru stands 

firm in ensuring the unity of the region is maintained and justice and 

respect for each Pacific states sovereignty is observed. I am confident 

that by working together, we can create better conditions, with stronger 

policies and more robust institutional frameworks aimed towards a 

prosperous Pacific. 

 

4. Pacific Consciousness and The University of the South 

Pacific (USP) 

A final matter that is affecting our regional unity and resolve is the 

University of the South Pacific.  The outcomes of the University’s issues 

have called us, as custodians of the Pacific, to also reflect and reignite 

what ‘Pacific Regionalism’ means to us. 

  

For me, this is the beginnings of inculcating a new paradigm, a renewal, 

a renaissance for our region – indeed it is about developing a New 
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Pacific Consciousness for the 21st century. This is a period of great 

challenges but equally it is an era where we break the shackles of the 

past to determine our own future. 

  

As part of the new generation of Pacific leaders, I am deeply aware of 

our challenges, but equally I am cognisant of our rich legacy which is 

why a new Pacific renaissance, and a new Pacific Consciousness is 

essential to deal with our seemingly intractable issues.  

  

This new consciousness demands that we formulate strategies and 

mechanisms aimed at delivering our people as well as our Governments 

from past practices and ways of doing things that have often made us 

vulnerable.  It is about allowing our voices to be heard on the world 

stage.  I believe that Micronesia is leading this Pacific renaissance 

through finding pathways that are designed to be transformative by 

rejecting orthodox hegemonic worldviews.  We are at the cusp of a new 

dawn where our voices are calling for critical dialogue rather than 

passive acquiescence. 

  

It is this new Pacific Consciousness that we want USP students our 

future leaders to embrace. They will have to carry the torch of this 

Pacific renaissance and work with us to imagine how we define our new 

Pacific Consciousness.  I am extremely grateful that during my 

Chancellorship I was part of transforming USP, and part of the journey of 

“Shaping Pacific Futures”.  In my capacity as President and a member of 

the USP Council we will continue to push for resolution at the highest 

levels. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Australia and the Pacific have forged a special and close relationship 

through decades of sustained engagement. In light of the pandemic, 

Australia has continued to showcase immeasurable support towards the 

Pacific and its plans for recovery with a focus on financial stimulus 

necessary to help economies recover. There is a scripture that talks 

about standing shoulder to shoulder.  Australia has done that with 

Nauru. Standing shoulder to shoulder with us throughout our history. It 

has built strong bonds by working cohesively with our Region to improve 

the quality of life for our people, develop our economies and protect our 

precious environment. I welcome that spirit of cooperation evident in this 

Pacific update and the cooperation between ANU and USP. 

 

Tubwa and Thank you. 


