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Pacific Islands Region: U.S.-China Rivalry,
Australia’s Response, and Japan’s Role
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Associate Professor, School of Tourism, Tokai University

[Abstract)

This article examines how the Pacific Islands have emerged as a
frontline of twenty-first century great-power rivalry, particularly following the
2022 Solomon Islands-China security agreement, which signaled the potential
erosion of the post-war regional order.

It first analyzes the geopolitical significance and structural vulnerabilities
of Pacific Island Countries (PICs) in terms of their vast EEZs and marine
and seabed resources, their role in China’s “first” and “second island chain”
strategy, and their importance for Taiwan’s remaining diplomatic allies. The
article then traces the historical evolution of external engagement, from US
“strategic denial” during the Trust Territory era and Australian-New Zealand
regional management, through post-Cold War “benign neglect,” to China’s
accelerated presence under the Belt and Road Initiative and its distinct aid
practices. It proceeds to dissect the contemporary power game by assessing
China’s integrated geopolitical, economic, and diplomatic objectives, and the
counter-measures of the United States, Australia, and Japan, including the
Pacific Step-Up, the Partners in the Blue Pacific (PBP), renewed Compacts
of Free Association, Japan’s FOIP-anchored PALM process, and innovative
arrangements such as the Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union Treaty. At the same
time, it foregrounds PIC agency, highlighting the 2050 Strategy for the Blue

Pacific Continent, the Pacific Resilience Facility, and “hedging” strategies
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that allow island states to act as “price-setters” rather than passive pawns,
and argues that future regional order will be shaped by the interaction of

great-power competition, Pacific agency, and the existential threat of climate
change.

Keywords: Pacific Island Countries (PICs), US-China Strategic Competition,
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Partners in the Blue Pacific
(PBP), 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent
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