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Question: Can the Pacific Island Games be a positive influence to bring 

Pacific Island Nations together to affect positive change regionally? 

Thesis: Sport and competition serves as a positive means of building 

Pacific Regionalism. 

Issue: Pacific Island nations often lack the resources to achieve large scale 

change independently. As the world becomes more globally 

interconnected, human interaction is often replaced by technology in the 

name of efficiency and ease. Personal relationships are central to the 

Pacific way of life and sports may serve as an excellent medium in which 

Pacific Island Nations can come together to achieve regional change.  

 

Affecting Change through Sports 

 In recent history sports have served as a platform for social 

change with the ultimate goal being the development of meaningful 

legislature to combat these social issues. The Modern Slavery Act 2015 (MSA) was developed by the UK and 

includes measures to combat human trafficking and protect children while attending public athletic events.1 

After winning the 2019 World Cup, the US women’s soccer team used the national stage to fight for equal pay.2 
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Key Points:   

 
 Personal relationships 

centered on mutual 
respect and compassion 
are key to engagement 
within the Pacific Island 
Nations. 

 It is possible to unify 
people in the 
achievement of a 
common goal while still 
respecting a nations 
individual culture, 
customs, and 
sovereignty. 

 The unique culture of the 
Pacific Island Nations 
provides a blueprint for 
others to engage 
productively on highly 
sensitive issues. 

 Sports and competition 
are the modern day 
expression of the Pacific 
Islander’s Warrior 
culture. 
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In 2018, Egyptian marathon runner Manal A. Rostom and weightlifting athlete Amna Al Hadad (UAE) assisted 

Nike in revolutionizing the “Pro Hijab.”3 Pacific Island nations can reference these examples to affect change not 

only within the “Blue Pacific”, but globally.  

 The Pacific Islands Forum “Boe Declaration” addresses an expanded security concept with climate 

change as the number one security issue affecting Pacific Island Nations.4 Additionally, outside organizations and 

countries illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing (IUU) further strain the environment and negatively 

impact local culture and economies.5 Pacific Island Nations are especially vulnerable to cyber-crime, money 

laundering, and trafficking.6 Domestic violence and women’s equality continues to be of great concern at both 

the local and national levels.7 These are gigantic issues that even the largest and wealthiest countries struggle 

with. The limited resources of each individual Pacific Island Nation means that the most likely solutions will be 

derived from working together. This idea of a unified effort to address these issues, while retaining the 

individuality of each nation, is captured in the ideals of Pacific Regionalism.  

 Pacific Regionalism is defined as “the expression of a common sense of identity and purpose, leading 

progressively to the sharing of institutions, resources, and markets, with the purpose of complementing national 

efforts, overcoming common constraints, and enhancing sustainable and inclusive development within Pacific 

countries and territories and for the Pacific region as a whole.”8  

The Pacific Island Games of 2019, held in Samoa, did a superb job of addressing many Pacific Island 

Nation issues. Water-purification stations reduced waste and for the waste that was created there were 

recycling points everywhere you looked throughout the game’s venues.  Social and economic inequality was 

addressed by making admission affordable at a mere 5WST (1.88USD) at each location. That coupled with the 

surge of public transportation made the games more accessible to lower income families wishing to attend. The 

result was standing room only in many events such as volleyball, tennis, and basketball. Unlike most national 

events regional leaders sitting amongst their citizens in unified support of their athletes. Additionally, 

affordability resulted in long-lines at local vendors and family businesses who sold food and locally made goods 

for tourists throughout the event.  

Formal addresses by regional leaders focused on additional issues of importance. At the closing 

ceremony, Prime Minster Tuilaepa addressed continuing education for the regions’ youth and the importance of 

developing the young minds of the Pacific so that they could apply that knowledge to bettering local 

communities. PM Tuilaepa clearly articulated the opportunities that sports provide to further education through 

athletic scholarships to countries like New Zealand, China, and the US. The second and more sensitive topic was 

transgender inclusion in the Pacific Island Games. The argument could be made that no country is better suited 

to discuss this topic than Samoa. The concept of fa’afafine, or the third gender,” is an idea that is not often 

considered but has been a part of Samoan culture since pre-colonialism.9  

Samoa and it’s hosting of the 2019 Pacific Island Games show-cased the ability to connect islanders from 

throughout the Pacific while simultaneously setting the example in how to affect change with regional issues. 

The donations and support of countries such as New Zealand, France, Australia, Japan, China, Great Britain and 

the US provide infrastructure development and opportunities for competitors to showcase their talents to 

institutes of higher education. The streaming of these events on social media means that future games can 
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reach millions of viewers otherwise unable to witness the local Warrior spirit and humility. This sets the ground 

work for the Pacific Island Nations to address their security issues on a global stage with sports as the backdrop. 

The Pacific Island Games also showed that within Pacific Regionalism, the Pacific Island Nations are able 
to retain their cultural individuality.  During the games each country’s customs and courtesies were respected. 
Hakas performed by the likes of New Zealand and Tahiti were plenty. Gifts and displays of personal respect 
abounded, and all competitors and coaches graciously and politely accepted or participated when necessary. 
This unwavering respect for others before, during, and after competition speaks to the loving and caring nature 
of Pacific Islanders. As is common in sports however, the Warrior Spirit, emanated from each competitor as they 
represented their country.  

 
Samoa’s hosting of the 2019 Pacific Island Games proved to be a positive influence bringing Pacific 

Island Nations together in ways that affect positive change in the region. This is more important today than ever. 

Shortly following the Games Samoa suffered a devastating tragedy. A measles epidemic starting in September 

killed 81 people, many children, resulting in a six-week state of emergency.10 There were over 5,600 cases 

reported in the nation of around 200,000 people with most deaths in children under the age of 5.11  The 

response for the Pacific Island Nations and international community was swift. The Pacific Islands Forum Chair 

highlighted WHO, UNICEF, Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Community (SPC) as key contributors to relief 

efforts in Samoa.12 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic the 2021 Olympic Games being held in Tokyo provides the 

next opportunity for Pacific Island Nations to band together. They’ll not only to memorialize those claimed by 

the 2019 Samoan Measles epidemic and the COVID-19 pandemic, but work to heal those wounds in friendly 

competition. This stage and it’s occurrence in the Pacific will afford Pacific Island Nations an opportunity to 

advocate for their security efforts such as environmental security, continued education for the region’s youth, 

and inclusion for transgender athletes.  

Following the 2021 Olympics the region will come together in the Solomon Islands for the 2023 Pacific 

Island Games. Once again, Pacific Island Nations will not only bond through sport and competition, but have 

another opportunity to address social issues that affect not only themselves, but the greater global community. 

Many thanks to the APCSS Alumni of Samoa and the contributions of others for their hospitality and 

professionalism. Although behind the scenes, the efforts of each of them had a profound effect on the Games 

execution, public safety, and hospitality for those visiting the islands. We keep them in our prayers as they 

continue to deal with the grief caused by the measles epidemic and hope that they hold strong to each other, 

their families, and their faith in the coming months. Samoa…WE ON! 
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