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The Pacific Islands Region is in the spotlight due to rising tensions between China and the U.S. This
situation has escalated with China offering security pacts to Pacific Islands states in 2022. Despite
most Pacific states rejecting the offer, the Solomon Islands, as the only country to accept it, caused
concern for the U.S. and its allies. Considering that the Solomon Islands lack the traditional power
to support their decision to align with China against the U.S. and its allies, it is an intriguing issue
to delve into. This research aims to analyze the phenomenon by using qualitative-descriptive methods
and the concept of Small States. This will give us a new way to understand how small states in the
Pacific Ocean maneuver amidst the US-China rivalry by analyzing strategic indicators they can utilize
rather than solely focusing on domestic circumstances to comprehend their decisions. We found that the
Solomon Islands’ ability to take such a risk stems from two sources of power: particular-intrinsic and
derivative power. Intrinsically, the Solomon Islands hold geopolitical importance, being strategically
crucial for both China’s Belt and Road initiative and the U.S.’s attempt to retain its regional influence.
Derivatively, the Solomon Islands’ sole position to accept the security pact is highly valued by China.
This will lead to a mutually beneficial relationship among them, and the Solomon Islands can benefit
in security and economic terms. This research sheds light on how a small state navigates its interest in
the epicenter of rivalry between two great powers.

Keywords: China-US rivalry, Pacific Islands Region, small states; Solomon Islands

Introduction

The Pacific Islands Region has be-
come one of the most contested regions in
the world, with China and the United States
(U.S.) at the center of this geopolitical com-
petition. Since 2013, China has demonstrat-

ed a keen interest in this region as part of
its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and in its
efforts to diminish Taiwan’s international
recognition (Herr, 2019; Liu, 2022). China’s
influence in the region is primarily exerted

through various sectors, including econom-
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ic aid, trade partnerships, and investments
in disaster mitigation (Meick et al., 2018;
Nazarudheen, 2022).

In response to China’s growing influ-
ence, the U.S., as a rival power, has taken a
series of measures aimed at countering Chi-
na’s presence in the region under its Pivot
to Asia policy (Sebok, 2014). The most re-
cent move by the U.S. involves the forma-
tion of a new alliance to enhance security
in the Pacific Islands Region by establishing
a nuclear-powered submarine fleet known
as AUKUS. This alliance comprises major
countries, including Australia, the United
Kingdom (U.K.), and the U.S. (Novita, 2022;
Panda & Swanstrom, 2021).

In response to AUKUS, China ex-
tended security pacts to every Pacific island
country. However, out of the 12 states that
received the offer, only one country accept-
ed it—Solomon Islands (Al Jazeera, 2022;
Ivarature, 2022; The Associated Press, 2023).
China contends that this security pact is
aimed at strengthening Solomon Islands’ po-
lice and law enforcement capabilities while
also permitting Chinese navy ships to make
regular port visits to the region from the Sol-
omon Islands (Grossman, 2023).

Although the majority of Pacific Is-
land countries declined China’s offer, Solo-
mon Islands’ unique position as the sole state
authorizing China’s navy presence through
this agreement has caused disturbances in
the region, especially among the U.S. and its
allies. The disturbance caused by these events
led the U.S. to convene a summit with the
Pacific Islands countries in September 2022.
The primary objective of the summit was to

persuade Pacific Island leaders that the U.S.
would strengthen its partnership and support
in the region (The Guardian, 2022). Despite
participating exclusively through its Prime
Minister, Manasseh Sogavare, the Solomon
Islands openly rejected signing the summit’s
outcome, known as the US-Pacific Partner-
ship (Miller, 2022; Needham et al., 2022).

Solomon Islands’ refusal to endorse
the U.S. proposal, while the majority of Pa-
cific Islands countries accepted it, has made
the Solomon Islands an even more intriguing
subject for discussion. The current situation
places the Solomon Islands in the position of
a lone wolf amidst the rivalry between two
great powers. Given that the Solomon Is-
lands is a small state without the necessary
capabilities to support its position, this situa-
tion could potentially jeopardize its survival
at any moment. Solomon Islands lack mili-
tary strength, economic power, and region-
al alliances, as the majority of the region is
aligned with the U.S. (CIA, 2023). Solomon
Islands’ decision to align itself with China
also does not guarantee its security, as the se-
curity pact is still relatively new.

The dire situation faced by the Solo-
mon Islands can be viewed through the lens
of structural realism. According to Waltz
(1979, in Burchill et al., 2022), in the so-
called anarchic international system, states
tend to seek more power to ensure their sur-
vival and shape their behavior in patterned
ways. However, since the possession of re-
sources by states can be relative to each other,
this leads to the existence of hierarchic sys-
tems. Then, the hierarchic results in polarity
among states — the number of great powers
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in the system.

When states encounter the emergence
of great powers, they have two options: to ei-
ther balance or bandwagon. Balancing refers
to a state’s ability to influence the distribu-
tion of power in the international system to
counter the great power’s position, often by
forming alliances or seeking more power.
Meanwhile, bandwagoning is a state’s choice
to align with great powers when they are un-
able or unwilling to maintain equilibrium
with the dominant power (Ian, 2003, p. 1). In
the context of the Pacific Islands Region, the
U.S. and its allies have maintained a position
of hegemony for a long time while China at-
tempts to balance its influence. Thus far, Pa-
cific Island countries, being small states, have
tended to bandwagon with the U.S. However,
the Solomon Islands’ tendency to align with
China indirectly put them in a position to
balance against the U.S.

This phenomenon actually contra-
dicts the basic assumption of structural re-
alism, which emphasizes the importance of
traditional power in analyzing state behavior
in the system. Since the Solomon Islands lack
almost all forms of power — military, eco-
nomic, and size of the country — this perspec-
tive is unable to explain the behavior of the
Solomon Islands as a state seeking to balance
the great powers. Therefore, it is necessary to
examine what kind of power the Solomon Is-
lands could exercise to pursue their interests,
and opting to align with China might be an
interesting topic.

The contestation between major pow-
ers in the Asia Pacific region, its impact on
the region, and the responses of regional

governments, including the Solomon Islands,
have been the subject of numerous studies.
In his study, Mihai Sora (2022) examines
the impact of intensified competition among
major powers on the continuation of geo-
political stability in the Pacific Islands. The
United States-Australia alliance is concerned
about China’s growing strategic influence
in the region. Sora suggests that regional
countries may welcome the presence of ex-
ternal forces, particularly when considering
the potential impact of increased investment
by Australia, the United States, and Japan
in response to China’s presence. Neverthe-
less, this circumstance possesses a tendency
to exert a destabilizing influence on smaller
nations and hamper the attempts of investor
countries in the effort to expand their sphere
of influence.

Adrien Rodd (2016) conducted a
study that examined the impact of the his-
torical consequences of Western colonialism
on two Pacific nations, specifically Fiji and
Solomon Islands. Rodd observed that some
Asia Pacific nations, such as Fiji and the Sol-
omon Islands, continue to face challenges in
establishing domestic stability in their polit-
ical, institutional, and economic domains
due to the enduring impact of colonialism.
The disparity between indigenous values and
the desired Western societal framework has
led to the issue. Therefore, both nations are
presently engaged in efforts to implement
shifts aimed at enhancing the acknowledg-
ment and incorporation of indigenous values
within constitutional frameworks.

Another research conducted by Jo-
seph Daniel Foukona (2020) analyzed the
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Solomon Islands’ domestic developments, fo-
cusing on the debate regarding its diplomatic
relations with China and Taiwan. Foukona
explained that the matter of diplomatic rela-
tions with China and Taiwan was a subject
of intense debate within the domestic sphere.
The appointment of Sogavare as prime min-
ister in 2019 sparked a lot of debate subse-
quent to the Solomon Islands’ decision to
shift to China. Despite the controversy, Soga-
vare and supporters of the government justi-
fied the decision as a collective endeavor that
placed the state’s interests at the forefront. In
addition, Foukona’s research revealed evi-
dence suggesting collusion between govern-
ment officials and Beijing in relation to the
activities of various Chinese corporations in
the Solomon Islands.

Jon Fraenkel and Graeme Smith
(2022) conducted a more in-depth examina-
tion of the connection between Solomon Is-
land and China, which decided to enhance
collaboration by means of a security agree-
ment. The 2022 agreement, widely regarded
by many parties, particularly Australia and
New Zealand, serves as a crucial basis for
China’s plans to establish a naval base in the
Pacific region. Nevertheless, Fraenkel and
Smith argue that the viewpoints articulat-
ed by the governments of both nations and
many media outlets mostly center on the
geopolitical landscape, neglecting the do-
mestic context. China may have the poten-
tial to actualize these goals. Nevertheless,
this outcome is probable solely if there is a
rise in commercial reliance on China and a

decrease in internal polarization.

The literature review concludes that
previous studies have primarily focused on
explaining the effects of contestation among
major powers within the Asia Pacific and
the responses of regional countries, particu-
larly the Solomon Islands. By observing the
domestic context, researchers have tried to
elaborate on how domestic political upheav-
al influenced Solomon Islands policy. Apart
from this, prior scholarly investigations have
also sought to comprehend the correlation
between the Solomon Islands and the Bei-
jing Axis while also exploring the potential
for establishing Chinese military bases in the
Pacific region by enhancing this collabora-
tive effort. Nevertheless, previous research
has yet to provide a comprehensive analysis
of the Solomon Islands’ response to the pres-
ence of major powers.

This research will analyze how the
Solomon Islands, with its status as a small
country, maneuvers to reap benefits from
competition between major actors in the re-
gion. Nevertheless, it is crucial to compre-
hend that the actions of domestic players are
not solely driven by profit and loss consid-
erations but also take into account strategic
indicators that can be utilized to gain their
interests. One approach that could be used to
analyze this issue is by employing the small-
state concept, which Tom Long coined. To
do so, this research uses qualitative explana-
tory methods that attempt to seek causal-pro-
cess tracing of a specific case by applying a
relevant theory (Blatter, 2012).

The research aims to shed light on
‘how Solomon Island navigates its inter-

ests amidst the China-US rivalry in the Pa-
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cific Ocean Region?’ To answer the former
question, the authors start the discussion by
explaining the small state conceptual frame-
work, followed by how China’s growing
influence and the U.S. shifting toward the
East, then how the Pacific Islands countries
respond to the rivalry, particularly on Solo-
mon Islands interests and their growing rela-
tions with China, and finalize with the small
states’ power utilization by the Solomon Is-
lands under US-China Rivalry.

Small States Framework

Long (2022) argues that in specific
situations, small states are capable of exer-
cising power in creative ways and can have
a significant impact through a relational ap-
proach. Small states can achieve three types
of power. First 1s particular-intrinsic power,
which is in the form of material and resourc-
es possessed by small states but will only be
perceived as power when given meaning by
other states or when it serves specific goals.
This power denotes the strength inherent to a
small state, stemming from its distinct assets
or resources. Unlike conventional forms of
power like military might or economic prow-
ess, particular- intrinsic power considers the
individual advantages unique to a small state,
such as dominion over strategic territories or
possession of valuable natural reserves.

Second, derivative power refers to the
ability of small states to achieve their inter-
ests by maintaining a special relationship
with great powers. This power pertains to a
small state’s capacity to wield influence by
persuading larger states to take actions that
align with its interests. It hinges on the re-

lationship between the small state and the
major power. Derivative power enables the
pursuit of significant objectives that might
otherwise be beyond the small state’s capa-
bilities. The methods of derivative power can
vary depending on the objectives of the small
state and its relations with the major powers.
Derivative power provides small states with
the opportunity to amplify their influence
through the lens of a major power, albeit
potentially relinquishing some control over
outcomes.

Third, collective power is the capa-
bility of small states to influence the inter-
national system by engaging in joint actions,
either through international institutions or
regional cooperation (Long, 2022). Tom
Long (2016) defines collective power as a
relationship between a small state and as-
sociated non-great powers. Long stated that
collective power works in several ways, such
as institutionalism with small states grouping
to achieve common goals or collective pow-
er can be used to achieve one state’s interest
by leveraging its allies to align their attention
to said state interest. One of the main roles
of collective power for small states is to pro-
mote and expand norms to the broader in-
ternational community. Therefore, it is not
bound to specific actors, which makes col-
lective power a means for small states to be
“active” on the global stage.

China’s Growing Influence & The U.S.
Shifting Strategic towards The East

As the Pacific Islands Region be-
comes the center of contestation between

great powers to extend their influence, China
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and the U.S. have also turned their concern to
the region. In recent years, China has played
more important roles in the region dynamics
through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
including aid and infrastructure projects (L1,
2022). In fact, China has funded more than
100 aid projects in the region, donated 200
batches of in-kind support, and trained more
than 10.000 professionals since the 1970s.
Between 2008 and 2020, China also provid-
ed nearly USD 3.148 billion in the region,
which was channeled through different kinds
of cooperation both bilaterally and regional-
ly. This maneuver certainly attracts attention
from the U.S., which also considers the Pacif-
ic Islands Region important for its economic
and geostrategic interests.

The Pacific Islands Region has actu-
ally been an important area for such a long
time. In World War 11, as Japan was first be-
ginning to expand, Oceania saw fierce fight-
ing between Japan and the allies over strate-
gically located airfields and naval bases in the
area (Myers, 2020). Japanese control over the
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, and
other areas of the Central Pacific threatened
Australia. It attracted the attention of the
United States to refocus military efforts from
Europe to the Pacific in order to prevent Ja-
pan’s rapid expansion. In spite of their initial
setbacks, the Allied forces managed to stifle
the Japanese attempts to exert their control
over the region. Ultimately, the United States
and its allies’ military installations in the Pa-
cific were one of the crucial factors in the vic-
tory of the Allies in the region.

Since the war ended, there were no
signs that this region would be sidelined.

In fact, the Pacific is increasingly becoming
a favorite for great powers to exert their in-
fluence in economics, politics, and security.
As the largest maritime area in the world,
the Pacific Ocean links 21 APEC countries,
which represent 62 percent of world GDP
and 48 percent of world trade (Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation, 2023). Its strategic
location also played an important role in
global security dynamics. Though it appears
that worries about superpower competition
intensifying in the area have faded with the
end of the Cold War, some analysts believe
that significant power struggles are about to
resurface (Hegarty & Tryon, 2013).

China’s growing influence with the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project has
a significant potential to alter regional dy-
namics. Under Xi Jinping, China has imple-
mented more proactive and assertive policies
towards the Pacific Ocean. In order to meet
the leaders of Pacific Island nations, Presi-
dent Xi personally traveled to Fiji. He invited
Pacific countries to board the Chinese “ex-
press train” of development, citing that the
Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank and
the Maritime Silk Road of the twenty-first
century would provide them with infrastruc-
ture, scholarships, medical teams, tourism,
and communication in areas like human se-
curity and climate change (Li, 2022). With
those potentials, most of the Pacific coun-
tries decided to join BRI in 2018, especial-
ly Solomon Islands and Kiribati, which are
known for their ties with Taiwan and decid-
ed to switch diplomatic recognition to Chi-
na in 2019 and 2020. Since then, there have
been many projects, both state-led as well as
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local and provincial-led initiatives, designed
to strengthen the relationship between China
and the countries in the region.

The BRI project has provided China
with the ability to challenge Australia’s pres-
ence, which has raised concerns from West-
ern allies, especially the U.S. For the last few
years, Australia’s concern toward China has
been rising from observation to anxiety. In
the Australia White Paper of 2003, China
was only perceived as an economic opportu-
nity that could not match the U.S.’s ability
to influence the global environment (Smith
& Wesley-Smith, 2021). However, China’s
expanding role in international relations, si-
multaneously with the U.S.US’s declining in-
fluence globally, has led to Australia’s chang-
ing attitude towards China’s existence.

The U.S. previously tended to ignore
the Pacific region. However, due to the ris-
ing China, the U.S. then shifted its attention
from the Middle East to the Asia Pacific by
introducing the ‘pivot to Asia’ (Lieberthal,
2011). The policy goal was to inspire respect
for Washington’s ability to pull off this ex-
tremely impressive diplomatic performance
as well as confidence in America’s ability to
continue leading the region. The decline of
the U.S. has been a concern for many coun-
tries in the region. Therefore, through this
policy, the Obama administration was try-
ing to embody the optimism, values, tenac-
ity, and leadership of the U.S. It will be im-
portant to form alliances with other regional
players to endeavor to curtail China’s politi-
cal sway or even challenge economic might
(Sebok, 2014). Some people could argue that
this policy will be successful or not. Either

way, it demonstrates the notion that the U.S.
is starting to feel uncomfortable with China’s
existence regarding its traditional role in the
Pacific region.

China’s growing existence and the
U.S’s contradictory approach will likely
raise the tension in the Pacific. China’s BRI
expansion through vast and effective cooper-
ation with the Pacific Ocean countries will
further strengthen its position in the region.
This also signifies China’s growing political
and economic influence, which will become
increasingly difficult to contain. Washington
policy analysts have proposed several times
the idea of hedging maneuver as an ideal
strategy to respond to China (Logan, 2013).
But, hedging means that the U.S. has to in-
vest with low but likely returns in order to
prevent potential bigger losses. The decision
to cooperate with China will narrow the
power gap between both sides. This strategy
will become problematic because the longer
it goes, the stronger China will be, and the
more Washington will need to prepare itself
with military instruments if the engagement
fails to pay off. Based on this logic, the asser-
tive approach by the U.S. is indeed the most
rational way to answer China’s opposition in
the Pacific, though it will raise tension in the
region. In the next section, we will elaborate
further on China’s growing influence, the
U.S. maneuver to contain it, and what this
‘rising tension’ means to the countries in the

region as a whole.
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The Pacific Islands Countries’ Response
to the Rivalry

The Pacific Islands Region, also
viewed as having geopolitical advantages
for China’s ambitions, is seen as a low-risk,
high-reward investment to achieve both sym-
bolic and tactical victories. China has deep-
ened trade deals and enhanced power pro-
jection with exclusive ports and economic
zones. This, in turn, aids China’s One China
policy by reducing Taiwan’s diplomatic allies
in the region. Furthermore, strengthened ties
between China and Pacific Islands countries
could give China an intelligence advantage
due to the region’s proximity to Hawalii,
which, in turn, poses challenges for the U.S.
and its allies in projecting military presence
and power in the region (USIP China-Free-
ly Associated States Senior Study Group,
2022).

The threat of China encroaching
on Australia’s backyard and U.S. soil has
prompted both parties to establish a strate-
gic security alliance called AUKUS, which
also includes the United Kingdom, in 2021.
AUKUS aims to enhance security and de-
fense interests for all parties involved (U.S.
Department of Defense, 2023). The creation
of AUKUS can be seen as a deterrent to
China’s influence in the Asia-Pacific region.
However, in the latest development, AUKUS
is planning to create sustainable nuclear sub-
marines. The presence of such a vessel could
destabilize security in the Pacific Islands
(Nelson et al., 2023).

The Rarotonga Treaty, a regional
treaty on non-proliferation of nuclear power
in the Pacific Islands Region, was established

in 1985 and has been ratified by the majority
of Pacific Islands countries, including Aus-
tralia (Papadimitropoulos, 1988). The plan
to develop nuclear-powered submarines by
AUKUS has left many Pacific Island coun-
tries anxious and feeling somewhat betrayed
by Australia, given that Australia has ratified
the treaty. The treaty primarily focuses on the
prohibition of acquiring, assisting, and using
nuclear weapons. Even though AUKUS has
consistently stated that nuclear energy is only
intended for powering submarines, many
Pacific Island countries still need to be con-
cerned about the true intentions behind it.

The competition between great pow-
ers to gain influence has caused polarisa-
tion, with both states offering economic and
security benefits to the region. China has
been active in the economic sectors and soft
diplomacy through its aid and BRI projects
since 2018. Meanwhile, the U.S. and its allies
introduced the FOIP Strategy, or Free and
Open Indo-Pacific, in 2016, which addresses
multi-sector opportunities and challenges in
the Indo-Pacific and inherently aims to con-
tain China’s rising influence (Chanlett-Avery
et al., 2018). This polarisation has stirred sig-
nificant upheaval in the region, which affect-
ed Solomon Islands and Kiribati, switching
their allegiance to China and severing diplo-
matic ties with Taiwan in 2019 (Foster, 2021;
McDougall, 2022).

This move occurred just before both
countries joined the BRI project. In addition
to these two countries, many others already
established diplomatic recognition with Chi-
na when they joined the BRI Projects (Li,
2022). Many Pacific Island countries have
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chosen to align with China in BRI, such as
the Federal States of Micronesia, Papua New
Guinea, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu,
primarily due to the economic benefits they
could achieve. However, in terms of security,
the majority of the states still choose to side
with the U.S. and its allies, although China
has tried to persuade Pacific Island countries
to join China’s side through a security pact
offer. Among all the states that received the
offer, only the Solomon Islands accepted it.
The move sent shockwaves across the region,
particularly among Pacific Island countries
with close historical ties to the U.S., because
this could be a breakthrough for China to so-
lidify its influence in the region (Liu, 2022).
In regards to China emerging as a
new power, states have two options to nav-
igate this phenomenon. They can choose to
balance against the great power by aligning
with the new emerging power, or they can
bandwagon with the existing great power to
maintain the status quo. Solomon Islands’
recent change in diplomatic ties from Tai-
wan to China and its decision to side with
China in terms of security can be viewed as
a means of balancing U.S. hegemony in the
region. Despite being perceived as a small
state on the global stage, Solomon Islands
actually has a lot more to offer to both the
U.S. and China. That is why the Solomon
Islands should get more of the spotlight as
a key player in the US-China rivalry in the
Pacific, as their behavior contradicts the ex-
isting assumption that small states are bound
to bandwagon with the traditional hegemon.

Solomon Islands Interests and Their
Growing Relations with China

China’s engagement in the Solomon
Islands raises numerous questions because it
represents a shift in the international order
that the United States, Australia, and Taiwan
previously influenced. China and the Solo-
mon Islands collaborated by signing onto the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Program, a
policy initiated by Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping. The BRI is divided into two pillars: the
land trade route known as the Silk Road Eco-
nomic Belt (SREB) and the sea route called
the Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk
Road. This collaboration aligns with China’s
initiatives in the Solomon Islands Islands’
national development strategy for 2016-2035
(Szadizewski, 2021).

China’s assistance to the Solomon Is-
lands covers nine provinces and rural areas,
focusing on agriculture, fisheries, education,
infrastructure, and health sectors. Infrastruc-
ture projects include ports, railways, bridges,
stations, and reactivation of mining projects.
China’s BRI policy was further bolstered by
the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015, which is
open to all countries (Rustam, 2020).

China’s growing interest in the Pacific
Islands Region, particularly in the Solomon
Islands, is influenced by several factors. First,
the Solomon Islands are strategically located
in the Pacific Islands Region Ocean. They
share their eastern border with Papua New
Guinea, their southern waters with Microne-
sia, and their southwestern waters with Na-
uru and the Marshall Islands. To the East,
they border the Coral Sea and Australia.
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These geographical conditions are consid-
ered strategic, as they position the Solomon
Islands as a key sea route that connects the
Pacific Islands Region with the South China
Sea, the Indian Ocean, and China (LDKPI,
2020).

Figure 1. Belt and Road Initiative Map

~
~
Europd .
) -
\ @ 'H‘E@ -
MEditerranean/sea) > i
pl kS Persian'GuLfANgRd
S 4 \
) \
h | (West/A'sial @ﬁlﬁﬁh @ﬂ:ﬁ
Y S N
S (@ Southeast Asia i
3 ’ 5
o
e N\
Indian,O¢ean) =

Silk Road Economic Belt 21" Century Maritime Silk Road

Source: Makarova et al (2019)

Based on the map, the Pacific Islands
Region’s geopolitical position spans a wide
area and is surrounded by important coun-
tries bordering the Pacific Ocean. In addi-
tion to economic interests, China also aims
to establish cooperative relationships to en-
sure maritime security, as this is closely tied
to the security of the BRI trade that traverses
the Pacific Sea route. When viewed through
the lens of China’s Ocean White Paper, titled
‘China’s Ocean Development Report,’ it be-
comes evident that China has ambitions for
maritime expansion. This vision was articu-
lated by the Secretary-General of the Com-
munist Party of China and President Hu
Jintao during the 18th Chinese Communist
Party Congress in 2002.

Second, the Solomon Islands possess
three significant natural resource capabilities,
including fisheries, notably as a producer of
tuna, mining, and timber. In the agricultural
sector, superior products include sweet pota-

toes, cassava, coconuts, and the like. Accord-
ing to World Bank data from 2017, Solomon
Islands exported wood commodities to Chi-
na, amounting to 87%. This figure was sig-
nificantly higher than Taiwan’s, which was
still in the process of establishing diplomatic
relations at the time. China and the Solomon
Islands share an interdependent relationship,
where China relies on the Solomon Islands
to sustain its economy and industry. At the
same time, the Solomon Islands gain prom-
1sing market opportunities in China. Data
from the Observatory of Economic Com-
plexity (OEC) reveals several key commodi-
ties for the Solomon Islands that are leading
exports to China and vice versa, from China
to the Solomon Islands. Data from the Ob-
servatory of Economic Complexity (OEC)
below reveals the cooperative relationship
between China and Solomon, particularly in
the field of exports.

Graphic 1. Export Activity from China to
the Solomon Islands and Vice Versa

Exports from Solomon Islands to China (log)

Source: OEC (2021)

The graph illustrates several dynam-
ics of export cooperation between China and
the Solomon Islands. Both China and the

Solomon Islands export various commodi-

Global South Review

49



Priagung Arif Budi Wibawa, Rivelda P. Heatubun;
I Gede Wahyu Widnyana, Yusril Ihza Mahendra

Navigating the Pacific: Solomon Islands Attempt to
Gain Influence in the Middle of China-US Rivalry

ties, including other rubber products, motor
vehicle parts and accessories, jewelry imi-
tation, engine parts, other processed fruits
and nuts, and swan wood. Solomon Islands’
two most valuable exports to China are oth-
er processed fruits and nuts, with an export
value of $428,000, and swan wood prod-
ucts, valued at $1.31 million. China’s larg-
est exports to the Solomon Islands include
motor vehicle parts and accessories, totaling
$3.22 million, and other processed fruits and
nuts, amounting to $309,000. Based on the
graph, China and the Solomon Islands are
interdependent in their respective markets.
Swan wood products represent the largest
market for the Solomon Islands in China,
while China’s most significant market in the
Solomon Islands is motor vehicle parts and
accessories. Wood products continue to be
the Solomon Islands’ leading commodity,
with the largest trade value reaching $282
million in 2021. Over the last 26 years, the
Solomon Islands’ exports to China have seen
an annualized growth rate of 25.2%, increas-
ing from $814,000 in 1995 to $283 million in
2021. Over the last 26 years, China’s exports
to the Solomon Islands have experienced an
annualized growth rate of 20.6%, rising from
$1.29 million in 1995 to $167 million in 2021.

Third, for a small country with sig-
nificant conflict potential, security is a top
priority in Solomon Islands’ foreign policy.
In terms of military capabilities, Solomon Is-
lands only has a police force and lacks armed
forces compared to other countries such as
Fiji and Tonga. According to the research
on “Assessing the Solomon Islands’ New
Security Agreement with China” (Graham,

2022), Solomon Islands security motivation
in shaping its security policy is driven by re-
gime security, meaning that the current rul-
ing government determines security cooper-
ation. Solomon Islands’ decision to establish
security cooperation with China can be out-
lined as follows.

First, the Sogavare government be-
lieves that China’s presence can act as a
barrier to Western intervention, which has
the potential to trigger conflict in the South
Pacific. The Sogavare government perceives
three reasons why the West could trigger con-
flict. The riots in the Solomon Islands target-
ing the Chinese community from 24 to No-
vember 27, 2021, were addressed by Prime
Minister Manasseh Sogavare in a statement.
He expressed doubt about Australia’s abili-
ty to protect the Chinese community during
the Honiara riots (Kabutaulaka, 2022). The
rioters were from Mailaita and demand-
ed the cancellation of diplomatic relations
with China, advocating for a return to Tai-
wan. The security guarantee to the Solomon
Islands is risky due to Australia’s changing
role as a security guarantor and its relation-
ship with China, despite being an ally of the
United States. This raises concerns about po-
tential conflicts.

Then, the security agreement between
the Solomon Islands and China has raised
concerns in Australia. The Australian gov-
ernment has accused China of planning to
build a military base in the Solomon Islands
due to China’s significant investment in im-
proving access to the port and Exclusive Eco-
nomic Zone. Australia is concerned that the

investment could result in the conversion of
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port facilities into Chinese military facilities
(M.J Vinod, 2024). Prime Minister Sogavare
responded to the allegations by asserting that
the security pact agreement did not include
the construction of a military base. The
agreement focuses on the Solomon Islands
requesting assistance from China in main-
taining social order, providing humanitarian
aid, conducting disaster response, and logis-
tical replenishment. Chinese forces may also
be used to protect China’s safety and major
projects in the Solomon Islands.

Last, in view of the geopolitical and
geostrategic upheavals in the South Pacific
between the West and China, the China-Sol-
omon Islands security pact became Solomon
Islands’ strength to overcome and contain
the possibility of potential militarisation up-
heavals that would disrupt the security sta-
bility of the Solomon Islands region that the
West could trigger.

Second, there needs to be more satis-
faction with the Regional Assistance Mission
to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) in maintaining
security in the Solomon Islands. Even though
the Solomon Islands accepted Australia’s
presence, it did not become the primary se-
curity actor in Solomon. Third, the Solomon
Islands are interested in establishing security
cooperation with China as a preventive mea-
sure against conflict due to concerns about
the security of ethnic Chinese, who have a
major influence on the Solomon economy.
Fourth, the Solomon Islands’ trust in China
has positioned Chinese police security in an
important role, as they have trained local col-
leagues from Solomon in techniques related

to maintaining security.

Based on the description above, it be-
comes apparent that three main urges drive
the Solomon Islands’ interest in cooperation
with China. First, from a geographical stand-
point, the Solomon Islands gain a strategic
advantage by being situated on the global
trade route within China’s BRI program.
This positioning offers Solomon the oppor-
tunity to integrate into global trade, partic-
ularly with the Chinese market. Additional-
ly, the Solomon Islands receives assistance
in the form of infrastructure development.
Second, China’s involvement in the Solo-
mon Islands provides significant economic
benefits. The Solomon Islands gains access
to the Chinese market with uncomplicated
regulations, facilitating integration into ex-
port activities. Notably, wood commodities
are the largest exports from the Solomon Is-
lands to China. Third, security cooperation
with China yields several advantages for the
Solomon Islands. It allows the Solomon Is-
lands to counter Western influence, which
could trigger conflict in the South Pacific.
This cooperation serves as a preventive mea-
sure against ethnic conflicts, addressing the
Solomon Islands’ fears of future conflicts.
Furthermore, China assumes a pioneering
role in Solomon’s security landscape follow-
ing the failure of Australia’s RAMSI.
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Small States’ Power Utilisation by the
Solomon Islands Under US-China Ri-
valry

Particular-Intrinsic

When discussing power in interna-
tional relations, something usually comes to
mind: intrinsic powers such as population,
territory, GDP, and military capabilities.
These indicators are commonly used to un-
derstand countries’ classification as great
power, middle power, or small states. The
problem with this idea i1s that when we use
these indicators to categorize, it prevents us
from seeing the context extensively and re-
alizing that there is something these small
states have that could be utilized to gain their
very own interest.

In the book “A Small State’s Guide
to Influence in World Politics,” Tom Long
(2022, p.62) argues that “...though small
states lack many of the normal categories
of capabilities, they may possess particular
forms of intrinsic power”. Different from
Intrinsic power, particular intrinsic power is
something that a state possesses but cannot
utilize until other states give it meaning or
have a specific goal.

As discussed before, the Solomon Is-
lands’ strategy to respond to China-US rival-
ry raises the question of how a small country
in the middle of nowhere has enough cour-
age to go against the mainstream. When the
majority of Pacific countries choose to side
with the Western allies, the Solomon Islands
tend to side with the new emerging force in
the region, China. From the surface, this pol-
icy might seem risky considering the West

(i.e., Australia and the U.S.) are still holding
the title of ‘traditional hegemony’ of the Pa-
cific, which is demonstrated by the fact that
there are still many countries tied with them.
Analyzing from the perspective of the
Solomon Islands, the competition between
these great powers poses a big opportunity
for them to utilize. China has shown a strong
interest in the region as one of the important
routes for its Belt and Road Initiative proj-
ect. Many countries in the region, like Pap-
ua New Guinea, Samoa, Vanuatu, Fiji, and
Solomon Islands, have already joined and
gained many benefits from BRI, both in the
form of physical infrastructure and cultural
education development (Li, 2022). Among
those countries, the Solomon Islands might
be one of the largest beneficiaries, and it has
the closest relationship with China as the
only country siding with them. Using small
power theory analysis, these circumstances
could give an extra advantage to the Solo-
mon Islands for their very own interests.
The Solomon Islands is a particular
intrinsic power that could be understood
when put in the context of BRI and Chi-
na-US rivalry. As Tom Long (2022) said, in-
trinsic power only becomes valuable when
it is given meaning and applied to specific
goals. That explains the Solomon Islands’
decision to choose Beijing amidst the force-
ful Western response. The Solomon Islands
also benefited from the security pact with the
conclusion of the Regional Assistance Mis-
sion to Solomon Island (RAMSI); with the
unrest that happened recently domestically,
this security pact gave the Solomon Islands
power to handle domestic issues with China
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helping Solomon Islands police force, this se-
curity pact, in turn, gives China clearance to
put military presence in the country to help
with improving local police.

By the context of particular intrinsic
power, the Solomon Islands holds a geopo-
litical advantage; the country was located
strategically between Australia and the U.S.
states of Hawaii; with the now-signed secu-
rity pacts, many wonder if China’s military
presence could lead to a permanent mili-
tary base, the western especially Australia
has seen the region as a buffer zone (Wal-
lis, 2021). With the considerable failure of
RAMSI, the focus of the Solomon Islands
on security, and the geopolitical advantages
that the Solomon Islands poses, Solomon Is-
lands have strong bargaining power with the
major powers in the region in terms of secu-
rities and economics trade.

We believe that the Solomon Islands’
decision to balance U.S. hegemony in the
region by siding with China as a means of
deterrence, the creation of AUKUS and the
plan of developing nuclear-powered subma-
rines are seen by the Solomon Islands as a
threat and a violation to Rarotonga Treaty. If
the region still chooses to side with the U.S.,
they would not have the capabilities to stop
AUKUS; thus, Solomon Islands’ decision to
side with China not only as a means to deter
but also to gain for themself is seen as fully
utilize their particular-intrinsic with China
seeing the partnership between Solomon Is-
lands is a massive gain while the U.S. seen
the reality that Solomon Islands has now
choose their rival as a major blow both to the
U.S. interest and influence in Pacific Region.

This move also shows that the Solomon Is-
lands play a major role and have significant
influence in the middle of China-US rivalry
in the Pacific Region.

Derivative

In the context of the Solomon Is-
lands, derivative power is evident through
their growing relations with China in recent
years. As China seeks to counter the hege-
mony of the U.S. and its allies in the Pacific
Islands Region, the Solomon Islands’ deci-
sion to accept China’s security pact offer will
be favorable to China. Given that the Solo-
mon Islands is the only country in the Pacif-
ic Islands region that accepts China’s offer,
their relationship with China is highly val-
ued. This opens up opportunities for the Sol-
omon Islands to influence China’s policies,
particularly in the realms of security and the
economy, which could benefit them.

Solomon Islands’ interest in security
is driven by concerns about securing them-
selves not only from external threats but also
from domestic riots. Externally, the Solomon
Islands is in a disadvantaged position as the
U.S. and its allies aim to deploy nuclear-pow-
ered submarines to monitor the Pacific Is-
lands Region. This threat could be mitigated
by aligning with China, as China’s security
pact with the Solomon Islands would serve
as a deterrent to potential adversaries. It is
important to note that the Solomon Islands
is situated in the heart of the Pacific Islands
Region, which would significantly enhance
the deterrent effect on the U.S. and its allies.
By doing so, the Solomon Islands could influ-
ence China to seek protection from the threat
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posed by U.S. nuclear-powered submarines.

On the domestic front, the Solomon
Islands has frequently experienced riots. As
the Solomon Islands government seeks to
maintain the trust of its people, it is imper-
ative to stabilize these domestic conflicts.
Prior to signing the security pact with China,
the Solomon Islands received assistance from
Australia in managing domestic conflicts
through the Regional Assistance Mission to
Solomon Islands (RAMSI). However, since
RAMSI failed to meet the Solomon Islands’
expectations in stabilizing riots, the Solomon
Islands needed an alternative. China provid-
ed the answer, as the Solomon Islands could
leverage China’s assistance in maintaining
internal stability. Given China’s interest in
gaining influence in the Pacific Islands Re-
gion to counter the US, Solomon Islands can
request additional support from China to
protect its government from riots.

From the Chinese perspective, if the
Solomon Islands were to make both de-
mands to China, the possibility of them
being applied would be significant. As per
Long (2022), when the relationship between
small states and great powers is built around
mutual benefits regarding a specific issue,
achieving derivative power becomes more
likely. This argument could be applicable
to the relationship between China and the
Solomon Islands, especially as China faces
pressure from the U.S. and its allies to secure
their assets in the Pacific Islands Region.
Consequently, this could lead to more open
relations between China and the Solomon
Islands, aimed at advancing their respective
interests. In sum, China would likely have

a clearer understanding of the Solomon Is-
lands’ goals in this issue.

Solomon Islands’ interest in the econ-
omy can be seen in their approach to BRI.
China’s Belt and Road Initiative has become
one of the most influential economic coop-
eration programs in the world. To date, 149
countries have signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) with China. These
countries span various continents: in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa, there are 44 countries; in Eu-
rope and Central Asia, there are 35 countries;
25 countries are in East Asia and the Pacific;
in Latin America and the Caribbean, there
are as many as 21 countries; 18 countries are
in the Middle East and North Africa, and
Southeast Asia, there are 6 countries. Solo-
mon Islands signed the BRI MoU on Octo-
ber 1, 2019, and belongs to the lower-mid-
dle-income group (Wang, 2023).

The cooperation between the Sol-
omon Islands and China through the BRI
program provides substantial benefits, par-
ticularly in two main areas: the economy
and security. Economically, the Solomon
Islands have become a trading partner that
can integrate into the Chinese market, with
the largest export commodity being wood.
Additionally, the duty-free treatment for
97% of the Solomon Islands’ exports eases
the process of exporting to China. This treat-
ment is highly advantageous for the Solomon
Islands, given its status as a country with a
middle to lower-income economy (Solomon
Government, 2021).

Through BRI cooperation, China is
committed to assisting the Solomon Islands
in the form of infrastructure development,
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mining projects, and agreements related to
the rental of Tulagi Island as a seaport for the
benefit of the BRI initiative. Moreover, there
is a sister city cooperation between Guang-
zhou province and Guadalcanal in the Sol-
omon Islands. China’s commitment offers
significant benefits to the Solomon Islands,
not only bolstering its economic growth but
also sustaining its development and progress.

In terms of China’s security, China
views the Solomon Islands as a strategic is-
land, not only as a BRI sea route but also
geopolitically as a factor in China’s balance
of power against the United States. De-
spite being a small island, the Solomon Is-
lands wield significant influence over major
countries like the United States and China.
Through the established cooperation, the se-
curity of the Solomon Islands has become
China’s responsibility and intervention, en-
abling China to exercise security control and
maintain the balance of power. Additionally,
China’s presence unconsciously reduces the
intervention of Western countries and pre-
vents the Solomon Islands from being drawn
into conflicts in the South Pacific region.

In the eyes of China, the Solomon Is-
lands are considered an important island that
provides geopolitical and economic benefits
and serves China’s interests in the South Pa-
cific. As a country with substantial financial
resources, China is committed to providing
maximum assistance to the Solomon Islands,
as well as to other countries like Australia
and others. Therefore, although the Solomon
Islands may be a small island, it exerts signif-
icant influence, particularly in the realm of

global powers. Large countries see the Solo-

mon Islands as an investment hub, present-
ing an opportunity for the Solomon Islands
to enjoy economic and security benefits.

Collective Power Potential

In the case of the Solomon Islands,
collective power could be achieved through
the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). This insti-
tution consists of the Pacific Islands nations
plus Australia and New Zealand (Pacific Is-
lands Forum, 2024). PIF, like many other re-
gional government organizations, discusses
the challenges that are shared among Pacific
Nations. PIF has formulated a plan called
2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent,
which aims to make the Pacific region more
resilient to the changing world, especially
in economic and environmental conditions.
PIF can be seen as a form of collective power
in Pacific Islands Regions since it accommo-
dates major issues that are common among
these states, particularly the climate crisis
issue. It also checks a lot of boxes to Tom
Long’s definition of collective power.

Even though the Solomon Islands
have signed a security pact with China, they
have not been excluded from the PIF, nor has
their membership been terminated by the
institution. However, for a couple of events
conducted by the PIF, the Solomon Islands
opted not to attend them even when invit-
ed. These events include the US-PIF Leader
Summit and the PIF Leader Meeting in 2023
(Hurst, 2023; Macmillan & Swanston, 2023).
This could have been a missed opportunity
for the Solomon Islands to leverage their col-
lective power, as one means to utilize it is by

minimizing the cost of conducting foreign
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policy through joint action (Long, 2020). In
essence, those summits serve as a form of
joint action for reducing costs so that a small
state does not need to spend a significant
amount of funds to engage in bilateral coop-
eration to state their interests, compared to a
multilateral format.

However, there is also a drawback
when depending too much on collective pow-
er. Long (2016) mentions that a joint action
institution might provide a broader audience
to its members and can target multi-actor
fora, but it requires limiting the freedom of
small states. If the small state’s interest aligns
with the agenda of the institution, then they
will benefit. However, when it does not,
they will struggle to achieve their objectives.
Therefore, in the case of the Solomon Is-
lands, they might keep joining the summits
created by the U.S. or PIF itself. However,
it will only hinder their interests. In fact, by
opting out and aligning themselves with Chi-
na, Solomon Islands could face fewer con-
straints imposed by the majority interests
of Pacific Islands countries, which they are
more likely to need to address environmental
security concerns such as the climate crisis.
Meanwhile, the Solomon Islands prioritize
traditional security to secure their territory
not only from external threats but also to

quell domestic unrest.

Conclusion

The contest between major powers in
the Asia-Pacific region has been the subject
of numerous studies. Still, prior research has
predominantly concentrated on elucidating
the consequences of contestation and the

reactions of states in the region through an
analysis of their domestic circumstances in
an attempt to comprehend their decision.
However, we argue that it is imperative to
understand that the decisions of domestic
actors are not solely driven by profit-and-loss
considerations but also take into account
strategic indicators that can be utilized to
gain their interests. Applying the small states
theory as an analytical framework, we ob-
serve that the Solomon Islands’ response to
the China-US rivalry is substantiated by their
proficiency in using particular intrinsic and
derivative powers.

The competition between these ma-
jor powers presents a significant opportunity
for the Solomon Islands to exploit. In terms
of particular intrinsic power, one can under-
stand this by examining the context of the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Chi-
na-US rivalry, as its value only emerges when
given meaning and applied to specific goals.
Situated along the highly valued route of the
BRI, China deems the Solomon Islands ex-
ceptionally important for their regional and
even global vision. The Solomon Islands
also hold a geopolitical advantage due to
their strategic positioning between Austra-
lia and the U.S. state of Hawaii. With recent
security pacts signed with Beijing, there are
concerns about whether this could lead to a
Chinese military presence in the region that
might provoke the Western allies. In terms of
derivative power, the Solomon Islands could
leverage their strong ties with China. Acting
as a lone wolf—China’s sole strategic partner
in the region—the Solomon Islands possess
considerable bargaining power towards Chi-
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na to advance their security interests. This is
evident in China’s willingness to send its po-
lice to assist the Solomon Islands government
in maintaining order. Economically, the Sol-
omon Islands potentially stand to gain sub-
stantial benefits from China’s BRI project in
the region. The development of domestic in-
frastructure through the BRI could enhance
the quality and quantity of domestic prod-
ucts. This development, coupled with stron-
ger ties with China, also signifies increased
access to the Chinese market. This maneuver
reflects the Solomon Islands’ smart policy in
responding to the presence of major powers
in the region. As a small state in the heart
of the Pacific Ocean, they endeavor to maxi-
mize advantages for their country rather than
remaining passive and trapped in the rivalry
between two major powers.
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