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Executive Summary: 

 

PRC actions in the Indian Ocean demonstrate a pattern of investment linked to military visitation based on the 

geographic importance of infrastructure needed for maritime power projection that could be replicated to increase 

Chinese influence potential in Oceania. Interpretations of China’s grand strategy, when applied to the Indo-Pacific, 

share a disconcerting commonality of dominance, influence, and the capacity for coercion.  

 

Analysing Chinese behavior in the Indian Ocean may highlight opportunities to contest Chinese influence through 

more intensive combined efforts in a mutually agreeable area. Geographically, the islands extending eastward from 

the Cocos Islands to French Polynesia constitute a focal area with specific leverage points to be conceptually 

designated the Fourth Island Chain. Comprising economic support and multilateral military engagement, this 

geography-based concept is intended to unify multilateral efforts to contest Chinese influence into the future. 

 

To counter Chinese influence, we should designate a “Fourth Island Chain” to unify future operations in Oceania 

around common goals of security cooperation, supported by economic engagement to degrade Chinese influence as 

part of an allied competitive strategy. Specifically, we should do two things: 

 

1. Outspend China via combined aid delivery in the fourth island chain as the first tranche in an enduring competitive 

strategy to 2035. 

 

2. Saturate the fourth island chain through multilateral security cooperation creating enduring strategic facilities and 

cooperative relationships to 2035. 

 

Increasing aid expenditure by Australia and NZ through nominal increases as percentage of GNI over the next decade 

in tandem with doubled spending by the US and France will counter Chinese attempts to buy influence in the economic 

dimension. Multilaterally deepening present security arrangements like Australia’s DCP to include contributions by 

the US, France and NZ beyond 2022 in support of contingencies such as the possibility of New Caledonian 

Independence will support local security cooperation. Widening the FRANZ agreement to include US capabilities and 

incorporating responsible aid dispersal will engender greater strategic trust; and by establishing permanent basing 

arrangements in the focal areas of Fiji, PNG, Tonga, and Vanuatu, strategic stakeholders will serve to counter Chinese 

influence efforts beyond the current island chains and maintain a unified strategic advantage into the future. 
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“Foreign intentions provide us cues for our defence efforts only when they are clear-cut and either 

conspicuously friendly or plainly warlike.” 

                                                Bernard Brodie, 19591 

 

“A strategy based on power sharing and a spheres-of-influence order may be destined for popularity, 

but that does not make it wise or prudent.” 

           Thomas J. Wright, 20172 

 

Chinese influence within small Pacific nations illustrates a degree of “creeping expansion” 

beyond the South China Sea. Concurrently, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) brings increased 

presence by China in nations bordering the Indian Ocean. Most recently observed in the Indian Ocean 

region (IOR), a Chinese encroachment strategy fosters the capacity for coercion at the strategic level 

through an undeclared sequence of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), aid donations, purchasing 

national debt, long-term strategic facility contracts, fleet visitation, and forward-basing. Globally, 

Chinese strategic objectives are twofold; first, ensuring economic development through consistent 

access to new markets, and second, retaining territorial integrity via political and military means. 

Amidst the present climate of great power competition, a common observation is that China’s grand 

strategy has evolved from keeping a low profile to demonstrating greater willingness to influence and 

shape the external environment. Irreversible shaping occurred in the South China Sea leading to the 

2016 rejection of the Hague’s Permanent Court of Arbitration 2013-19 ruling. Furthermore, economic 

influence is heavy in specific geostrategic portions of the Indian Ocean like Kenya, Seychelles, Sri 

Lanka, the Maldives, and Djibouti. Following this trend, Pacific island nations in the region defined 

as Oceania are increasingly subject to Chinese influence and are without a unified approach to contest 

it.3 Designating a Fourth Island Chain to counter Chinese influence creates an opportunity to unify 

strategic resources. Through continuation of the Indian Ocean model of a deliberate sequence of 

investment linked to military visitation, China’s encroachment strategy will expand unchecked into 

Oceania. Strategic competition will therefore continue unfettered through a lack of multilateral 

arrangements to combat predatory economics, engender long-term security, build regional resilience, 
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and maintain local strategic trust.  

National aims among the significant coaligned strategic stakeholders in Oceania are isolated 

and disjointed providing opportunities for bilateral exploitation by China seeking to irreversibly alter 

the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific. In an era of renewed great power competition where bilateral 

engagement yields comparatively narrow results, a coalition of stakeholder nations comprising the 

US, Australia, NZ, and France should generate a common geographic focal point to contest future 

Chinese influence. In considering Chinese strategy and the ability to contest influence in depth, it is 

vital to look beyond the island chains historically conceptualised by John Foster Dulles.4 Analysing 

Chinese behavior in the Indian Ocean may highlight opportunities to contest Chinese influence 

through more intensive combined efforts in a mutually agreeable area. Geographically, the islands 

extending eastward from the Cocos Islands to French Polynesia constitute a focal area with specific 

leverage points to be conceptually designated the Fourth Island Chain. Comprising economic support 

and multilateral military engagement, this geography-based concept is intended to unify multilateral 

efforts to contest Chinese influence into the future. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Island Chains of the Indo-Pacific 

 

Interpreting Chinese Grand Strategy 

Interpretations of China’s grand strategy, when applied to the Indo-Pacific, share a 

disconcerting commonality of dominance, influence, and the capacity for coercion. Martin Jacques 

describes China as characterised by the ‘Middle Kingdom Mentality’, that is, Chinese hegemony 

centred on a superior view of Chinese culture and becoming the dominant power in its immediate 

region.5 Jacques’ view is echoed by Ye Zicheng as ‘cultural centralism’ centred on East Asia and: 

“A continental geostrategy focused on stabilising the periphery… and multipolarisation to smash 

the US intention to dominate the world.”6 This approach could manifest as a renewed version of 

historic economic interaction containing small traces of the ancient tributary system – not 

necessarily driven by domination, but enabled by it. A more moderate approach is offered by 
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Yongjin Zhang who argues that China’s behaviour is a constructive strategy to operate within a 

liberal world order generating stability through different authority arrangements.7 Zhang’s 

assessment reflects China’s legalist view on crafting an interactive framework for a more open 

international system, but one that still favours Chinese interests.8 The recent militarisation of 

islands inside the South China Sea and unilateral declaration of an Air Defence Identification Zone 

(ADIZ) is at odds with the international legalist interpretation though certainly highlights military 

actions supporting strategic interest. Yun Sun offers a confronting view: “Essentially, China’s 

desired endgame begins with a China-dominated security arrangement in Asia in the short term 

and a China-led global power structure in the long term. China is willing to reward cooperative 

countries with economic prosperity… but in return it demands respect, cooperation, or at the very 

least acquiescence on issues China deems important.”9 From these interpretations, China’s desire 

to reduce US influence in the East Asian region and beyond becomes quite apparent. 

Viewing China’s strategy at odds with the liberal order, Thomas J. Wright describes 

China’s strategy as: “…contest for the Asia-Pacific [and] a gradual struggle for pre-eminence… 

China’s maritime assertiveness is a crucial component of its strategy to build a sphere of influence 

in Southeast Asia and to increase its influence in the region.”10 Wright further describes Chinese 

strategy as requiring the absence of war in East Asia to build its sphere of influence, maintain the 

illusion that it may inadvertently end up in a conflict with the US should it not accept Chinese core 

interests, and sow doubt in the region among smaller nations about US military staying power.11 

This leaves Oceanic countries at a distinct disadvantage in two ways. First, the relative size of 

island economies ensures dependence on China, and second, the potential lack of a credible security 

guarantee enhances Chinese coercive potential. Wright posits that: “Beijing also hopes that its 

economic leverage will sugarcoat the pill of revisionism and help socialise its neighbours to its new 

role as co-manager of the East Asian order.”12 In 2016, Papua New Guinea (PNG) and Vanuatu 
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recognised Chinese claims in the South China Sea whilst China remains their main creditor. In 

June 2018, Australia passed legislation to eliminate foreign political donations due to concerns 

over malign Chinese influence and penetration of its political institutions.13 The aggregation of 

such reporting in tandem with Wright’s assessment of Chinese grand strategy demonstrates that 

the contest for influence is already well under way beyond the original island chains and the need 

for countering future influence deep in the South Pacific is apparent. To predict future objectives 

in the context of Chinese Grand Strategy, that is to secure new markets and retain territorial 

integrity, it is important to identify how China pursued a similar approach in the IOR. 

 

China’s Indian Ocean Model 

 Chinese interest in the IOR pre-dates the 2013 BRI, but is ultimately defined by Xi Jinping’s 

late 2017 doctrine of ‘Xi Jinping Thought’ exhorting his regime to take a holistic view of Chinese 

strategy in economic, cultural, and military terms in support of the maturation of the BRI by 2049. 

Energy security remains of paramount concern to externally-reliant China, importing 8.4 million 

barrels daily in 2017 with the majority transiting the Strait of Hormuz.14 The Western-publicised 

version expounding the importance of the IOR to China originally manifests in the 2005 description 

by consultants Booz Allen Hamilton as ‘The String of Pearls’ (SOP) characterised by advanced 

bases in the context of Chinese energy security, but the reality of the SOP proposition was 

challenged by 2015 as lacking in substantial permanent military connection with the region.15 

Given China’s accelerated influence campaign, the proposition is likely to be challenged out to 

2035 through something akin to the Lean Colonial model posited by Chris Yung in 2014. The 

model originally involved specialised bases scattered throughout the world to support colonies. 

Nations following this model in the 19th and 20th centuries, specifically Germany prior to 1914, 

did so to support broader economic and foreign policy objectives ahead of military power 
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projection. The model can advance national commercial interests but is unlikely to support a naval 

presence strong enough to preserve sovereignty when challenged.16 Great power influence is the 

primary output of the model. The military aspect of SOP was certainly not as forthcoming as 

originally predicted, but a greater time lapse suggests military visits following a period of FDI, 

purchasing national debt, and ownership of strategic facilities supports the lean colonial model in 

the IOR. The decisive step in this sequence is for the targeted nation to abrogate sovereign control 

to China’s strategic advantage due to overwhelming influence thereby changing the regional 

balance of power. Extrapolating the growth of Chinese influence into the future offers not the 

inevitability of conflict, but the unfettered continuation of strategic competition by generating 

superior influence and the capacity to coerce when China deems it necessary to shift the balance 

of power against US-aligned nations in the Indo-Pacific. 

Chinese military connection with the coastal African and independent island nations of the 

IOR was preceded by long-term FDI, aid donations in key geographic locations astride the sea 

lanes to the Straits of Hormuz and Malacca, and facility contracts which then generated 

arrangements for subsequent visits by the PLAN. This sequence demonstrates the generation of 

influence that supports a military footprint in support of Chinese interests – a derivative of Yung’s 

model which reflects the post-2014 developments in the IOR. By 2017, Chinese FDI in Seychelles 

had more than doubled over a 12-year period, from US$196 million to US$287 million annually17; 

the PLAN established ‘dual-use’ naval facilities including submarine deployments to combat Gulf 

of Aden piracy from 2012 at the behest of the Seychelles government.18 On the African continent, 

Chinese FDI in Kenya grew from $US138 million to $825 million annually.19 As at July 2018, 

China remained responsible for 72% of Kenyan national debt triggering fears of losing controlling 

interest over the port at Mombasa to Chinese firms.20 Visits by the PLAN to Mombasa followed 

the uptick in investment to Kenya commencing in 2010 and again in 2014. Finally, the Maldives 
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are another case where Chinese economic influence is well established and economic interest 

generated a subsequent military presence. China established its Maldives embassy in 2012, 

followed with state visits by Xi Jinping in 2014, and by August 2017 Chinese warships docked in 

Male; all of which preceded a December 2017 Free Trade Agreement with China – the second after 

Pakistan.21 The critical change for the Maldives was a stark increase in national debt from 27.32% 

to 67.84% with China owning approximately 70% of the increased figure incurred as part of the 

BRI.22 The inherent fragility of the Maldives compounded by high levels of Chinese-sponsored 

national debt ensures that it will remain subject to influence into the future and a likely permanent 

basing location similar to Djibouti, or more controversially, the potentialities of ports in both 

Gwadar, Pakistan and Hambantota, Sri Lanka. 

Djibouti remains China’s successful test case for basing in strategic locations supporting 

the BRI, though it did not receive the long-term FDI similar to Kenya or the Seychelles; but 

maintains a debt to China of $1.2 billion equating to half the nation’s annual economic output. In 

Djibouti’s case, funding was characterised by infrastructure investment commencing in 2013 with 

significant port construction, rail and water pipeline construction linking Ethiopia and Djibouti.23 

An assessment of this instance indicates that the geographic significance of a military presence in 

Djibouti necessitated an accelerated investment program which culminated in permanent PLA and 

PLAN bases inside a 4-year period lubricated by Djibouti’s high level of debt. Pakistan’s port at 

Gwadar is one manifestation of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) agreement within 

the BRI. The projected capacity of the port itself is a key indicator of the potential to support PLAN 

capabilities.24 The model of investment (aid and infrastructure) preceding naval visitation on a 

longer timeline linked to maritime power projection provides a useful basis for predicting Chinese 

objectives in the Oceanic region beyond the Second Island Chain. 

The Indian Ocean Model applied to the Fourth Island Chain 
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Geographically, the islands extending eastward from the Cocos Islands to French Polynesia 

constitute a focal area with specific leverage points to be conceptually designated the Fourth Island 

Chain. The immediate utility of the fourth island chain to China should be viewed relative to 

Wright’s assessment of China’s intended regional superpower status and based on Terrence 

Wesley-Smith’s appreciation of China’s patient and long-term contest over recognition of Taiwan 

in tandem with a desire to access Oceanic resources.25 In the context of a more global 

comprehensive outlook, influence in the fourth island chain represents three enduring opportunities 

for China: first, economic connection to South America as part of guaranteed access to new 

markets, an alternative energy source, and the ability to disperse excess labour forces as part of a 

future “BRI 2.0”. Already working toward these long-term objectives, Chinese firms have 

purchased Chilean and Peruvian copper mines and obtained major stakes in Venezuelan oil fields.26 

Second, access to Antarctica for strategic satellite communications nodes and mineral resource 

exploration beyond the 2048 expiration of the Antarctic Treaty. Lastly, the absolute utility of 

advanced bases supporting maritime power projection in the Western Hemisphere in pursuit of 

natural resources like fisheries, undersea mining, and energy security. Figure 2 places China’s 

resource flow from South America and Oceania second and third respectively behind the IOR. The 

maintenance of this resource flow, linked to China’s core strategy end of economic development 

illustrates the future value of both the IOR and Oceania, and significantly, the mechanisms China 

is likely to employ in order to secure it. 
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Figure 2: Chinese resource flows in 2014 – emphasis on IOR and South America27 

 

Coercion is defined by Thomas Schelling as the threat of damage and the propensity of one 

entity to weigh up the use of force relative to the possibility of gains through the threat of damage 

to another.28 Coercive effects would manifest in Oceanic nations through economic loss equating 

to population hardship with the associated ability of China, as future conditions allow, to retain the 

enhanced threat of economic damage as a coercive mechanism in pursuit of strategic bases. The 

method for attaining Chinese strategic objectives in the future will likely be more coercive in nature 

if the traditional Chinese strategic fait accompli, as played out in the South China Sea, appears 

unattainable. 

 Generating economic damage as part of strategic compellence is a longer-term Chinese 

capability within the Indian Ocean Model that is yet to manifest, but the use of influence or a lesser 

Resource flows equal to or greater than $1 bill ion in 2014, equall ing 98.3% of all resource flows into China 

- Fossil fuels • Fertilizers 

• Metals and ores - Agriculture and forestry 

1. MENA 5. North America 
2. South America 6. South East Asia 

3. Oceania 7. EastAsia 
4. Sub-Saharan Africa 8. Central and Northern Asia 

Scale 

Value 

9. Europe 
10. South Asia 

11. Caribbean and Central America 

100bn 
USD 

10bn 
USD 

lbn 
USD 



 

10  

degree of coercion looms large. Charles Edel states: “Chinese investment is troublingly opaque, 

undermines national sovereignty, and privileges resource extraction over benefit to local 

communities… Chinese investment has often brought environmental degradation, corruption and 

crime, and increased strain on natural resources, including fisheries.”29 Evan Feigenbaum describes 

a derivative of Schelling’s definition using variations on leverage as a result of economic influence 

which may be equated with Rod Lyon’s description of Strategic Gravity based on China’s size and 

proximity.30 Comparatively, Passive leverage is essentially the gravity of China’s size and market 

power. Beijing doesn’t need to threaten, cajole, to try to pursue its ends; instead, relying on foreign 

economic interests, such as companies with a stake in the local economy, to pressure home 

governments for stable, predictable, non-confrontational relations.31 An example of passive 

potential is in Australia; China’s sixth largest trading partner whilst China remains Australia’s 

largest and single main export market for manufactured goods.32 Australia passed legislation in 

June 2018 banning donations by corporate entities to political parties as a result of two instances 

whereby Chinese firms had funded interactions with prominent politicians.33 This drew strong 

rebuke from China, but little else.  

Active leverage, by contrast, means China will try to take a direct hand in shaping rules and 

norms in other countries – not solely punitive in nature. Beijing’s goal was to use the potential of 

its economic power to shape political and economic preferences. Admiration for New Zealand’s 

foreign policy stance and its status as the first developed country to recognise both China’s market 

economy and conclude talks on entry into the WTO engendered the first FTA of a developed nation 

with China in April 2008.34 A clearly positive example of active leverage in this case. Passive and 

Active forms of leverage appear to be the norm, but the possibilities of exclusionary, coercive, and 

latent leverage illustrate China’s future ability to influence key nations within the fourth island 

chain. 
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The inherent fragility of nations in the fourth island chain provide the context for Chinese 

leverage in an exclusionary, coercive, and latent sense. Beijing’s use of exclusionary leverage is a 

function of sheer size, similar to Lyon’s description of strategic gravity. Rather than attempting to 

shape rules and choices in other countries, exclusionary leverage means granting or denying access 

to China’s own domestic market in an effort to generate pressure.35 A variation of exclusion 

occurred in 2018 when China’s Peace Ark visited ports in the fourth island chain to deliver medical 

aid, but ignored fragile nations like Nauru and the Solomon Islands which also recognise Taiwan. 

Exclusionary leverage was recently applied via major international airlines. In April 2018, China’s 

civil aviation authority sent letters to 36 foreign airlines demanding that any language that implied 

that Taiwan was an independent nation-state be changed to indicate that the island is part of China. 

In July, Australia’s major airline, Qantas, decided to comply with these instructions, joining at least 

7 others which also have all publicly changed the way they refer to Taiwan.36 Such a change is 

significantly more than a semantic anomaly, but a deeper political distinction of sovereignty aiming 

to shape global perception over Taiwan’s future without resorting to direct coercive methods.  

Feigenbaum’s coercive leverage remains the most direct approach. China doesn’t simply 

wield access to its market as a means to generate leverage but attempts to inflict discrete 

punishments tied to discrete offenses.37 In the case of Palau, China declared it an illegal tourist 

destination due to its status as one of 17 declared allies with Taiwan thereby bankrupting Palau’s 

major airline and compromising the tourism-based economy.38 Palau is the first instance of 

coercive leverage applied in the second island chain surrounding recognition of Taiwan, thereby 

establishing the possibility for future tension with Oceanic stakeholders over the same issue. Lastly, 

China retains latent economic leverage, which could be viewed as the final power play over 

contentious issues that might appear diplomatically unresolvable or a way to attain strategic 

advantage.39 Latency manifesting as China’s ownership of national debt is a key measurement for 
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judging potential to wield influence in the fourth island chain. Chinese loans account for more than 

60 percent of Tonga’s total external debt, equating to more than one third of GDP; and almost half 

the external debt of Vanuatu. In dollar figures, PNG has the biggest debt to China, at $590 million, 

representing about one-quarter of total external debt.40 Consequently, both Vanuatu and PNG both 

recognise Chinese territorial claims in the South China Sea. Chinese enmeshment in fragile 

Oceanic nations is the initial way to view the Indian Ocean Model establishing the potential for 

generating influence and applying leverage. Table 1 aggregates the data of the Indian Ocean Model 

applied in select areas of Oceania providing future opportunities in support of Chinese maritime 

power projection. 

 

Nation 
Chinese aid 

2006-17 

Largest 

FDI 

partner 

Debt to 

China 
Strategic facilities 

Naval 

Visits 

Fiji $650M China $516M Blackrock base facilities 2014, 2018 

FSM $126M South Korea N/A Pohnpei Port & AF None 

PNG $1.7B China $590M Manus Is port facility 2014, 2018 

Samoa $399M Not available $410M Port Vaiusu (in 

progress) 

None 

Tonga $202M Australia $115M Port Nukualofa / 

Fuaamoto AF 

2014, 2018 

Vanuatu $439M Australia $220M Luganville Wharf 2014, 2018 

Timor Leste $130M Indonesia N/A Tibar Bay Port 2016, 2017 

Table 1: Chinese influence efforts in select areas of the Fourth Island Chain41 

 

Interpreting the data from Table 1 illustrates specific ‘hot-spots’ within the fourth island 

chain. China’s inroads to gaining influence in PNG, Fiji, and Samoa share the common 

characteristic of high levels of national debt and strategically viable facilities for future Chinese 

use. Port visits by PLAN warships in Samoa or Timor Leste by 2022, or increased medical aid from 

the Peace Ark, would represent one indication of escalation along the same trajectory out to 2026. 

Similarly, an increase in debt by either Vanuatu or Tonga would demonstrate Chinese intent to use 

latent leverage with further visits from 2025 on a possibly accelerating 2-year cyclical basis. 

Finally, the most troubling escalation in the model would be for either PNG or Vanuatu to establish 

a Chinese basing footprint similar to the Lean Colonial model described by Yung between 2025-
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30 – such a footprint would signal an irreversible escalation of China’s influence in the fourth 

island chain and absolute alteration of the Indo-Pacific balance of power. 

 

Contesting the Fourth Island Chain 

Designating a “Fourth Island Chain” is intended to unify future operations in Oceania 

employing economic support and security cooperation to degrade Chinese influence as part of an 

allied competitive strategy – aiming to out-spend and out-influence. In his seminal work on net 

assessment, Andrew Marshall posited that during the course of long-term competition, adversaries 

would logically seek to gain significant strategic advantages to determine the outcome of conflict. 

Further, adversaries would find ways during periods of peace to translate those strategic advantages 

into geopolitical capital thereby enhancing security and prosperity, whilst undermining or 

destroying the position of their opponent. The competitive strategy approach, over time, would 

lessen the military options available to an adversary and also presumably encourage a change in 

political behavior, as their leadership loses confidence that things were moving in their favour.42 

Travis Reese argues toward beating the Chinese at their own game – to incorporate competitive 

economic tools into a broader framework for managing China’s regional military incursions. He 

states: “Economic and trade engagement can deny opportunities for Chinese investors to conduct 

the economically exploitative tactics, which presage military overtures… China made loan 

arrangements it knew would result in debt traps, which it then exploited to introduce military 

presence as a condition of loan renegotiation.”43 Aiming to disrupt Chinese influence efforts to 

gain basing rights beyond 2025, outspending China via combined aid delivery in the fourth island 

chain should be the first tranche in an enduring competitive strategy. 

Lowy Institute figures for aid spending in Oceania over the past decade to 2016 demonstrate 

that China is not in the lead when it comes to actual funds committed. Australia and New Zealand 

committed 55% of aid to Oceania over 2011-2016 with Australia providing 42% alone in 2016. 

This does not mean the traditional aid providers will maintain the initiative as overall aid to the 

region shrank throughout 2011-2016 by 20%.44 NZ recently announced a ‘Pacific Reset’ with the 

accompanying pledge to spend $498 million in the region. Australia also committed $2 billion in 
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regional infrastructure projects and support to Australian businesses operating in the region.45 

Australia and NZ spent 0.23% and 0.25% of GNI on aid respectively to the fourth island chain in 

2017 figures.46 A nominal increase in these figures of 0.2% GNI per year until 2025 is likely to 

maintain the status quo, barely. Combining these projections with nominal increases in France’s 

0.91% ($120 million) and US 7.75% ($1.03 billion) 2017 contribution to overall aid will likely 

outspend China’s present $3.5 billion commitment projected to 2021 – even doubling aid from the 

US and France would equate to an aggregate increase of only $2.5 billion annually to outspend 

China. Writing for ASPI, Johnathan Pryke suggests that France should focus on reversing the trend 

of declining aid and focus on continuing to crack out of its territorial shell in the Pacific.47 Of 

critical importance to US engagement in the fourth island chain is the 2023 expiration of the 

Compact of Free Association aimed principally at Pacific nations like the FSM who have unreliable 

disclosure of national debt.48 The renewal of this compact would ensure financial viability of the 

FSM and strategic trust for the US; also serving to deny Chinese naval visits through the US’ own 

active leverage. 

Complementary to collectively outspending China is the proposed saturation of the fourth 

island chain through multilateral security cooperation that creates enduring strategic facilities and 

cooperative relationships to 2035. The key outcome of the Indian Ocean Model when applied to 

Oceania is establishing the means to project maritime power preceded by a period of investment to 

foster leverage. Reese’s recommendation could be applied across all allied stakeholders: “The US 

should support manageable and responsible investment, but it cannot simply buy its way into 

military partnerships as an explicit condition of economic support… it should introduce security 

arrangements in a way that takes into account the host nation’s perspective, while still eliminating 

China’s opportunity to commence an economic approach resulting in a military outcome.”49 The 

focal areas of Fiji, PNG, Tonga, and Vanuatu could become the future contested points in degrading 

Chinese influence to 2025 and denying a presence to 2035 and beyond. The United States, while it 

retains primacy in the Asia-Pacific region as a whole, looks to Australia to take the lead on regional 

security for the South West Pacific, while it retains direct responsibility in the North Pacific. New 



 

15  

Zealand provides for the security of Cook Islands, Niue, and Tokelau, while France guarantees the 

security of the French Pacific with defense forces based in New Caledonia and French Polynesia.50 

Australia recently announced an increased military presence in the region, a joint naval base on 

Manus Island, annual meetings between defense, police, and border forces, and new diplomatic 

posts.51 A requisite presence increase by NZ and France complemented by the US would serve to 

enhance this commitment into the future. The 2017 Joint statement of enhanced strategic 

partnership between Australia and France offers a military partnership blueprint only bilaterally 

deepening the 1992 France, Australia, and New Zealand (FRANZ) agreement. FRANZ is a 

civilian-led arrangement supported by defence forces.52 Widening the FRANZ agreement to 

include interoperability outlined in the 2017 Australia-France Joint Statement, including US and 

NZ military capabilities as part of an enhanced Australian-led Defence Cooperation Program 

(DCP), plus creating an organisation to coordinate responsible multilateral economic aid and 

investment is a useful start point for enhancing the current strategic arrangement for supporting the 

fragile nations in the fourth island chain. 

Pursuing strategic objectives in Oceania will count for nothing without strategic buy-in 

from the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). R.A. Herr argues that a fundamental divergence in 

perspectives on security objectives between those outside the region and those inside has become 

a source of tension in proposals for remodeling the overall architecture. Given the dependence on 

extra-regional support for the Pacific Islands regional system and the present competing great-

power influence, it is unlikely that future changes will engender independent security arrangements 

for regional states.53 Evolving Australia’s DCP with support from multilateral sources like France 

and NZ in the future will likely foster a sense of superior regional strategic interoperability. Edel 

suggests the United States also needs to realise that its concern about Chinese attempts to extend 

its influence in the region is not necessarily a primary concern for Pacific Islanders. It is true that 

a growing number of Pacific states resent China’s coercive activities, but this could easily become 

true for the activities of any external power in the region – the key is to approach the strategic 

challenge by earning trust.54 Seeking a permanent presence that complements the long-term goals 
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of the nations within the fourth island chain, specifically within Fiji, PNG, Tonga, and Vanuatu 

will be the key to maintaining strategic trust. 

Through continuation of the Indian Ocean model of a deliberate sequence of investment 

linked to military visitation based on the geographic importance of infrastructure needed for 

maritime power projection, China’s encroachment strategy will expand unchecked into Oceania. 

This leaves fragile nations vulnerable to coercion, or in the very least, enables China to wield undue 

leverage to accomplish its own goals and change the balance of power.  China will likely employ 

the lean colonial approach out to 2025 with the ability to accelerate port visitation annually where 

opportunities permit the possibility of forward basing. As conditions favour, China will likely 

develop a lasting maritime power projection footprint in support of enhanced economic inroads to 

South America toward 2030 and beyond. In March 2018, NZ Foreign Minister Winston Peters 

stated: “We need to better pool our energies and resources to maintain our relative influence.”55 

Designating a “Fourth Island Chain” is intended to unify future operations in Oceania around 

common goals of security cooperation, supported by economic engagement to degrade Chinese 

influence as part of an allied competitive strategy. Increasing aid expenditure by Australia and NZ 

through nominal increases as percentage of GNI over the next decade in tandem with doubled 

spending by the US and France will counter Chinese attempts to buy influence in the economic 

dimension. Multilaterally deepening present security arrangements like Australia’s DCP to include 

contributions by the US, France and NZ beyond 2022 in support of contingencies such as the 

possibility of New Caledonian Independence will support local security cooperation. Widening the 

FRANZ agreement to include US capabilities and incorporating responsible aid dispersal will 

engender greater strategic trust; and by establishing permanent basing arrangements in the focal 

areas of Fiji, PNG, Tonga, and Vanuatu, US-aligned strategic stakeholders will serve to counter 

Chinese influence efforts beyond the current island chains and maintain a unified strategic 

advantage into the future. 
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