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U.S. STRATEGY 
IN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS REGION 

THURSDAY, MARCH 14, 2024 

U.S. SENATE, 
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN RELATIONS, 

Washington, DC. 

The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:35 a.m., in room 
SD–419, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Benjamin J. Cardin, 
chairman of the committee, presiding. 

Present: Senators Cardin [presiding], Menendez, Kaine, Schatz, 
Van Hollen, Duckworth, Risch, Romney, Ricketts, Young, and 
Hagerty. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BENJAMIN L. CARDIN, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM MARYLAND 

The CHAIRMAN. This hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee will come to order. 

For thousands of years Pacific Islanders have been masters of 
the sea, navigating oceans by canoe guided only by the stars. With 
climate change and globalization hitting their shores, they have be-
come innovators on how to save their heritage. 

There are over a million and a half Americans of Pacific Island 
ancestry and over 1,000 citizens from Freely Associated States 
serving in the United States Armed Forces. 

This puts people to people ties at the heart of our relationship 
to a part of the world that has been vital to the strategic interests 
of the United States. 

During World War II the U.S. Navy built an airstrip on what is 
now the Nation of Kiribati. But today it is the People’s Republic 
of China that has planned to rebuild the former American airstrip. 

Beijing is signing policing deals to provide cybersecurity and 
community policing assistance in the region. Since the Solomon Is-
lands changed their recognition from Taiwan to China, PRC nation-
als have moved to the islands, flooding the market with low cost 
goods, extracting timber and fish and other resources, bringing in 
tourism practices that threaten the natural environment, in some 
cases setting up transnational criminal operations that evade the 
limited capacity of local law enforcement. 

All this compounds the forces that drive young people to search 
for economic opportunities elsewhere, developments that are deeply 
concerning to the United States and our allies in the region like 
Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. 

At the same time Pacific Island nations are on the front lines of 
the climate crisis. Many are only a few feet above sea level. This 
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makes them particularly vulnerable to extreme weather events 
brought on by climate change. 

Not only does this mean many of these nations could be uninhab-
itable in coming decades, it presents serious threats to important 
sensitive American military installations. 

Earlier this year a series of extreme waves damaged a U.S. mili-
tary base at the Marshall Islands, a base used as a space and mis-
sile test range for the United States Department of Defense with 
some of the Army’s most sophisticated tracking equipment. 

So I am pleased that the Biden administration has prioritized 
our engagement in the region. Building new embassies is not 
easy—we all know that—especially where land and domestic capac-
ity is limited and ocean levels are rising. But I want to encourage 
the department to be creative and to move as quickly as possible. 

Beijing will not slow down its efforts to gain influence in this im-
portant region. Neither should we. Congress recently passed and 
funded for all three Compact of Free Association nations, and we 
are glad that the COFA was finally enacted. 

For more than 40 years COFA agreements have governed these 
critical relationships. The Biden administration has called these 
COFA the bedrock of the U.S. role in the Pacific. 

I want to thank Senator Manchin, Barrasso, and Ranking Mem-
ber Risch for their bipartisan leadership in getting COFA agree-
ments across the finish line and signed by the President. I also 
want to acknowledge the leadership of Senator Schatz and Senator 
Hirono in regards to that agreement. 

I wish the same spirit of cooperation applied to our China bill 
and the Administration’s outcompete China proposal which has 
been proposed again in this year’s budget. 

U.S. competition with China concerns almost every single mem-
ber of our committee as well as most members of the U.S. Senate. 

I appreciate the staff on both sides getting us to about 80 percent 
there. We now need to reach the finish line. But if we are serious 
about countering China, I ask the ranking member to work with 
me and every member of this committee to finish the job in the 
next work period. 

I also want to thank our witnesses for appearing before us today. 
We have a distinguished panel of witnesses, and I look forward to 
your presentations. 

I hope you will speak about how we can speed up the expansion 
of our diplomatic presence, how do we work with Australia, New 
Zealand, and Japan and others to support and foster economic op-
portunities in the Pacific Islands, what we can do to climate proof 
our military installations to defend our national security interests 
in the years to come, recognizing the great risks there. 

And finally, I ask that you lay out what is at stake for the 
United States military in the region if we fail to engage. I look for-
ward to your testimony. 

With that, let me turn to the distinguished ranking member Sen-
ator Risch. 
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STATEMENT OF HON. JAMES E. RISCH, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM IDAHO 

Senator RISCH. Well, thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. 
Before I start on my prepared remarks, let me say that on the 

China issue, like the issues we are talking about today, this is a 
bipartisan issue, and we should do that. 

On February 6, as you know, I wrote you a letter about this, and 
we have not had a response to that yet. But we should air these 
things privately, and that will continue on, I am sure. But these 
are bipartisan issues—nonpartisan issues, not partisan issues. 

We have had a long history of friendship with the Pacific Islands, 
and this hearing comes as we usher in the next chapter of U.S. 
commitment to the region. Just last week Congress acted to renew 
the Compacts of Free Association. 

As you noted, Mr. Chairman, these agreements are foremost a 
promise to the three compact countries—Micronesia, the Marshall 
Islands, and Papua. Through these compacts we partner with them 
to advance economic prosperity, provide for U.S. military veterans 
from these nations, provide cooperation in areas of law enforcement 
and judicial training, and much more. 

Further, our security partnership with these states are critical. 
In World War II we fought our way across the Pacific, costing sig-
nificant American blood and treasure. We have been in that region 
for decades, and with these agreements we stay for years to come. 
They are a strategic investment in our national defense and in our 
partners in the Indo-Pacific region. 

However, in order to maximize these partnerships the Adminis-
tration must adjust its policies to demonstrate U.S. focus and com-
mitment are not going anywhere. First, our diplomatic presence in 
this region still need serious work. We have been too slow to get 
our diplomats permanently on the ground to push back against 
Chinese influence. 

I am also concerned about the lack of support for the diplomats 
we do have in the Pacific. Nowhere is this more evident than the 
Solomon Islands. By the time the State Department started paying 
attention, China was already signing a major security agreement. 

When the department asked for personnel for the post it did not 
ask for a single public affairs officer to push back against the Chi-
nese propaganda. 

This is a large globe. There is a lot of countries. But my staff has 
been monitoring this particular region for the numerous important 
reasons that I just mentioned. 

This is not just about getting our people on the ground. Once 
there they must be able to do their job and advance U.S. interests. 
It is clear we are moving at the speed of bureaucracy and not the 
speed of relevance. 

I have sent five letters to Secretary Blinken urging a nuanced ex-
peditionary approach to our diplomatic expansion. I have encour-
aged using these flexibilities that my Secure Embassies Construc-
tion and Counterterrorism Act provides to stand up our diplomatic 
presence and creating a South Pacific management platform to im-
prove support to these remote missions. 

The Solomon Islands example brings me to a second issue, secu-
rity cooperation. In addition to greater Chinese military and law 
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enforcement presence in the Solomon Islands, other nations con-
tinue to explore security arrangements with China. 

Luckily, in May 2022 Pacific Island countries came together and 
rejected China’s push for a region wide security agreement. That 
was proof of what dedication to sovereignty and regional unity can 
achieve. 

Papua New Guinea, which just signed a new security pact with 
us last year, has been approached by China about new security and 
policing arrangements. Chinese police are present in Kiribati and 
we know China has set its sights on other nations. 

I would like the Departments of State and Defense here today to 
discuss the implementation of our security pact with Papua New 
Guinea and help the committee understand how this agreement 
serves our interests region wide. 

I would also like an update on where Chinese security coopera-
tion initiatives are causing the greatest concern and how we are 
working with our partners to address it. I would especially like the 
Defense Department to discuss Australia’s role in security for the 
Pacific Islands. We all know about AUKUS, but there is certainly 
more to it than that. 

Finally, I would like an update on economic development in this 
region. I am aware of our work on undersea cables and illegal fish-
ing but want to know what other concrete projects we are pursuing. 

I want real details on this, not just descriptions about creating 
an enabling environment or building stakeholder networks, et 
cetera, et cetera. We know that some Chinese projects, like a hos-
pital in Fiji, did backfire. But this means the U.S. and our partners 
need to get our act together more quickly. 

With that, I will turn it back to the chairman. 
Thanks, Mr. Chair. 
The CHAIRMAN. I thank Senator Risch for his opening comments, 

and we will always attempt to work together on all issues, includ-
ing this region. 

I want to welcome all three of our witnesses to today’s hearing. 
I will introduce you, and then you will have approximately 5 min-
utes to give your opening statements. Your entire statements, with-
out objections, will be made part of the record. 

Welcome, Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink. 
He is a career member of the senior Foreign Service and has 

been an American diplomat since 1994. He has served in numerous 
posts in the Indo-Pacific region including most recently as the 
former U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam. 

Assistant Secretary Ratner, welcome. 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Indo-Pacific Security Affairs 

and also along with this committee under then Chairman Biden. 
So you get special privileges. You can speak for 5 minutes and 

10 seconds. 
[Laughter.] 
The CHAIRMAN. He has also served as a senior adviser on China 

to the Secretary of Defense. 
And then we have Assistant Administrator Schiffer who is no 

stranger to this committee, and we welcome his return to SD–419 
in his capacity at USAID to talk about his work in the Pacific Is-
land region. 
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Again, as alum you get the extra—we will give you an extra 15 
seconds because you and I worked together when I was chair of 
that subcommittee. 

Mr. Schiffer is a former senior advisor and counselor on the For-
eign Relations Committee covering issues related to the Indo-Pa-
cific, so he in theory should be able to anticipate and answer every 
one of our questions. 

Mr. Schiffer also brings an abundance of experience prior to his 
service on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, previously 
served as Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for East Asia and 
as program officer at the Stanley Foundation responsible for the 
foundation’s Asia programs. 

With that, we will start. 
Senator RICKETTS. Mr. Chairman, can I interrupt for just a mo-

ment? 
The CHAIRMAN. Certainly. 
Senator RICKETTS. I would like to note that Assistant Secretary 

Kritenbrink is actually from Nebraska so maybe he should get 10 
seconds for that. 

[Laughter.] 
The CHAIRMAN. Absolutely. 
Senator RISCH. This committee is getting a little out of hand. 
The CHAIRMAN. I can understand that. 
Mr. Secretary. 

STATEMENT OF HON. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK, ASSISTANT 
SECRETARY OF STATE FOR EAST ASIAN AND PACIFIC AF-
FAIRS, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE, WASHINGTON, DC 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Mr. Chairman, good morning. 
Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, members of this com-

mittee, thank you very much for convening this hearing and for the 
opportunity to testify on U.S. strategy in the strategically impor-
tant Pacific Islands region. 

I am honored to be joined by my colleagues from the Department 
of Defense and USAID today, and I understand my good friend, the 
Pacific Island former Secretary General Henry Puna, is here as 
well and honored by his presence as well. 

The United States is a Pacific nation, and we share longstanding 
historic and cultural ties with our Pacific Island neighbors. As Vice 
President Harris said in 2022, the history and future of the Pacific 
Islands and the United States are inextricably linked. 

U.S. prosperity and security depend on the Pacific region remain-
ing free and open, prosperous, secure, and resilient. The Pacific Is-
lands are important partners on many global issues, from standing 
together at the U.N. on human rights and opposing Russia’s illegal 
and unprovoked invasion of Ukraine to contributing to global secu-
rity through peacekeeping operations and to tackling the climate 
crisis as well as combating illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
fishing. 

The Pacific Islands face significant challenges to their security 
and their prosperity, including from climate change and economic 
shocks, making the region more vulnerable to influence from the 
PRC. 
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As Secretary Blinken has said the PRC is the only country with 
both the intent to reshape the international order, and increas-
ingly, the economic, diplomatic, military and technological power to 
do it. 

That certainly holds true in the Pacific. Through foreign assist-
ance, elite capture, and robust public messaging campaigns, the 
PRC has moved aggressively to assert itself in the Pacific Islands. 

In addition, in recent years three Pacific Island countries have 
switched diplomatic ties from Taiwan to the PRC. And in 2022, as 
the chairman and ranking member noted, the Solomon Islands 
signed an unprecedented security agreement with the PRC, the de-
tails of which have not been publicly released. 

Of course, as we have often said, we are not in the business of 
forcing countries to choose, neither in the Pacific nor anywhere 
else. But we do want to ensure that countries in the Pacific have 
a choice and the ability to make their own sovereign decisions free 
from coercion. 

Under the Administration’s Indo-Pacific strategy and Pacific 
Partnership Strategy the United States has expanded its diplo-
matic and development engagement with the Pacific Islands. 

President Biden has convened two summits to engage with Pa-
cific Island leaders on shared priorities including climate change, 
trade and investment, and a free and open Pacific region. 

Since the first Pacific Island summit in 2022 we have announced 
plans to work with Congress to provide over $8 billion in new fund-
ing and programs. We opened embassies in the Solomon Islands 
and Tonga in 2023, and we will open an embassy in Vanuatu later 
this year. 

We also continue to work with the government of Kiribati on our 
plan to open an embassy there. We recognize the Cook Islands and 
Niue as sovereign and independent states. Peace Corps volunteers 
have returned to Fiji, Samoa, and Tonga, and they are planning to 
return to Vanuatu later this year and Palau in 2025. 

We appointed the first ever U.S. envoy to the Pacific Islands 
Forum to enhance cooperation with the region’s leading foreign pol-
icy body. 

We have also increased our presence and assistance through the 
U.S. Coast Guard and maritime domain awareness programs. 

In 2023 we signed the Defense Cooperation Agreement with 
Papua New Guinea, which will increase our engagement with the 
region’s most populous country. We are also working with partners 
to increase internet access in the Pacific, and together with Aus-
tralia have pledged $65 million to finance future submarine cable 
connectivity for Pacific Island countries. 

We have announced our intention to request from Congress $600 
million over 10 years beginning with the fiscal year 2024 request 
in support of a new economic assistance agreement related to the 
South Pacific tuna treaty, which is crucial to the region’s economy 
and has been a cornerstone of our relationship in the region for 
over three decades. 

Our strategy is also multilateral. In 2022 the United States, Aus-
tralia, Japan, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom launched the 
Partners in the Blue Pacific, an informal strategic coordination ini-
tiative guided by Pacific priorities. 
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Since its inception the grouping has expanded to include addi-
tional partners and has announced tangible initiatives on disaster 
relief, disaster resilience, cybersecurity, and ocean and fisheries re-
search. 

The U.S. shares especially close relationships with the Republic 
of Palau, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Federated 
States of Micronesia. Our Compacts of Free Association with these 
three countries and the economic assistance we provide in support 
of those compacts are key to maintaining the stability and pros-
perity of our closest Pacific Island partners and to safeguarding our 
shared long term defense and strategic interests in the region. 

I want to sincerely thank the Congress and the members of this 
committee for approving the compact agreements and authorizing 
the necessary funding and authorities on a bipartisan basis that 
will allow us to move steadily ahead in our partnership with these 
vitally important countries. 

In conclusion, I wish to reiterate the Pacific region’s critical im-
portance to the United States and our long term strategic interests. 
I look forward to working with Congress and this committee to con-
tinue our renewed engagement across the Pacific in an era of in-
creased geostrategic competition. 

Thank you very much. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Kritenbrink follows:] 

Prepared Statement of Mr. Daniel J. Kritenbrink 

Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, and members of the committee, thank 
you for convening this hearing and for the opportunity to testify on U.S. strategy 
in the strategically important Pacific Islands region. I’m pleased to be joined today 
by Ely Ratner, Assistant Secretary for Defense for Indo-Pacific Security Affairs, and 
Michael Schiffer, Assistant Administrator of the Bureau for Asia at USAID. 

The United States is a Pacific nation, and we share longstanding historic and cul-
tural ties with our Pacific Islands neighbors. As Vice President Harris said in 2022, 
‘‘The history and future of the Pacific Islands and the United States are inextricably 
linked.’’ U.S. prosperity and security depend on the Pacific region remaining free 
and open, prosperous, secure, and resilient. The Pacific Islands are important part-
ners on many global issues, from standing together at the U.N. on human rights 
and opposing Russia’s illegal and unprovoked invasion of Ukraine; to contributing 
to global security through peacekeeping operations; and to tackling the climate cri-
sis as well as combatting illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. 

The Pacific Islands face significant challenges to their security and prosperity in-
cluding from climate change and economic shocks, making the region more vulner-
able to influence from the PRC. As Secretary Blinken has said, the PRC is the only 
country with both the intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, 
the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to do it. That certainly 
holds true in the Pacific. Through foreign assistance, elite capture, and robust public 
messaging campaigns, the PRC has moved aggressively to assert itself in the Pacific 
Islands. In addition, in recent years, three Pacific Island countries have switched 
diplomatic ties from Taiwan to the PRC. And in 2022, Solomon Islands signed an 
unprecedented security agreement with the PRC, the details of which have not been 
publicly released. Of course, as we have often said, we are not in the business of 
forcing countries to choose—neither in the Pacific nor anywhere else. But we do 
want to ensure that countries in the Pacific have a choice, and the ability to make 
their own sovereign decisions, free from coercion. 

Under the Administration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy and Pacific Partnership Strat-
egy, the United States has expanded its diplomatic and development engagement 
with the Pacific Islands. President Biden has convened two Summits to engage with 
Pacific Islands leaders on shared priorities, including climate change, trade and in-
vestment, and a free and open Pacific region. Since the first Summit in 2022, we 
have announced plans to work with Congress to provide over $8 billion in new fund-
ing and programs. We opened embassies in Solomon Islands and Tonga in 2023 and 
intend to open an embassy in Vanuatu later this year. We also continue to work 
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with the Government of Kiribati on our plan to open an embassy there. We have 
recognized the Cook Islands and Niue as sovereign and independent states. Peace 
Corps Volunteers have returned to Fiji, Samoa, and Tonga, and are planning to re-
turn to Vanuatu later this year and Palau in 2025. We appointed the first-ever U.S. 
Envoy to the Pacific Islands Forum to enhance cooperation with the region’s leading 
foreign policy body. 

We have also increased our presence and assistance through the U.S. Coast 
Guard and maritime domain awareness programs. In 2023, we signed a Defense Co-
operation Agreement with Papua New Guinea, which will increase our engagement 
with the region’s most populous country. We are also working with partners to in-
crease internet access in the Pacific Islands, and together with Australia have 
pledged $65 million to finance future submarine cable connectivity for Pacific Island 
countries. 

We have announced our intention to request from Congress $600 million over 10 
years, beginning with the fiscal year 2024 request, in support of a new economic 
assistance agreement related to the South Pacific Tuna Treaty, which is crucial to 
the region’s economy and has been a cornerstone of our relationship in the region 
for over three decades. 

Our strategy is also multilateral. In 2022, the United States, Australia, Japan, 
New Zealand, and the United Kingdom launched the Partners in the Blue Pacific, 
an informal strategic coordination initiative guided by Pacific priorities. Since its in-
ception, the grouping has expanded to include additional partners and has an-
nounced tangible initiatives on disaster resilience, cybersecurity, and ocean and fish-
eries research. 

The United States shares especially close relationships with the Republic of 
Palau, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Federated States of Micronesia. 
Our Compacts of Free Association with these countries, and the economic assistance 
we provide in support of those Compacts, are key to maintaining the stability and 
prosperity of our closest Pacific Island partners and to safeguarding our shared 
long-term defense and strategic interests in the region. I want to thank Congress 
for approving the Compact agreements and authorizing the necessary funding and 
authorities on a bipartisan basis that will allow us to move steadily ahead in our 
partnership with these countries. 

In conclusion, I wish to reiterate the Pacific region’s critical importance to the 
United States and our long-term strategic interests. We look forward to working 
with Congress to continue our renewed engagement across the Pacific in an era of 
increased geostrategic competition. Thank you. 

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. 
Secretary Ratner. 

STATEMENT OF HON. ELY RATNER, ASSISTANT SECRETARY 
OF DEFENSE FOR INDO-PACIFIC SECURITY AFFAIRS, U.S. 
DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE, WASHINGTON, DC 

Mr. RATNER. Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, distin-
guished members of the committee, thank you for inviting me to 
testify today about how the Department of Defense is contributing 
to peace and security with U.S. partners across the Pacific Islands. 

I am here with my good friends Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink 
and Assistant Administrator Schiffer to underscore the Administra-
tion’s whole of government approach. 

From a national security perspective the Pacific Islands form an 
essential part of a strategically vital region. The U.S. military’s ac-
cess and posture in the Pacific Islands are crucial for our logistics, 
sustainment, and power projection throughout the region. 

Moreover, hundreds of billions of dollars in maritime trade flow 
through the Pacific Islands, and our partners there provide critical 
linkages between the continental United States and our allies 
across the Indo-Pacific. 

That is why the United States is strengthening our diplomatic, 
economic, and security ties throughout the Pacific Islands, and it 
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is why DOD plays a significant role in deepening these partner-
ships and sustaining our defense posture and presence. 

Importantly, this also includes our posture in Hawaii and the 
territories of Guam, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana 
Islands, and American Samoa. To highlight a few areas, the de-
partment is doubling down on our relationships with the Freely As-
sociated States, and we are capitalizing on our momentum with 
Papua New Guinea after concluding a landmark defense coopera-
tion agreement last year. 

We are building capacity through security cooperation, and we 
are conducting humanitarian assistance and disaster relief activi-
ties with our partners. 

We are also working together with allies and partners like Aus-
tralia, Japan, and New Zealand. More than ever, we are devoting 
attention and resources that reflect the strategic significance of this 
region. 

Mr. Chairman, I would also like to take a moment to underscore 
the importance of our Compacts of Free Association with the fed-
erated states of Micronesia, the Republic of Palau, and the Repub-
lic of the Marshall Islands. 

For decades our relationships with these partners have been an-
chored in the economic assistance that the United States has deliv-
ered under the compacts. Thanks to strong bipartisan support from 
Congress including critical leadership by members of this com-
mittee, that economic assistance will now extend to the 2040s 
through the appropriations bill that President Biden signed last 
week. 

Last year our friends at the State Department negotiated strong 
deals with each of the Freely Associated States to renew our com-
pacts. Providing the necessary funding was one of the most impor-
tant things Congress could do this year to advance our priorities 
in the Indo-Pacific. 

Defense experts, diplomats, senior military officials, and friends 
in the region all agreed that we had to get this done and because 
of you, we did. The compacts ensure that the United States can 
maintain a military presence in the Freely Associated States, and 
they enable FAS citizens to serve in the U.S. military. 

These agreements provide assured access for our operations, and 
they prevent would be adversaries from accessing sovereign FAS 
land, airspace, and territorial waters. 

The bottom line is that the compacts help secure a part of the 
Indo-Pacific that is larger than the continental United States. 

Mr. Chairman, we also know that the PRC is drawing from a 
range of coercive tools in an attempt to erode long standing U.S. 
partnerships and advance China’s own influence. 

In recent years these activities have included covert efforts to 
bribe local officials, economic pressure against sovereign nations 
that maintain diplomatic ties with Taiwan, and illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated fishing that harms both the environment and local 
economies. 

But Mr. Chairman, our commitment to the Pacific Islands and to 
peace, stability, and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region, will en-
dure. The Department of Defense looks forward to continue to work 
with Congress in this endeavor. 
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What we have achieved with our Pacific Islands partners in re-
cent years would not have been possible without your support, and 
delivering meaningful results in the years ahead will continue to 
require urgency, attention, resources, and strong partnership with 
Capitol Hill. 

Thank you for your time and attention, and I look forward to 
your questions, and I yield back my alumni 10 seconds. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Ratner follows:] 

Prepared Statement of Mr. Ely Ratner 

Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, and Members of the Committee: thank 
you for the opportunity today to discuss how the Department of Defense (DoD) is 
contributing to peace and security with U.S. partners across the Pacific Islands re-
gion. 

I am pleased to testify today alongside Assistant Secretary of State Kritenbrink 
and Assistant Administrator Schiffer, underscoring DoD’s commitment to advancing 
the Administration’s whole-of-government approach to this vital region. 

RECOGNIZING THE STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Peace, stability, and prosperity in the Pacific Islands are essential for advancing 
a free and open Indo-Pacific region. The U.S. economy—and indeed, the global econ-
omy—relies upon hundreds of billions of dollars in maritime trade that flows 
through the Pacific, with the Pacific Islands forming a strategically critical geog-
raphy. Additionally, as the broader Indo-Pacific region’s populations and economies 
continue to grow, the millions of people who live across the Pacific Islands make 
important cultural and economic contributions in the world’s most dynamic region. 
That is why the United States has committed to strengthening our diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and security ties with partners across the Pacific Islands, and the Depart-
ment of Defense is proud to play an important part. 

The United States is a Pacific power. Our defense posture in the Pacific Islands 
countries, ranging in levels of presence from a permanent footprint to rotational 
forces is critical for U.S. military logistics, sustainment, and power projection. This 
also includes our posture in Hawaii and the territories of Guam, the Commonwealth 
of the Northern Mariana Islands, and American Samoa. The Department of Defense 
is supporting U.S. efforts to strengthen our partnerships across the Pacific Islands, 
including through our defense and security ties with the Freely Associated States 
(FAS), capitalizing on momentum with Papua New Guinea following the signing of 
a landmark Defense Cooperation Agreement in 2023, building partner capacity 
through security cooperation, and conducting humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief. Importantly, we will also continue to work with U.S. allies and partners 
across the broader Indo-Pacific region as they deepen their connections with the Pa-
cific Islands. 

STRENGTHENING U.S. PARTNERSHIPS ACROSS THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Our strategic approach to the Pacific Islands region draws strength from our long-
standing partnerships, as well as the geographic proximity of Hawaii, Guam, Amer-
ican Samoa, and other U.S. territories. We share common concerns for our security 
and prosperity. And when it comes to honoring our shared history, our Defense 
POW/MIA Accounting Agency, for example, benefits from the strong cooperation of 
eight Pacific Island countries in their critical mission to provide the fullest possible 
accounting of missing DoD personnel from World War II. 

Across the region, the Department of Defense is supporting the Administration’s 
efforts to deliver on an unprecedented commitment to our relationships with the Pa-
cific Islands. 

RENEWING THE COMPACTS OF FREE ASSOCIATION 

The Department of Defense was pleased to see Congress recently pass the Admin-
istration’s Compact of Free Association Amendments Act of 2024 with a strong bi-
partisan majority—and we thank the many Members of this Committee who played 
a pivotal role in advocating for this legislation until its final passage. 

The U.S. Government has provided economic assistance to our partners in the 
Freely Associated States (FAS) for the last four decades; the vast majority of this 
assistance has been provided under the Compacts of Free Association (COFAs) and 
related agreements between the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), Republic of 
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Palau (Palau), and the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI). This assistance sup-
ports education, the environment, healthcare, and civilian infrastructure—and it 
provides a strong economic anchor that complements our defense and security part-
nership. Last year, the Administration reached agreements with the FAS partners 
that would extend U.S. economic assistance for an additional 20 years. 

Importantly, the Compacts ensure that the United States—and only the United 
States—can maintain a military presence in the FAS, and they allow FAS citizens 
to strengthen our All-Volunteer Force through dedicated military service in the U.S. 
Armed Forces. As part of these agreements, the U.S. military serves as the defense 
force for FSM, Palau, and RMI, which in return grant the United States assured 
access for our military operations, as well as sites for critical defense posture in the 
region. In particular, the Marshall Islands hosts the Ronald Reagan Ballistic Missile 
Test Site at Kwajalein Atoll; Palau will soon host the highly anticipated Tactical 
multi-Mission Over-the-Horizon Radar (TACMOR); and we are exploring opportuni-
ties for new cooperation, including with FSM on Yap island. The Compacts also 
limit the access of third country militaries or their personnel, including would-be ad-
versaries from accessing FAS land, airspace, and territorial seas, securing a key 
area of the Indo-Pacific region. Crucially, FAS citizens serve in the U.S. Armed 
Forces at higher proportionate rates than most American States, and we are proud 
of and grateful for their service. 

Failure to extend the economic assistance related to the Compacts would have had 
serious consequences for the economies of our FAS partners, our strategy in the 
broader Pacific Islands region, and, ultimately, our national security. However, Re-
publicans and Democrats, diplomats and defense experts, and senior U.S. civilian 
and military officials all agreed: U.S. partners in the FAS—and broader U.S. de-
fense priorities in the Indo-Pacific region—simply could not wait any longer. That 
is why passing the Compact of Free Association Amendments Act of 2024 marked 
one of the 118th Congress’ most significant achievements to advance U.S. strategic 
priorities in the Indo-Pacific region. 

DEEPENING DEFENSE TIES WITH PAPUA NEW GUINEA 

In 2023, the U.S. defense and security relationship with Papua New Guinea 
(PNG) broke new ground in historic ways. We entered into a Defense Cooperation 
Agreement (DCA) with PNG that will deepen bilateral security cooperation, 
strengthen the capacity of the PNG Defence Force, and increase regional stability 
and security. The agreement will facilitate bilateral and multilateral exercises and 
engagements in support of regional capacity building priorities and enables the 
United States to be more responsive in emergency situations, including through hu-
manitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR). Secretary Austin also had an op-
portunity to discuss the importance of our new DCA with senior leaders in Port 
Moresby, where he made history as the first U.S. Secretary of Defense to visit 
Papua New Guinea. 

BUILDING CAPACITY THROUGH SECURITY COOPERATION 

The Department of Defense works with countries bilaterally and on a regional 
basis to build partner capacity in critical areas like maritime domain awareness, 
maritime security, border security, and advancing women, peace, and security initia-
tives. DoD allocated more than $27 million to building partner capacity through 
Title 10 programming in Fiscal Year 2023. A significant amount of this maritime 
security-focused assistance can also support regional partner capacity to address il-
legal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, which has serious economic, envi-
ronmental, and security consequences for Pacific Island partners. 

The important work of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command’s Joint Interagency Task Force 
West (JIATF West), as well as the U.S. Coast Guard, also helps strengthen mari-
time domain awareness in the Pacific Islands. In Fiji, for example, JIATF West has 
supported the local government’s Maritime Surveillance and Rescue Coordination 
Center with computer equipment and updated software for maritime surveillance 
activities. Meanwhile, across the region, maritime law enforcement (or ‘‘shiprider’’) 
agreements with over one dozen partners in the Pacific Islands allow the Coast 
Guard to help patrol local exclusive economic zones with counterparts. Together, 
these efforts help the United States maintain a robust presence, deepen defense and 
security ties with partners, and help uphold the rule of law in the region. 

The Department’s security cooperation efforts extend beyond the maritime sphere. 
The DoD State Partnership Program plays an important role in the Pacific Islands, 
enabling the establishment of enduring people-to-people ties while building partner 
capacity and improving interoperability. The Nevada National Guard is partnered 
with Tonga, Fiji, and Samoa, and the Wisconsin National Guard is partnered with 
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Papua New Guinea. We are excited to expand the Guam/Hawaii partnership with 
the Philippines to the Republic of Palau this year. Another of our most enduring 
programs is our Civic Action Team in Palau—a tri-military service initiative that 
supports the community through construction projects, medical civic actions, and 
community relations. 

CONDUCTING HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND DISASTER RELIEF 

The Department also continues to strengthen U.S. ties across the Pacific Islands 
through supporting humanitarian assistance and disaster relief activities, in close 
partnership with our counterparts at the Department of State and the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID). In January, the nineteenth iteration of our 
Pacific Partnership mission concluded after 4 months of strengthening disaster re-
sponse preparedness and providing critical medical support across the Pacific Is-
lands region. In August 2023, USAID requested the unique capabilities of the De-
partment in response to a request of the Government of Papua New Guinea to sup-
port humanitarian assistance following volcanic eruptions at Mount Bagana. The 
Department was able to provide heavy lift rotary wing and tiltrotor support to 
USAID through the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit, moving personnel and supplies 
in and out of the affected area. In 2022, the USS SAMPSON supported a multi-
national humanitarian assistance effort alongside France, Australia, New Zealand, 
the UK, Japan, and others, following a volcanic eruption in Tonga. These operations 
demonstrate U.S. commitment and strengthen relationships in moments when our 
partners need us most. 

In addition to responding in times of need, we are also working to build our part-
ners’ own resilience to respond to such events, including by prioritizing HA/DR-fo-
cused exercises to build interoperability and share best practices. By joining with 
allies and partners in efforts to enhance resilience, we will both strengthen defense 
relationships and reduce requests for U.S. forces to respond to instability and hu-
manitarian emergencies. 

CONNECTING THE PACIFIC ISLANDS WITH THE BROADER INDO-PACIFIC REGION 

As the United States deepens our longstanding relationships with the Pacific Is-
lands, the Department is encouraged by how likeminded allies and partners across 
the broader Indo-Pacific region are also taking important steps to further strength-
en ties with the Pacific Island countries. These efforts exemplify how, across the 
Indo-Pacific region, the United States can work with our allies and partners as they 
advance a shared vision for peace and stability. 

In recent years, for example, the Department has launched the Indo-Pacific Part-
nership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA) alongside the Indo-Pacific Quad 
partners Australia, India, and Japan. The IPMDA initiative uses cutting-edge tech-
nology, including space-based commercial platforms, to deliver a sharper common 
maritime operating picture throughout the Indo-Pacific region. With radio frequency 
data, Pacific Island countries are gaining the ability to address potential violations 
of fisheries regulations in their waters by detecting vessels that have turned off 
their transponders. In a region as vast as the Pacific Ocean, where IUU fishing and 
trafficking remain persistent challenges, the IPMDA initiative will equip the Pacific 
Islands to protect fish stocks, ensure sustainability, and strengthen the livelihoods 
of local communities. We are also working on countering IUU fishing and strength-
ening maritime domain awareness through Partners in the Blue Pacific alongside 
Australia, Canada, Germany, Japan, New Zealand, the Republic of Korea, and the 
United Kingdom. 

Additionally, the United States and key Indo-Pacific allies and partners are deliv-
ering targeted economic and security assistance to strengthen resilience across the 
Pacific Islands. In 2020, for example, the United States joined with Australia and 
Japan to support a crucial undersea cable project for Palau that will promote 
connectivity and protect against interference. Australia has pledged to deliver patrol 
boats and related infrastructure upgrades to our FAS partners under Australia’s Pa-
cific Maritime Security Program. Meanwhile, Japan has also helped donate equip-
ment to the FAS, and assisted with the construction of Palau’s Maritime Coordina-
tion Center. When our countries work together in these ways to expand our capabili-
ties and connections with each other, we are advancing our shared vision for a free 
and open Indo-Pacific region. 

The United States and our partners, however, are not the only countries that rec-
ognize the strategic importance of the Pacific Islands. According to the 2022 Na-
tional Security Strategy, the PRC ‘‘is the only competitor with both the intent to 
reshape the international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, mili-
tary, and technological power to do it.’’ That assessment remains true when it comes 
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to the PRC’s approach to the Pacific Islands, where the PRC seeks to erode long-
standing U.S. partnerships in the region. In recent years, the PRC has drawn from 
a range of diplomatic and economic tools to advance its foreign policy goals. This 
includes through infrastructure projects that lack transparency, pressure against 
sovereign nations that maintain diplomatic ties with Taiwan instead of the PRC, 
and support of distant water fleets engaged in harmful practices like IUU fishing 
throughout the region. 

CONCLUSION 

Mr. Chairman, the achievements in the Pacific Islands region that I have just de-
scribed would not have been possible without bipartisan attention and robust re-
sources from Congress. At the same time, we also know that continuing to deliver 
meaningful results will require even greater urgency in the years ahead. 

The Administration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy concludes by stating that the region’s 
future ‘‘depends on the choices we make now.’’ The Department of Defense remains 
committed to working alongside our partners across the executive branch, as well 
as every Member of Congress, in support of strong U.S. partnerships across the Pa-
cific Islands and the broader Indo-Pacific region. 

Thank you for your time and attention, and I look forward to your questions. 

The CHAIRMAN. All right. You are very mindful of this commit-
tee’s protocol. You know how to get on the good side of the com-
mittee. 

Administrator Schiffer, there is no pressure on you on time. 

STATEMENT OF HON. MICHAEL SCHIFFER, ASSISTANT ADMIN-
ISTRATOR OF THE BUREAU FOR ASIA, U.S. AGENCY FOR 
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT, WASHINGTON, DC 

Mr. SCHIFFER. Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, mem-
bers of the committee, thank you for inviting me to testify on the 
strategic importance of the Pacific Islands and how USAID is work-
ing to deepen U.S. engagement in the region. 

The only way for us to tackle the complex problems of the Indo- 
Pacific is to align the three Ds of diplomacy, defense, and develop-
ment, drawing on our successful whole of government approach, as 
Assistant Secretary Ratner offered. 

We have learned the hard way that one D without the others or 
even two Ds without the third is not a sustainable pathway to suc-
cess. As a steadfast partner to the Pacific Islands USAID plays a 
key role in advancing a free and open, connected, prosperous, se-
cure, and resilient Indo-Pacific region. 

Our relationships are based on mutual respect, shared history, 
and our shared values of diversity, fairness, and freedom, and con-
sistent with the Pacific way, it starts with listening. 

Last August I had the privilege of joining USAID Administrator 
Power at the opening of our Pacific Islands mission in Fiji at our 
country representative office in Papua New Guinea. 

It was a critical milestone delivering on a promise made by the 
President, illustrating that USAID is on the ground to listen, part-
ner, and deliver together with the people of the Pacific Islands. And 
we have demonstrated that the United States has heard our Pacific 
partners loud and clear. 

Enduring presence matters. Our vision for the Pacific, embodied 
in our first ever strategic framework for the Pacific Islands, ap-
proved in March 2022, reflects our shared aspirations. 

It is about listening to the voices of the region and rolling up our 
sleeves to partner and deliver on our commitments, and we are en-
suring that our engagement with the region is guided by the Pacific 
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Islands, respects the existing regional architecture, and delivers 
sustainable, tangible benefits to Pacific Islanders, a contrast to the 
approach of the People’s Republic of China. 

While we are clear eyed about PRC capabilities and intent, as 
Secretary Blinken has offered, we have no objection to the engage-
ment in the Pacific by any country, including the PRC. On the con-
trary, if it helps generate a race to the top, that is a good thing. 

However, in recent years we have seen a range of increasingly 
problematic PRC behavior in the region: Predatory economic activi-
ties including illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing, and in-
vestments that undermine good governance and promote corrup-
tion. 

USAID offers Pacific Island countries a different way, a tailored 
development model responsive to their needs and their aspirations 
rooted in economic trade and integration, in inclusivity, in locally 
led solutions, and in the democratic values that can positively 
transform our shared planet. 

USAID’s work is designed to address what the region itself has 
defined as its own most pressing challenges in climate, health, 
democratic governance, infrastructure, and economic growth. 

Meeting these goals depends on enhancing our cooperation with 
local communities, individual countries, as well as Pacific led orga-
nizations including the Pacific Island Forum in the Pacific commu-
nity. 

In Papua New Guinea, USAID is expanding access to renewable 
energy, protecting the country’s environment, combating the HIV/ 
AIDS epidemic, addressing gender based violence, and promoting 
peace and stability. 

In Palau, we have partnered with Australia and Japan to sup-
port the development of an undersea cable spur that will connect 
the country to the world’s longest undersea cable and increase reli-
able, safe, and secure internet bandwidth to spark economic 
growth. 

In the Solomon Islands we work with partners at all levels to ad-
vance the country’s economic competitiveness and inclusiveness 
with specific emphasis on developing the agribusiness sector and 
improving natural resource governance. 

Through the USAID climate ready activity we have mobilized 
more than $550 million for Pacific Island countries to improve ac-
cess to climate finance from various institutions such as the Green 
Climate Fund, the Adaptation Fund, and the Global Environmental 
Facility. 

We are also responding directly to requests from Pacific Island 
governments to expand opportunities for economic growth. At last 
year’s U.S. Pacific Island Forum summit, President Biden an-
nounced the U.S. will launch a flexible micro finance facility valued 
at up to $50 million to expand access to fair and competitive fi-
nance for micro, small, and medium enterprises in the Pacific Is-
lands. 

USAID and the Development Finance Corporation are now bring-
ing together our comparative advantages to fulfill this commit-
ment. 

Last, the United States remains one of the largest bilateral hu-
manitarian and disaster donors in the Pacific, providing year round 
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disaster preparedness, responsiveness, and resilience to enable the 
Pacific Island nations to more effectively lead their own disaster re-
sponses. 

Across all these efforts USAID works directly with like minded 
allies and partners through mechanisms such as the Quad and 
Partners in the Blue Pacific, and we do so to ensure that our work 
is complementary and led and guided by the Pacific Islands. 

Mr. Chairman, Senator Risch, members of the committee, 
USAID’s investment in the Pacific Islands regions are a critical 
part of the U.S. vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific, a vision 
that animates our activities not just in this region but around the 
globe. 

Thank you for your support and providing us the necessary re-
sources to implement our strategy and our policy with our partners 
in the Pacific and the opportunity to share with you today what 
USAID is doing in this important region of the world. 

I look forward to your guidance and to your questions. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Schiffer follows:] 

Prepared Statement of Mr. Michael Schiffer 

INTRODUCTION 

Chairman Cardin, Ranking Member Risch, and Members of the Committee: 
Thank you for inviting me to testify on the strategic importance of the Pacific Is-
lands and how USAID is working to deepen U.S. engagement in the region. 

The only way for us to tackle complex problems in the Indo-Pacific is to align the 
three D’s of diplomacy, defense, and development, drawing on our successful whole- 
of-government approach. We have learned the hard way that one ‘D’ without the 
others—or even two ‘Ds’ without the third—is not sustainable and not a pathway 
to success. 

As a Pacific nation with a state and territories in the region, the United States 
is committed to, and has a vested interest in, our neighbors’ success. We consider 
our Pacific neighbors to be essential partners in fostering a free and open Indo-Pa-
cific region. 

The United States—through USAID and its support from Congress—partners 
with 12 Pacific Island nations to bolster their ability to lead their countries to demo-
cratic, resilient, and prosperous futures. USAID’s support to improve the well-being 
of the Pacific’s diverse communities spans the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, 
Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Republic of the Marshall Islands, 
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. 

Hosting a vast proportion of the world’s shipping and global fisheries, Pacific 
waters supply food and income to millions of people in Pacific Island nations and 
beyond. Yet, being surrounded by these same waters exposes these nations to cata-
strophic climate-change risks that threaten their very existence. With some Pacific 
Island nations’ highest point only 15 feet above sea level, the most subtle environ-
mental changes—from coastline erosion to storm surge to rainfall—can translate 
into catastrophic consequences for communities and livelihoods. As natural disasters 
grow more severe in intensity and frequency, these effects are compounded. Further-
more, the Pacific Islands face numerous challenges to economic development due to 
distance and disconnection from major markets, inefficiencies related to economies 
of scale. 

USAID STRATEGY IN THE PACIFIC 

Our vision for the Pacific Islands is about listening to the voices of the region and 
rolling up our sleeves to partner and deliver on our commitments. We are ensuring 
our engagement with the region is guided by the Pacific Islands, respects the exist-
ing regional architecture, and delivers sustainable, tangible benefits to Pacific Is-
landers—a contrast to the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) approach. 

The PRC is seemingly intent on rewriting, for its own narrow advantage, the 
international rules-based order that has for decades provided a free and open archi-
tecture for peace, security, and prosperity. In contrast, USAID offers Pacific Island 
countries a tailored development model not rooted in debt and dependence, but in 
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economic trade and integration, inclusivity, locally led solutions, and the democratic 
values that can positively transform our shared planet. 

The PRC government has capitalized on instability and natural disasters in this 
vulnerable region to make inroads that often come with additional problematic costs 
For example, in Tonga, a country with a high level of PRC-financed debt, the PRC 
touted the speed and extent of its humanitarian assistance vis-a-vis other donors 
in the wake of the volcanic eruption and tsunami in January 2022, but Tonga is 
saddled with a high level of PRC-financed debt and the PRC followed up the next 
year proposing security agreements tailored to PRC’s unilateral regional security in-
terests In contrast, USAID formed partnerships with organizations in Tonga that 
allowed USAID to swiftly build a $2.6 million multi-sector response and recovery 
effort that also prepares Tongan communities to be more resilient to future disas-
ters. 

EXPANSION OF USAID PRESENCE IN THE PACIFIC 

We have heard the importance of robust presence from Pacific Island leaders. Last 
year, USAID re-opened its Pacific Islands regional mission in Suva, Fiji and we ele-
vated our presence in Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu to a Coun-
try Representative Office based in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea. This allows 
us to benefit more Pacific Islanders, strengthen our actions on the ground, and build 
an enduring and genuine partnership with the region. 

USAID’s work is designed to address what the region itself has defined as its 
most pressing challenges, specifically to solve urgent climate challenges; strengthen 
global health security; strengthen democratic values, good governance, and human 
rights to counter rising autocracy; expand secure and environmentally sustainable 
digital infrastructure; and develop stronger, inclusive economies. USAID’s first-ever 
Strategic Framework for the Pacific Islands, approved in March 2022, reflects a 
shared aspiration to advance a more resilient, prosperous, and Pacific Islands re-
gion. 

Meeting these goals and driving sustainable development progress depends on en-
hancing our cooperation with individual Pacific Island countries as well as Pacific- 
led organizations, including the Pacific Islands Forum and the Pacific Community. 
In addition to reinforcing Pacific regional organizations, USAID is also supporting 
the Partners in the Blue Pacific, which is a group of likeminded countries committed 
to more effective development coordination on Pacific-identified priorities. Under 
Partners in the Blue Pacific, USAID is supporting an initiative that will enhance 
Pacific Island countries’ disaster preparedness and resilience by building national 
humanitarian warehouses. 

USAID’S PROGRAMS IN THE PACIFIC 

USAID has reaffirmed its commitment to help our Pacific Island partners address 
existential climate threats, including through additional investments as part of the 
USG’s Pacific Partnership Declaration and the President’s Emergency Plan for Ad-
aptation and Resilience (PREPARE). We continue to unlock public and private fund-
ing that will preserve the region’s rich biodiversity, assist low-lying communities 
threatened by rising sea levels, and help farmers adopt climate-smart agriculture 
practices—including those that rehabilitate soil, which improves the quality of crops 
and, in turn, boosts nutrition and food security. USAID is also partnering with local 
civil society organizations under our regional grant facility known as the Pacific 
American Fund to advance Pacific-identified and led solutions to complex develop-
ment challenges. 

In Papua New Guinea, for instance, USAID is expanding access to renewable en-
ergy, protecting the country’s environment, combatting the HIV/AIDS epidemic, bol-
stering gender equity, and addressing gender-based violence. USAID’s work pro-
moting peace and stability is one facet of the 3D approach under the U.S. Strategy 
to Prevent Conflict and Promote Stability (SPCPS) in Papua New Guinea, which 
aims to strengthen regional partnership and elevate locally led efforts to address the 
shared objectives of strengthening community capacity to prevent, mitigate, and re-
spond to violence; supporting sustainable and equitable economic growth; and im-
proving justice systems and professionalizing security forces. In Palau, USAID 
partnered with Australia and Japan to support the development of an undersea 
spur cable—Palau’s second—that will connect the country to the world’s longest un-
dersea cable and increase the internet bandwidth needed to spark greater economic 
growth. In the Solomon Islands, USAID works with partners at all levels to advance 
the country’s economic competitiveness and inclusiveness, with specific emphasis on 
developing the agribusiness sector and improving natural resources governance. 
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USAID’s environment and climate readiness work remains a top priority. Through 
the USAID Climate Ready activity, which ended only a few months ago, we mobi-
lized more than $550 million dollars for Pacific Islands countries to improve access 
to climate finance from various climate institutions such as the Green Climate 
Fund, the Adaptation Fund and the Global Environment Facility. Building on the 
success of Climate Ready, USAID is developing a new climate finance activity that 
will seek to unlock resources from additional sources, bringing traditional multi- 
donor sources together with private sector and foreign direct investment to become 
more resilient to climate change and disaster risks. 

We are also responding directly to requests from Pacific Island governments to ex-
pand opportunities for economic growth. At last year’s U.S.-Pacific Islands Forum 
Summit, President Biden announced the U.S. would launch a flexible Pacific Micro-
finance Facility valued at up to $50 million to expand access to fair and competitive 
finance for micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSME) in the Pacific Islands. 
USAID and the U.S. International Development Finance Corporation are now bring-
ing together our comparative advantages to fulfill this commitment. We have re-
ceived more than a dozen expressions of interest and are now in the process of iden-
tifying viable financial institutions to partner with. 

Last year, Pacific Island countries joined together to develop, endorse, and launch 
the Unlocking Blue Pacific Prosperity Initiative. This initiative, led by the Pacific 
Community, sets a clear and bold vision to protect the region’s ecosystem, which is 
five times the size of the United States, as well as ensure food security and liveli-
hoods for Pacific Islanders. USAID is supporting this Pacific-led initiative by work-
ing with the Pacific Community to align donors behind this vision, utilizing our con-
vening power, and by ensuring that UBPP is complementary to other important ini-
tiatives in the region. The Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting later this year 
is a key opportunity for donors, including the United States, to coalesce and to fol-
low through on supporting Pacific-led priorities. 

The United States remains one of the largest bi-lateral humanitarian and disaster 
assistance donors in the Pacific. In addition to our efforts to build countries’ resil-
ience through PREPARE, advance progress on shared development priorities, and 
strengthen our enduring bonds across the region, we provide year-round disaster 
preparedness and resilience assistance, which enables Pacific Island nations to more 
effectively lead their own disaster responses. 

We do this by supporting early recovery, risk reduction, and strengthening resil-
ience throughout the Pacific Islands. This allows partner countries to lead in fig-
uring out solutions to lessen the impacts of natural hazards and respond more effec-
tively to disasters. USAID’s three-pronged approach—to enhance early warning sys-
tems, improve disaster preparedness, and strengthen first-responder capabilities— 
helps Pacific Island nations to strengthen national disaster risk management capac-
ities. 

Last year, tropical cyclones Judy and Kevin made landfall over Vanuatu between 
February 28 and March 4, and affected more than 85 percent of the country’s popu-
lation. USAID responded swiftly by supporting the distribution of emergency relief 
items and coordination for the humanitarian response. USAID provided a total of 
$3.2 million in humanitarian assistance for shelter so that communities could start 
rebuilding their homes; water, sanitation and hygiene assistance including safe 
drinking water and supplies; support for humanitarian coordination and assess-
ments; nutrition services; and protection for the most vulnerable people affected by 
the storms. 

Across all of these efforts, USAID works directly with like minded allies and part-
ners in the region, as well as through coordinating mechanisms such as Partners 
in the Blue Pacific and the QUAD. By doing so, we are able to leverage each other’s 
resources and technical expertise, while ensuring USAID’s work is complementary, 
respects existing regional architecture, and is led and guided by the Pacific Islands. 

CLOSING 

Mr. Chairman, USAID’s investments in the Pacific Islands region are a critical 
part of the United States’ vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific that contributes 
to greater global security and prosperity. 

Thank you for your support in providing us the necessary resources as well as 
the opportunity to share what USAID is doing in this important region. I look for-
ward to your counsel and questions. 

The CHAIRMAN. Again, I want to thank all three of our witnesses, 
not just for their appearance here but for what you do. 
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It is true that the United States is a Pacific nation, but we have 
one Pacific Island State, and I am going to yield the place in order 
for questioning to Senator Schatz who has been our leader on Pa-
cific Island issues. 

Senator SCHATZ. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, Ranking 
Member, and thank you all for being here. I also want to recognize 
Secretary General Puna for our continued and productive engage-
ment—he is in the audience—and also the finance minister of 
Tonga, Mr. Tiueti, for being here. 

I want to start with Mr. Kritenbrink. The United States has pro-
vided $4.5 million to the Pacific Resilience Facility. Can you talk 
about the importance of PRF and how you see it as a mechanism 
for the kind of engagement that Secretary Blinken and President 
Biden have talked about, and I think we are all on a bipartisan 
basis in the middle of executing. 

But as I talk to the PIF, they are prioritizing the Pacific Resil-
ience Facility, and I would like you to just talk about why we made 
that first investment and maybe why we should consider continued 
investments. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, thank you very much for the question 
and for the opportunity to be here today. 

I would just underscore what you have said. Our whole approach 
to the Pacific Islands is to listen to the Pacific Island leaders what 
their top needs are, to study the Pacific Island Forum’s own 2050 
strategy for the Blue Pacific continent, and then to make sure that 
we meet the needs that are outlined in that strategy, and the num-
ber one need that they have outlined is the existential challenge of 
climate change. 

So the Pacific Resilience Facility is one of several steps we have 
taken to show our support for meeting the Pacific Islanders where 
they live, so to speak. That initial investment is designed to build 
local resilience and capacity to help combat climate change, but I 
do think it is just the beginning of what we are doing and what 
we need to do, and we will need to do more, going forward. 

My colleague Michael Schiffer may have more details on the ac-
tual implementation on the ground. But I could not agree more, 
Senator, with the importance of the climate issue. 

Senator SCHATZ. Sorry. Mr. Schiffer, I actually want to pivot a 
little bit to something that you said in your testimony about preda-
tory economic arrangements with Pacific Island nations, and I 
think our theory of the case at least in the last 3 or 4 years has 
been to really listen, to try to respond, to understand these are 
sovereigns—they are not colonies, they are not insular areas—and 
to be more sensitive to that, and to understand that they—as 
sovereigns—get to have whatever economic partnerships that make 
the most sense to them. 

I would like you to make the case a little more explicitly about 
how these predatory economic arrangements are, in the end, bad 
for some of our friends across the Pacific. 

Mr. SCHIFFER. Thank you for that question, and let me under-
score from the outset, and as Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink of-
fered, we fully recognize that our partners in the Pacific are sov-
ereign that they can make their and should make their own choices 



19 

and that our role is to support them in that process, and that is 
what we seek to do. 

But as we look around at PRC behavior in the Pacific we see that 
the PRC is violating many of the rules and norms that have been 
established by the international community for its own benefit. 
And that negatively impacts the work that we do, including in the 
Pacific Island in the economic growth and the development sphere. 

So, for example, we have seen a surge in investment by the PRC 
in the telecommunications sector in recent years, which can leave 
nations vulnerable to cybersecurity risks and other national secu-
rity concerns. 

And so we see our role as partnering with like minded and 
partnering with our Pacific Island friends to ensure that they have 
the options that they need for fast, secure, and reliable 
connectivity. 

Senator SCHATZ. Mr. Schiffer, sorry to interrupt. I just want you 
to get to what is the catch here? When you go into a partnership 
with PRC on a harbor or whatever it may be, what is the catch on 
the back end? 

Mr. SCHIFFER. The catch on the back end for the partners is that 
oftentimes the PRC is not motivated by developing an economically 
viable and sustainable program, but is motivated by other 
geostrategic considerations and will work to create a project that 
is not economic, not sustainable, and leaves a partner saddled with 
debt on the back side. 

Senator SCHATZ. Thank you very much. 
A final question for Mr. Kritenbrink. 
This is either yes or no or as quick as you can do. How important 

is it to—I guess it is not yes or no—how important is it to ratify 
the Law of the Sea? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, Senator, I think Secretary Blinken has 
spoken to this before. It would be very effective to our diplomacy 
in the region. 

And maybe just on the previous question to underscore my col-
league’s point where, of course, countries make their own decisions 
and their own choices. We want to make sure that they can do that 
freely. 

Oftentimes, we find that deals with the Chinese can undermine 
a country’s sovereignty and can lead to giving China leverage over 
a country that undermines their position. 

Thank you, sir. 
Senator SCHATZ. Thank you. 
The CHAIRMAN. Senator Risch. 
Senator RISCH. Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Mr. Kritenbrink, can you describe for us challenges if there are 

any or difficulties there are of attracting diplomats to serve in the 
EAP area that you oversee? 

Is it difficult? Is it challenging? What is unique about it? 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. The challenges of recruiting diplomats to serve 

in the Pacific? 
Senator RISCH. Yes, correct. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. I would say two things. I think there are cer-

tain challenges because we need to make sure we have diplomats 
who are ready to serve, who are truly creative and expeditionary 
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and can serve in some of our most important but some of our 
smallest environments. 

But I have been really gratified, Mr. Ranking Member, that thus 
far there has been a lot of enthusiasm for service in the Pacific. 

As I noted, in addition to our previously operating six embassies, 
we have opened two new ones, and we have two more on the way, 
and I have been gratified that we have had people step up in every 
instance and including both at the senior level and at the working 
level. 

Senator RISCH. Well, we appreciate that, and we have tried to 
help. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator RISCH. You know, I passed the Secure Embassy Con-

struction and Counterterrorism Act—I assume you are familiar 
with that—and it was in 2022, and it provides State with much 
needed flexibilities to stand up our overseas missions—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator RISCH [continuing]. Which is especially useful in the Pa-

cific Islands. 
Well, since you are here, and your boss is not, you get the oppor-

tunity to explain to me why he has only answered two out of the 
five letters I have written about that subject to him, and one of 
those two that he answered we just got this week. So—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. I see. 
Senator RISCH [continuing]. It has been over a long period of 

time. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Mr. Ranking Member, I will—— 
Senator RISCH. When you see him tell him I want to chat with 

him about it. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. I will look into that immediately. We are 

grateful to you and other members of this committee for your sup-
port. 

Because of your support we have been able to open our two new 
embassies in the Solomons and Tonga in record speed, and I am 
confident we will do the same in the very near future in Vanuatu, 
and we are still working on Kiribati. But grateful for the support. 

Senator RISCH. I appreciate that. 
Second, that law that we just discussed requires that the Sec-

retary issue official guidance on implementing it. That has not 
been done, and I do not suppose you can enlighten me as to when 
that might be done. That is something that—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. I cannot, Mr. Ranking Member, but I will look 
into it immediately. 

Senator RISCH. Would you take that for the record, please? 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. 
Senator RISCH. And I would like to hear about that. 
OK. 
Mr. Ratner, I have been intrigued by the fact that the Chinese 

have been modestly successful in these policing agreements that 
they have entered into with some of the countries. 

When we go out to try to work with another country, we offer 
things in food or medical area or education or human rights or 
things like that. But the Chinese focus on policing agreements. I 
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think I know why, but can you enlighten us a little bit maybe why 
the Chinese focus on that? 

Mr. RATNER. Senator, I believe the PRC is focused on policing 
agreements because it is a mechanism through which they can sup-
port and gain leverage over host regimes. 

Senator RISCH. And the population itself. Would you agree with 
that? 

Mr. RATNER. Yes. 
Senator RISCH. Have we thought about at all offering the same 

kind of services? Because, look, certainly for the people who run 
the country, obviously, security becomes number one, particularly 
their own security, and hopefully, being able to stay in office. 

So it seems like that is a pretty attractive bait to put out there 
for getting countries to bite. So have you guys thought at all about 
making some kind of offers like that in the same lane? 

Mr. RATNER. The Defense Department has a number of security 
cooperation activities and military to military cooperation activities 
with countries in the Pacific Islands. We do not do internal policing 
support in that regard. So I would defer to Assistant Secretary 
Kritenbrink to talk about some of our programs there. 

Senator RISCH. Right. And I understand that, by the way. There 
are two different lanes, the military and the police in very, very dif-
ferent lanes, obviously, one being domestic one, one not. But maybe 
you could—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. I could speak to that very briefly, Mr. Ranking 
Member—— 

Senator RISCH. Sure. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK [continuing]. That we have increased our own 

law enforcement assistance in the region. But I think perhaps even 
more importantly we work together with partners in the Pacific 
family—Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Australia, New Zealand—who 
have a long standing tradition of helping countries in the region 
with security and with policing, and I think that has been quite ef-
fective to show that there are, obviously, alternatives to PRC polic-
ing agreements, which are opaque, and we think, deeply con-
cerning. 

Senator RISCH. Yes. I think we are all concerned about that 
when they first started popping up. I would strongly suggest that 
you guys revisit your efforts in that regard and see how you might 
be able to make them more attractive so when they do bite on the 
hook that it is our hook and not the Chinese. 

So thank you. My time is up. 
Thank you, Mr. Chair. 
The CHAIRMAN. Senator Menendez. 
Senator MENENDEZ. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Secretary Kritenbrink, is it fair to say that China remains an im-

portant market for Pacific Island countries’ natural resource ex-
ports and tourism? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir, Senator. I think that is an accurate 
statement for probably the majority. 

Senator MENENDEZ. And is it also right that 10 Pacific Island 
countries have joined China’s Belt and Road Initiative which pro-
motes PRC backed infrastructure development? 
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Mr. KRITENBRINK. I do not know that figure, but I would not dis-
pute it. Happy to look into that. I will take that at face value. Yes, 
sir. 

Senator MENENDEZ. I would commend it to you. I am pretty sure 
it is 10. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator MENENDEZ. So is it also fair to say that since China is 

the economic force within that region that we are challenged in 
terms of our own national interests in meeting that economic force 
with one that can compete with it? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, I would agree with that. But I would 
say having engaged intensively with our Pacific Island leader 
friends over the last couple of years the demand signal for U.S. en-
gagement is probably as strong as I have ever seen in any region. 

Certainly, there are economic engagements with China that are 
important to these countries, and we are not asking countries to 
choose. But it is clear to us that our Pacific Island friends want to 
have options. They have a desire to partner with the United States, 
and we are doing everything we can to do that. 

Senator MENENDEZ. I agree with you they would like to have op-
tions. The problem is is that we provide them no option in terms 
of an economic or trade agenda. There is no trade agenda of con-
sequence with the Pacific Island countries, and for so long as they 
therefore do not have an option for their economic vitality and well 
being of their citizens, they are somewhat hostage to China. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. We have certainly tried to meet their needs, 
and in—— 

Senator MENENDEZ. How so? 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, as I indicated, sir, our strategy is based 

on meeting their needs in terms of security, combating climate 
change, infrastructure investment, and the like. 

So our focus has been primarily in those sectors. We also pro-
mote good governance and people to people ties as well. But those 
would be the priority sectors. 

Senator MENENDEZ. And I appreciate—those are all worthwhile 
things, Mr. Secretary, some of the things that I have advocated for 
for the better part of nearly two decades of being here in the Sen-
ate and three decades in Congress. 

But we have to be realistic that if we do not have a robust trade 
agenda in the Pacific Island countries that they will not by desire, 
maybe, but by default ultimately deal with the Chinese. 

And the urgency of climate change; there is a lot more that we 
should be doing as it relates to climate change, which is in our col-
lective interests as well as a global interest that we have, but 
which is really an existential challenge to our Pacific Island neigh-
bors. 

And so I just hope the Administration gets to a better place be-
cause IPEF is a nice framework, but it does not deal with any mar-
ket access, at the end of the day, and without market access I 
think that we are going to be at a competitive disadvantage with 
China. 

Mr. Schiffer, it is good to see you back before the committee. I 
see you have adopted the State Department’s ways of expanding 
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beyond the 5 minutes. But I hope that is the only thing that you 
adopt from that experience. 

Let me just say—I think our colleague was trying to get to this— 
at the end of the day is it not what China often does through its 
Belt and Road Initiative, is to trap many of these countries in debt 
diplomacy? 

Mr. SCHIFFER. That is exactly the behavior pattern that we have 
seen where China offers what appears to be an attractive propo-
sition but the back side of debt and entrapment, and then the le-
verage and the additional openings for corrupt practices create seri-
ous problems down the line. 

Senator MENENDEZ. And they entrap them not only in debt, but 
then entrap them in their political diplomatic questions. 

Mr. SCHIFFER. Yes. Beijing is very, very skilled at using the le-
verage that it finds itself to have available. 

Senator MENENDEZ. Finally, Secretary Ratner, in March 2022 
the Solomon Islands and China signed a security agreement osten-
sibly aiming in part to address, quote, ‘‘internal threats’’ including 
protecting Chinese owned businesses in the country. 

In 2023 the two countries signed a deal on police cooperation as 
part of their comprehensive strategic partnership. And while I cer-
tainly applaud last year’s opening of an embassy in the Solomon 
Islands, what tools is the United States using and utilizing to en-
courage the Solomon Islands’ commitment to continue working 
with the United States and Australia as security partners? 

Mr. RATNER. Senator, again, I would defer to Assistant Secretary 
Kritenbrink particularly on the question of policing. 

But as it relates to the Department of Defense’s role throughout 
the Pacific Islands, much of our cooperation depends on the nature 
of the island, the size, and their resident forces. 

There are, of course, three Pacific Islands that have militaries— 
so PNG, Tonga, and Fiji—and we maintain military to military re-
lations with them and maintain status as partner of choice there. 

We have a number of Section 333 capacity building programs. 
We have DOD-State partnership programs through our National 
Guard programs. We do a number of regular exercises with Pacific 
Island partners, and we are deeply engaged with Australia, New 
Zealand, France, Japan, and other partners from a multilateral—— 

Senator MENENDEZ. My time has expired, but that is not the 
question I was seeking an answer to. 

For the record, Mr. Secretary, since my time has expired would 
you respond to that question for me, what are we doing to get the 
Solomon Islands to be aligned with us, particularly in our security 
partnership with Australia? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, Senator. 
Senator MENENDEZ. I would appreciate hearing that. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
The CHAIRMAN. Senator Ricketts. 
Senator RICKETTS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Actually, Senator Menendez, I am actually going to follow up 

with Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink on that as well with regard 
to the—if you could go into more details. 

We have covered a number of the countries already like the Sol-
omon Islands, Vanuatu, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, that have es-
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tablished these security arrangements with the People’s Republic of 
China. 

Can you talk more in detail what we are doing to, say, for exam-
ple, supply the training or international standards, working with 
our allies like Australia and New Zealand to be able to counter 
some of the things that the PRC is doing? 

You can certainly, again, understand countries wanting to have 
security but, obviously, the malign influence that the PRC can do 
once they have a whole security apparatus. 

So maybe you could hit upon what we are trying to do to counter 
it, and also talk a little bit about what the PRC does. For example, 
we have seen them be able to extradite people from Fiji—Chinese 
dissidents and so forth—about how that once the PRC gets a hold 
of that security forces what kind of malign influence they can exer-
cise in those countries. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Thank you, Senator, for the question. 
As we indicated, it is deeply concerning when we see these agree-

ments inked because they are opaque. They have caused concern 
both within the individual countries and across the region as well, 
and I think our most effective approach in every instance is we con-
tinue to engage with every partner in the Pacific, including those 
who have signed these agreements. 

But I think we are most effective when we work together with 
others in the region who share those concerns, who can also quietly 
convey the depth of our concern and to offer alternatives. 

And I think, really, that is the crux of our entire approach. We 
have to give these countries options. 

Senator RICKETTS. Can you get into some of the alternatives that 
you are offering some of these countries? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, for example—— 
Senator RICKETTS. What can we do to counter China saying, hey, 

we are going to provide you people that can be on the ground? 
What can we do to counter that? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. We have our own law enforcement training 
programs active throughout the Pacific but is providing us an ex-
plicit alternative and boots on the ground, so to speak, of security 
forces that can help these countries. 

That is really where partners like Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand, they actually have police forces on the 
ground in many of these countries. 

I think that is the most effective way forward, and again, finding 
that solution that is comfortable with friends in the Pacific I think 
is the most effective way forward, and including in the Solomon Is-
lands itself where those countries that I have mentioned have 
helped to provide security even after this PRC—— 

Senator RICKETTS. So are we offering new training in places like 
the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu and—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. I would have to look at the details of each 
country, but yes, we do provide training in the region, and again, 
our partners in the Pacific in particular are very active because 
they actually have police forces on the ground in many of these 
places. 

Senator RICKETTS. OK. Can you also talk a little about PRC 
linked organized crime in these places, and again, how it under-
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mines the security? Can you talk about what we know about that 
and how that may relate to the security issues? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, I do not have a great deal of depth 
on that. I would probably have to bring that back. 

But certainly, when you think about some areas where countries 
ought to be cautious about their engagement with China, part of 
it is the leverage and the coercive avenues that are opened up for 
the government, but part of it is related to organized crime as well. 

But for any details I would have to take that back, but I would 
be happy to do so. 

Senator RICKETTS. Can you talk in a little detail about, again, 
when security forces are on the ground in some of these countries 
and how the PRC then uses that to suppress their dissidents who 
may be there, or anything like that? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, that is the concern, Senator, the very 
clear concern voiced by partners, citizens of countries where these 
forces have been and others in the region. 

I am not sure if we have seen much of that yet, but that is cer-
tainly the concern, and I think as Assistant Secretary Ratner indi-
cated, when we have seen China do this elsewhere oftentimes they 
are looking for an avenue to get in the door, so to speak, and to 
expand security arrangements from there. And so that would be of 
deep concern, I think, to many in the region, including ourselves. 

Senator RICKETTS. OK. 
I am going to switch gears on you just a little bit here. Can you 

talk about—obviously, after the Taiwan elections Nauru switched 
their diplomatic ties against—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator RICKETTS [continuing]. Taiwan to the PRC. How much 

awareness do we have of that in the State Department? And obvi-
ously, this is not the first time it has happened. What are we doing 
to maybe try and flip them back to Taiwan recognition? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, there is a history for some of these coun-
tries flipping back and forth, so there is that precedent. I think 
what disappointed us in that move is the way it was done, the ex-
cuses that were used by the PRC including certain economic in-
ducements and U.N. General Assembly Resolution 2758, which was 
misused and misinterpreted. 

But our message to Nauru and then to the three remaining part-
ners of Taiwan in the region is, again, countries ought to be careful 
and clear eyed about entering in these arrangements with China. 

China will often make many promises that remain unfulfilled 
and that can have negative consequences. And then with those 
three remaining partners—three formal diplomatic partners of Tai-
wan—we worked very carefully and closely with them to make sure 
their needs are met, and that we try to close off any opportunities 
for—that China could exploit. 

Senator RICKETTS. But do we know that that was going to hap-
pen? Did we know that Nauru was going to do that right after the 
Taiwan elections? Because were they not just talking a lot about 
it—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. For—— 
Senator RICKETTS [continuing]. Flights and so forth right before 

that? 
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Mr. KRITENBRINK. We had known for some time that there were 
concerns in Nauru, and we were working with partners to meet 
those. 

But in this instance they decided to flip. There is a history in 
some of these places of going back and forth, and we will have to 
see. But I would just say, again, we issued a public statement right 
after this was done. Every country has the sovereign decision to 
make their own decision including on these recognition questions. 
But we do encourage countries to be cautious and careful given the 
track record of the PRC. 

Senator RICKETTS. Great. Thank you, Assistant Secretary. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Thank you, Senator. 
Senator RICKETTS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. 
Secretary Kritenbrink and Administrator Schiffer, I want to ask 

you a question related to the local media and information space. 
We talk a lot about the need for Western engagement on infra-

structure. We recognize that in many cases that China might be 
the only player in town to deal with some of the infrastructure 
projects, and therefore, they give a deal that is too good to believe, 
and it turns out not to be what they thought it was going to be, 
and then you have the debt diplomacy issues. 

But it also seems like the PRC is actively engaged in influencing 
local media and information in the region, and what is the United 
States doing to try to counter that activity? 

Let me start with the secretary. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Mr. Chairman, thank you. 
Very important question. I will mention two critical efforts at the 

outset. 
First is in every place where we have a presence, and we are on 

the ground, we are active in the local media space and through our 
own public diplomacy to make sure that there is alternative mes-
saging to the PRC there so, again, our partners in the region have 
choice and have accurate information. 

And second, we are working on programs to provide many of our 
partners in the region with access to credible news wires and the 
like, the AP and others. 

So, again, a newspaper, for example, on the ground in island 
countries not completely dependent on Xinhua for its news but has 
other options. Those are the two that I would mention at the out-
set, Mr. Chairman. 

Mr. SCHIFFER. Sure, and if I can build on that, Mr. Chairman. 
In addition to the cable spur project that I had talked about ear-

lier and the work that we have done with other partners on the 
East Micronesia cable, we have also been extraordinarily active 
working with our Department of State colleagues supporting free 
and independent press in the region, including through a number 
of journalism fellowships, particularly targeting journalists who are 
interested in working on natural resource management as that ad-
dresses a number of the corruption and governance concerns that 
we have. 

And then we also recently launched with the University of the 
South Pacific a digital cyber connectivity partnership that allows 
us to step into the digital space in a more forward leaning way, re-
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sponsive to the requests that we are getting from our partners to 
provide them the digital services that they need to be able to con-
trol their own information destinies. 

The CHAIRMAN. I think this is an area that we really need to 
work on. 

I am going to turn the gavel to Senator Kaine. I have to be on 
the floor in regards to our nominee for Haiti. We will be voting on 
confirming an ambassador for Haiti which, obviously, is extremely 
important in our foreign policy decisionmaking. 

So let me thank you all, and I will recognize Senator Romney. 
Senator ROMNEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
I do not watch as closely as I am sure you do to see just what 

China is doing, but I must admit it strikes me that they have a 
very comprehensive plan to establish global leadership and to re-
place us, whether that is in international institutions where they 
insinuate themselves into people in leadership, whether it is the 
movement away from democracy generally and the growth in au-
tocracy. Freedom House indicates that trend continued again this 
year. 

They dominate certain raw materials that are the raw materials 
of the future, whether it is nickel or magnesium or rare earths, and 
so forth. They either dominate the mining of those things or the 
processing of them. 

They put in place the rail lines to get the raw materials to their 
ports. They own the ports to get the products to their market. Of 
course, then they have TikTok which allows them to gather data 
on the American people and to provide propaganda, as they did in 
the Taiwan election with the TikTok algorithm there. 

They, of course, likewise have Huawei. I mean, you could look 
through the things they have done. They dominate the—I should 
not say dominate—they lead in a number of the new technologies 
and businesses whether it is electric vehicles or solar panels. They 
have invested in hypersonics, which allow them potentially to 
threaten our fleet. 

I mean, you look at the things they do, and it is a comprehensive 
plan and appears to be a very effective strategy. If we have a strat-
egy to counter China, it is not working. 

So 2 years ago or longer the chairman of this committee and I 
drafted legislation requiring the State Department to gather inter-
nally and with external input experts with different points of view 
to create options and to develop a China strategy. 

We included that in legislation that was passed. It was due to 
be provided to this committee and to the Congress in July 2022. 
So it is, obviously, late. 

Now, call me old fashioned—I thought that when we passed a 
law and required the State Department to do something, that they 
would do it and the State Department has not, or someone has not, 
and I do not understand why. 

Now, I can understand people say, hey, we are late—we will get 
it to you. But apparently the work has been done, but this has not 
been provided. By the way, if it is classified, let it be classified. 

But China, from what I can tell, has a game plan, and it is suc-
ceeding. We do not have a game plan I recognize, and whether we 
do or not, we are not succeeding. 
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So, Mr. Kritenbrink, why do we not have this in hand, and when 
will we? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, thank you very much. 
Senator ROMNEY. You know that was coming, by the way. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. It is good to see you. Thank you, Senator. 
I will say two things. We do have a strategy. We have talked 

about publicly the pillars of that strategy—invest, align, and com-
pete. I would—— 

Senator ROMNEY. Three words does not make a strategy. I mean, 
it is a wonderful headline—invest, align, compete—and the Sec-
retary gave a speech of that nature over 2 years ago—3 years ago. 
And I said, that is terrific. That is exactly right. 

But we need a comprehensive strategy. I have just described a 
few things China has in their strategy. We do not have that, at 
least it has not been provided to this committee or to the U.S. Con-
gress or the American people, and we are losing, if you will, on the 
strategic battlefield. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, I will take this back immediately. I 
have committed to you before to provide this report, and I apologize 
that that has not been done, and I commit to doing so, number one. 

Number two, the point I would take issue with our strategy, it 
is a lot more than those three elements, and I think if you look at 
the actions that this administration is taking, investing in our 
sources of strength at home, and you are aware of that agenda. 

The align piece, which I think has been unprecedentedly success-
ful, all the alignment with our allies and partners and friends 
around the world in the Indo-Pacific and especially in the Pacific 
Islands, and then the actions we have taken to compete against 
China including protecting the sources of our economic strength at 
home but in many other domains as well. 

So I am confident that we have a strategy. I am confident that 
our China strategy is succeeding—has been successful and is suc-
ceeding. But this is an unprecedented challenge. But I commit to 
being responsive to your request, Senator. Thank you. 

Senator ROMNEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Senator KAINE [presiding]. Senator Duckworth. 
Senator DUCKWORTH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you 

to all the witnesses for being here today. 
To start, I would like to say congratulations to Special Presi-

dential Envoy for Compact Negotiations Joseph Yun and the team 
that worked for more than 2 years to successfully renegotiate the 
Compacts of Free Association with the Republic of the Marshall Is-
lands, Federated States of Micronesia, and Palau. This is critically 
important to our national security, and I am glad we can highlight 
it today. 

Over a thousand citizens at the Freely Associated States serve 
proudly in the United States military. They are more than just 
good neighbors in the Pacific. They serve alongside us, study, inno-
vate, and trade together with us, and they should not be put in a 
position to doubt our commitment to continuing our decades long 
partnership nor our willingness and ability to make right the 
wrongs of the past, including providing compensation for damages 
caused by past nuclear testing. 
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Secretary Ratner, I want to dive in a bit more on DOD’s vision 
for Joint Task Force Micronesia. As you know, the fiscal year 2024 
NDAA mandated an assessment on the implementation of JTF Mi-
cronesia. While we await the results of that report and the related 
assessments pertaining to Guam, I want to make my interest in 
this issue clear. 

While our plans and reports recognize the vastness of the Pacific, 
we have to make sure our structure and resourcing also reckons 
with that vastness sufficiently. For example, our Coast Guard has 
realigned assets to Honolulu to better meet the heightened demand 
signal, a signal that is not only coming from our planning process 
but from our allies and partners who are asking us for more oppor-
tunities to work together. 

Secretary Ratner, what are your thoughts on the question of how 
our resourcing in that region currently aligns with the actual vast-
ness of the scale of the region? 

Mr. RATNER. Well, thank you, Senator. 
And I will tell you that the department is currently looking at 

the evolution of our command and control structures throughout 
the Indo-Pacific, not just as it relates to current structures but po-
tential reforms of that. 

So what that looks like down the road is something we are tak-
ing a look at including as it relates to how we operate in the Pacific 
Islands. 

The National Defense Strategy is laser focused on the PRC as 
the pacing challenge, and that has informed a lot of our resourcing 
as it relates to the Pacific Islands, including in major posture ini-
tiatives throughout the Pacific Islands, and we have ongoing exer-
cises, and as Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink has said, we are 
doing everything we can to leverage our allies and partners who 
have great contributions to make down there. 

So we have stepped up our game. We are doubling down in 
places like Papua New Guinea, and we are looking for additional 
opportunities. 

Senator DUCKWORTH. Thank you. 
I sit on both SFRC and SASC. I feel a special responsibility to 

ensure there is strong interagency coordination to address pressing 
national security challenges, and last week I spoke to the com-
manders of CENTCOM and AFRICOM about how important it is 
to do this in their areas of responsibility. 

Secretary Ratner, what can you say about how Joint Task Force 
Micronesia may include liaisons not only from across the different 
service branches but also the interagency to ensure robust coordi-
nation across diplomatic, developmental, and defense functions di-
rectly from the region, as it is already being done at INDOPACOM 
complementing the work that is done at JIATF West? 

Mr. RATNER. Well, thank you, Senator. I will refer to 
INDOPACOM on the specific staffing. But I a hundred percent 
agree with your point, and it is a broader point to make here today 
is that even as it relates to our security issues the work that 
USAID is doing, the work the State Department is doing, and other 
departments and agencies are fundamental contributions to our se-
curity in the region. 
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So when we when we talk about concerns about China’s influ-
ence, concerns about China’s military, resourcing and funding some 
of our economic and assistance programs are critically important, 
and we work very closely with the State Department and USAID. 

I know Admiral Aquilino hosted a regional ambassadors con-
ference recently where Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink attended, 
and we are taking every chance we get opportunities to integrate 
our posture and our military strategy with our assistance and di-
plomacy. 

Senator DUCKWORTH. Thank you. I think that speaks very 
strongly to the importance of our presence in the region. 

Secretary Kritenbrink and Administrator Schiffer, I would like to 
stay on the topic of this interagency cooperation when it comes to 
implementing the Indo-Pacific strategy through our engagement 
with the Pacific Island countries in particular and in the context 
of COFA specifically. 

We know that our failure to pass a budget on time did nothing 
to help make the case for U.S. leadership and reliability in the 
world, including in the Pacific. But now that COFA funding has 
passed, I want to understand your assessment of whether the U.S. 
Government is presenting a unified, consistent presence to our al-
lies and partners, particularly the Marshall Islands, Micronesia, 
and Palau. 

In your opinion is the United States building strategies that 
project not only our strength but our values that makes a case that 
the United States is a responsible Pacific power and that democ-
racy actually does deliver because you know that the PRC is mak-
ing the opposite argument? 

Our investments and commitments need to be visibly American, 
and what more can we do to reinforce our reputation as a reliable 
partner of choice? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, thank you very much for the ques-
tion, for your leadership and support on these issues. 

On the issue of our interagency cooperation and implementing 
the COFA agreements, I am very confident in the work that the 
three of us have done at this table together with our colleagues at 
the White House, especially Senior Director Mira Rapp-Hooper, our 
colleagues at the Department of the Interior as well. 

So I am very confident about that, going forward. I fully agree 
with your point about that our values have to be on display as well. 

But Senator, I think my experience over the last couple of years 
dealing with friends in the Pacific, I feel very well aligned for the 
most part with many of the leaders and most of the peoples on the 
ground, and where we do have concerns we worked in particular 
to build the capacity of our partners. 

But I could not agree more. I want to thank you and the Con-
gress for the leadership. Passing the COFA was one of the most im-
portant things that we could have done, I think, in the last decade 
to demonstrate our commitment to this vitally important region. 
Very, very grateful to you. 

Mr. SCHIFFER. And I will add very briefly to Secretary 
Kritenbrink’s comments. 

I think we have had exceptional interagency cooperation over the 
past several years under the Biden-Harris administration really 
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linking together all of the elements of our national security commu-
nity to be able to deliver to our partners and as you offered, Sen-
ator Duckworth, to be able to present that unified face that dem-
onstrates America’s added value as a partner and a friend in the 
region. 

As I offered earlier, our approach has been to listen, partner, and 
deliver, and to your point delivery is just as critical as any of the 
other pieces, and I think we have stepped up our game in the past 
couple of years. 

Senator KAINE. And if I could ask you to summarize. We are over 
time—— 

Mr. SCHIFFER. Sure. 
Senator KAINE [continuing]. And I want to have Senator 

Hagerty—— 
Mr. SCHIFFER. My apologies, Mr. Chairman. 
I was just going to offer that when the President has made com-

mitments at our recent Pacific Island summits, both the State De-
partment, USAID, the Department of Defense, and other elements 
of the U.S. Government have moved out quickly to implement and 
to make sure that we are showing up in tangible ways. 

Senator DUCKWORTH. Thank you. 
I apologize to Senator Hagerty. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Senator KAINE. Thank you. Good discussion. 
Senator Hagerty. 
Senator HAGERTY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and welcome, Ad-

ministrator Schiffer, Secretary Ratner, Secretary Kritenbrink. It is 
good to see all three of you. 

I would like to talk with you about the investment strategy that 
we do undertake. I know that each of you have different tools. 

Secretary Ratner, you have got the Office of Strategic Capital I 
would like to hear about. 

Administrator Schiffer, you have got the microfinance program 
that you are dealing with. 

And Ambassador Kritenbrink, we talked about the strategy docu-
ment that you are putting together. 

I am deeply concerned about our ability to show up, particularly 
when it comes to hard infrastructure in the region, and I may have 
shared this with some of you, but when I was in my previous role 
as Ambassador to Japan I was literally reading in Nikkei Asia 
about a bankruptcy that was underway in the Philippines. The old 
Subic Bay Port, the Hanjin shipyard there—a South Korean ship-
yard—was in bankruptcy. 

The two bidders’ names were of concern to me, and I reached out 
to the appropriate people and found out that those two bidders 
were both affiliated with the PRC. They were trying to take control 
of a very strategic shipyard, one that had been a U.S. Navy post 
back in the 1980s when I lived in Japan the first time, and I was 
deeply concerned about that and what we might be able to do. 

I will not go into the details of it here, but we put a tremendous 
amount of effort into trying to address that situation, and that 
asset now is called Agila shipyard. It is now a U.S. asset. It is a 
very strategic asset for us in the region. 
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And the way we got that done was by me making a lot of phone 
calls, the State Department, the Department of Defense coming to-
gether on an ad hoc basis, Cerberus Capital Management in New 
York taking a very important leading role in doing all of this, and 
the Japanese government stepping up and helping us as well. 

We worked with the Philippine government, with the Japanese 
government, certainly with the U.S. Government to make all this 
happen. It probably took the better part of 2 years to get it to work, 
and the Development Finance Corporation, which I thought would 
be the tool that we could use to really step up the U.S. Govern-
ment’s participation, was unable to participate in this. 

In fact, we were not able to get any U.S. Government direct par-
ticipation. A lot of effort and a lot of elbow grease, but not direct 
participation. 

So I would like to come to you, and I will start with you, Sec-
retary Ratner, to talk about the new Office of Strategic Capital. Is 
this a means, a tool, by which you might be able to do hard infra-
structure? 

I know you talk about technology here, but is that a tool, or are 
there other tools where you could step up and play a more direct 
role? 

Mr. RATNER. Yes, Senator, I will get back to you specifically on 
the Office of Strategic Capital as it relates to the Pacific Islands. 

What I will say related to infrastructure we have a number of 
major posture initiatives underway throughout the Pacific Islands, 
obviously, in U.S. territories such as Guam and CNMI, in the 
COFA states, in Marshall Islands and Palau we have some major 
projects underway, and of course, last year concluded a defense co-
operation agreement with Papua New Guinea and have already 
had one INDOPACOM site survey team down and another one on 
the way to start looking at some of the infrastructure projects that 
we can do there. 

So we do see this as a huge priority. It connects to the develop-
ment and economic issues that we have been talking about this 
morning, and we are looking to do more throughout the region, and 
some of those projects are included in the President’s fiscal year 
2025 budget request. 

Senator HAGERTY. I would encourage you to take a very hard 
look at the Philippines, too. There are more assets there that I am 
sure you are aware of. The Chinese Communist Party has great in-
terest in that region. We should have a great strategic interest in 
projecting our own relationship. 

I have been very happy, frankly, with the relationship that we 
have built with the Philippine government and the direction that 
is going, but I think we have a lot of opportunity there. 

Secretary Kritenbrink, could you speak to this in terms of your 
thoughts, and as you prepare the strategic document that you 
promised to Senator Romney, I would love to hear how this infra-
structure piece may fit in. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Well, Senator Hagerty, first of all, thank you 
for your leadership on the Philippines example you mentioned. It 
is still one of the best textbook examples we have of a success 
story. 



33 

I would say what we are doing right now is we are focused espe-
cially with other partners on trying to catalyze investment in key 
infrastructure in the region. 

Certainly, the subsea cables is probably the place where we have 
been most active—the East Micronesia cable, work on the Google 
cable, and elsewhere. 

We have also partnered with Australia. We announced in Octo-
ber that we were going to co-finance maritime infrastructure in 
Kiribati including at Canton wharf and Charlie wharf. So, cer-
tainly, we are focused on the infrastructure issues, and again, giv-
ing countries options in the region. 

Second, to underscore what Assistant Secretary Ratner said, in 
the President’s fiscal year 2025 budget request there is a $4 billion 
discretionary request and a $4 billion mandatory funding request, 
and the mandatory funding in particular is designed to allow the 
United States to be able to fund hard infrastructure projects and 
to invest in what we call these strategic connectivity projects in the 
region. 

Senator HAGERTY. If you all could get back to me with a little 
more detail on that. I would be very interested to see—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, Senator. Thank you. 
Senator HAGERTY [continuing]. How your plan is unfolding. 
Thank you all. 
Thank you, Mr. Chair. 
Senator KAINE. Thank you to the witnesses. 
I will do my questioning now and then call on Senator Young. 
I am a big fan of the AUKUS framework in the Indo-Pacific. I 

think this announced framework by President Biden of a couple 
years ago can be extremely powerful, going forward. 

I have some home state equities involved as well because the pil-
lar one submarine portion of the deal will involve a lot of work at 
the shipyard in Newport News, Virginia. 

I want to tell a funny story about AUKUS that is sort of a thank 
you to this committee. 

Secretary Ratner, about 10 days before the Defense Committee 
marked up our NDAA in June, the Pentagon sent a group over to 
meet with me in the SCIF and said, you are the chairman of the 
Sea Power Subcommittee—we need to get all of this legislative lan-
guage in the NDAA. Will you help us? 

And I said, no, I am not going to help you. And they said, wait 
a minute. You are an AUKUS supporter. I said, I am. Why will you 
not help us? Because none of this is jurisdictional in the Armed 
Services Committee. I cannot get it in the NDAA. It is all on the 
Foreign Relations Committee. 

We then worked together, great members on this committee. 
Senators Cardin, Senator Menendez, and others really helped get 
the AUKUS framework through the Foreign Relations Committee 
so that by the time the NDAA hit the floor we were able to attach 
the AUKUS legislative framework to the defense bill on the floor. 

And so I want to thank this committee for working very expedi-
tiously to make that happen. Obviously, we are still in process in 
this way while the NDAA has been signed. We have a supple-
mental bill that is pending in the House that passed the Senate by 
a 70 to 29 vote, and the one piece of that supplemental that has 
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not proven controversial is the portion dealing with the AUKUS 
framework, the investment that needs to be made in the submarine 
industrial base, to make sure that we can match with our invest-
ment what the Aussies are putting in to grow an industrial base 
to enable us to complete this important part of the project. 

Secretary Ratner, just from the Pentagon’s standpoint, I would 
like you to talk about the importance of the AUKUS framework in 
terms of stability and deterrence in the Indo-Pacific because I do 
think we need to do more education of the American public and 
others about this. 

So talk about why this is such an important priority for the Ad-
ministration. 

Mr. RATNER. Well, thank you, Senator. 
This is an absolute top priority insofar as our undersea capabili-

ties are critical to deterrence in the Indo-Pacific, and they are an 
area of U.S. overmatch, and it is essential that we keep it that 
way. And when we apply our allies and partners to that overmatch 
it is even more powerful deterrence. 

So maintaining our undersea advantage is going to be key to 
maintaining peace and stability in the region. The AUKUS legisla-
tion helps to do that. 

You mentioned submarine building. The President’s budget re-
quest for fiscal year 2025 would provide $4 billion toward the sub-
marine industrial base and the national security supplemental on 
top of that, and that will be critical to keep pace with the chal-
lenge. 

Senator KAINE. Just one quick story about submarine building. 
The Navy has stood up a manufacturing Center of Excellence in 

Danville, Virginia, to train the submarine industrial base, and on 
my last visit to the center it was pretty heartwarming to walk into 
these classrooms and see not only U.S. shipbuilders from around 
the country, but also Aussies, Aussies who have been dispatched 
here from Australian companies to learn side by side with their 
American counterparts. 

And the other thing that I noticed is each of the classrooms I 
went into also included a number of Afghans, Afghans who served 
bravely with United States in Afghanistan. They moved to the 
United States. They are looking for a new career, and they have 
decided, I am going to be a shipbuilder. 

And watching the Aussies and the Afghans and the young people 
from Danville with all their conflicting accents learning side by 
side to become part of the U.S. submarine industrial base and the 
Australian submarine industrial base was really positive. 

Secretary Kritenbrink, the other piece of AUKUS is the pillar 
two, which means sort of anything else. Pillar one is about subs, 
but pillar two is focused on cybersecurity, AI, advanced tech-
nologies, innovation, and one of the opportunities there is for part-
nerships between research universities in the U.S., Australia, and 
the U.K., and innovative companies. 

My sense is in the same way that the U.S. has alliances that are 
strong and that that is seen by China as kind of threatening, we 
also have deep ties between universities in our country and Aus-
tralia and the U.K. and other nations, and I think that is a kind 
of an alliance that is pretty powerful. 
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From the State Department standpoint looking at pillar two, 
what do you see as ways we can cooperate with Australia and the 
U.K. to find new, innovative technologies on which we can cooper-
ate to promote stability in the region? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, I completely agree with the way that 
you framed it, the tremendous opportunities, I think, under pillar 
two as well for broader base technological cooperation, certainly 
among our three countries, as you have outlined, between our uni-
versities and our companies. 

And as you know, we have also indicated we are open to poten-
tially cooperating with other countries in pillar two as well. So I 
think this is quite an exciting and strategically important area. 
Thank you. 

Senator KAINE. Well, if the big 12 can have 16 teams, then the 
Quad can have eight members or AUKUS can have nations whose 
names are not in the title. 

So I am going to now go to Senator Young. 
Senator YOUNG. Thank you, Chairman, and I was really encour-

aged that you asked about pillar two of AUKUS. I have it right 
here, pillar two. That is what I also was going to follow up on, just 
emphasizing the importance of that piece of the AUKUS relation-
ship. 

There has been a lot less attention focused, at least in the media, 
on pillar two, but I think the tech sharing opportunities between 
our research institutions and high tech companies are just—it is 
really exciting to me. So thank you to the State Department for 
your emphasis on implementing that. 

I would like to turn to the topic of illegal fishing activities. China 
has by far been the leading aggressor in illegal fishing throughout 
the region. 

It has affected the economies of each country that relies on this 
important industry. China, through their illegal activities, have di-
verted all manner of economic resources, and therefore, our armed 
forces have been doing their part to help. They have conducted mis-
sions to counter what we have come to call illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated, or IUU, fishing. 

Mr. Kritenbrink, what diplomatic efforts has the State Depart-
ment been leading to challenge Chinese IUU fishing in the region, 
and has any notable progress been made especially on what we call 
shiprider agreements with our Coast Guard? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, thank you. Really important ques-
tion, and that was where I was going to go first, that I think our 
Coast Guard has been most effective here in the shiprider agree-
ments in particular. 

I do not have in front of me the list of all the countries that we 
have shiprider agreements with, but I think our Coast Guard’s 
presence in the region, cracking down on illegal fishing, especially 
through shiprider arrangements, helping countries in the region 
understand what is happening in their maritime domains and to 
defend their rights is probably the most important thing that we 
can do. But I could get back to you on those details. 

I would say, second, what we have done just across the board 
more broadly speaking is we have tried to increase partners’ mari-
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time domain awareness through the Indo-Pacific maritime domain 
awareness initiative. 

Again, the theory of the case is that when countries understand 
what is happening in their domains, they can better protect them. 

And then, third, I think the more we can do to publicize and 
shine a bright light on this activity. You are correct that we believe 
that the PRC is by far the country that carries out the vast major-
ity of illegal fishing in ways that is really detrimental to the econo-
mies of the region. 

Senator YOUNG. Thank you. If you would kindly get whatever in-
formation you have. 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator YOUNG. The list of shiprider agreements—— 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator YOUNG [continuing]. Would be a great start to the com-

mittee. We will take a look, please. 
And then by way of follow up, when the Chinese government 

does nothing to control its fishing fleets engaged in illegal fishing, 
maybe you can tell us how does the U.S. Government differentiate 
our adherence to international conventions on fishing and maritime 
boundaries? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. I am sorry, Senator. I did not catch the last 
part. My apologies. 

Senator YOUNG. When they respond—when they do absolutely 
nothing to control—— 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir. 
Senator YOUNG [continuing]. The fishing fleets that are engaged 

in this sort of illegal fishing, does that make it difficult to follow 
international conventions on fishing and maritime boundaries? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Yes, sir, I understand. 
Yes, sir. So I really appreciate your question. I think there are 

two challenges. 
Yes, there is shiprider agreements and our other actions to try 

to help countries to control their maritime domains, and then there 
are also waters on the open sea that are overfished and over uti-
lized in ways, again, that is detrimental to the region. 

So our effort there is, one, through shining a bright light on 
these issues, and again, second, trying to build the capacity of part-
ners in the region to understand that in addition to our own oper-
ations. 

Senator YOUNG. Thank you. 
So staying on this topic, the Coast Guard is currently analyzing 

what resources they require to increase their presence and increase 
their operational tempo in the Western Pacific. 

This follows a directive that I secured in the recent Coast Guard 
authorization, and these findings should become available and re-
ported to Congress and the State Department as we hit the end of 
this year. 

So can I have your commitment to review those findings as soon 
as they become available? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Absolutely, Senator, and can I say Coast 
Guard leadership in the Pacific has been absolutely tremendous? 
And when we did the second Pacific Island summit, one of the most 
effective events we had was at Coast Guard headquarters, and I 
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think our Pacific Island partners were really encouraged and im-
pressed by the resources and capabilities we can bring to bear. 

Senator YOUNG. Thank you. We will look forward to those find-
ings and also any counsel you might have about how this com-
mittee can be helpful and informed by those findings, doing what-
ever is needed to empower State and our Coast Guard to help ad-
dress illegal fishing activities moving forward. 

Thank you so much, Chairman. 
Mr. KRITENBRINK. Thank you, Senator. 
Senator KAINE. Senator Van Hollen. 
Senator VAN HOLLEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank all 

of you for your testimony and your service, and I just want to say 
amen to Senator Young’s questions regarding maritime security 
and protecting fisheries. 

And I know a lot has been covered in this hearing already, and 
I just want to stress, and I know you all know this, that when we 
are dealing with China’s influence in the Pacific Island region, it 
cannot just all be no, do not work with China. In fact, quite the 
opposite. 

We need to provide a better alternative both in terms of a vision 
of the future but also material support. You cannot beat something 
with nothing. And again, I want to just encourage all of you to con-
tinue to use all the tools at our disposal—economic tools, whether 
the DFC or other agencies, to put forward proposals that support 
people in this region. 

Assistant Secretary Kritenbrink, I do have a specific question 
about Kiribati, and I know it has been referenced the—China’s po-
lice presence there. I also know there is an IT component, I under-
stand, to their involvement. 

So one question is what are we doing to counter PRC influence 
in Kiribati, but the larger question is how can we anticipate these 
kind of challenges and not play whack-a-mole after they come up? 

In other words, how can we be proactive rather than just reac-
tive? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Senator, thank you. Fantastic question, really, 
and thank you for your leadership and support. 

I think the number one thing that we need to do is to be present, 
to be active in all of these countries, and to, as you said, offer alter-
natives. Specifically in the case of Kiribati our accredited Ambas-
sador who is a resident in Fiji, Marie Damour, who I understand 
is visiting right now, again, to hear the needs of our friends in 
Kiribati and to determine the best way forward. 

I know our friends at the Millennium Challenge Corporation 
have a threshold compact of about $30 million, if I remember cor-
rectly, again, focused on education and building local capacity. 

I mentioned a little while earlier some of the work we are doing 
together with friends in Australia to refurbish the Canton wharf 
and another wharf there. 

And also we are following up on the agreement we have from 
Kiribati leadership to establish a U.S. embassy in Kiribati as well. 
So getting that permanent presence on the ground, working on all 
those alternatives from infrastructure to other areas across the 
board I think that is the best way. 
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Both with our friends in Kiribati but across the board in the Pa-
cific we have to be present, we have to be active, and we have to 
bring alternatives to the table. We think our strategy is designed 
to do just that. 

Senator VAN HOLLEN. I appreciate that. In terms of the diplo-
matic presence, as you say, if we are not there on the ground, we 
are not going to be in the game, cannot offer proposals or engage. 

Can you just give a brief update on how we have expanded our 
diplomatic presence in the region and what more we need to do? 

Mr. KRITENBRINK. Thank you, Senator. 
We have identified four countries in which we want to establish 

new embassies. We have successfully done so in the Solomon Is-
lands and in Tonga. We will be open imminently in Vanuatu, and 
then, as I said, we are working diligently to follow up on Kiribati 
and will need parliamentary approval for that. But we are working 
actively on that. 

In each instance of the two new embassies we have opened thus 
far, we opened an immediate presence very quickly, and now we 
are moving to build out that staff, build out the permanent facili-
ties—the long term facilities in which our staff will be there, and 
then we are also working on the personnel side. 

To get opened quickly we basically had to find temporary duty 
personnel to get boots on the ground and plant our flag, and now 
we are following up with the full time staff and also together with 
this committee we hope to be nominating ambassadors to these 
new countries as well. 

But as you said, there is no substitute for presence, and I am 
confident we will be present in these four countries, and then we 
will build out that presence. I think it will make a huge difference 
and already is in the Solomons and Tonga. 

Senator VAN HOLLEN. Very good. Thank you. 
And I do have one last question on the implementation of COFA 

for you, Dr. Ratner. I know that Senator Duckworth raised this 
issue, and I think her focus with some of the work that AID is 
doing in the aftermath of passing funding for the Compacts of Free 
Association. 

On the defense side what kind of measures are you taking now 
that that has passed? 

Mr. RATNER. Senator, we obviously have a range of activities as-
sociated in terms of exercises and operations rotating through the 
compact states. In terms of major investments underway, we have 
a couple specific major posture initiatives there and posture sites. 

In RMI, Republic of Marshall Islands, hosts the Ronald Reagan 
Ballistic Missile Testing Site at U.S. Army garrison on Kwajalein, 
which is a really important location as it relates to space oper-
ations and space situational awareness. 

And then, of course, we have the TACMOR radar—the Tactical 
Multi-Mission Over-the-Horizon Radar—in Palau, which is going to 
give the department and the U.S. military unprecedented situa-
tional awareness over a huge swath of the Pacific. So really impor-
tant posture initiatives underway there. 

Senator VAN HOLLEN. I appreciate it. Thank you. 
Thank you all. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
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Senator KAINE. We have been informed that Senator Cruz is on 
his way, and I am going to give him 2 minutes. So play quietly at 
your desks, and if he is here within 2 minutes then he will be up 
next, and then we will conclude the hearing. And if he is not, I will 
gavel us to a close. 

But I will say while we are waiting and those 2 minutes are run-
ning, we had an Armed Services Committee hearing right before 
this and two of the Armed Services members, Senator Ernst and 
Senator Hirono, had been quite involved in the CONVENE Act, 
which was very much focused on security agreements with the 
COFA nations. 

I was a co-sponsor of that. 
Senator Van Hollen, I think you were as well, and that CON-

VENE Act was largely included in the NDAA and when I told Sen-
ator Hirono that I was coming up to this hearing that was focusing 
upon the Pacific Islands and strategy and that it was to my recol-
lection the first time that we have had a hearing on this topic in 
this committee during the time I have been on it, Senator Hirono 
was very glad and said it is about time. 

So there were some happy Armed Services Committee members 
knowing that this hearing was happening today, too. 

And the ranking member and I will now patiently wait for now— 
I think it is 62 seconds now—to see if Senator Cruz arrives. 

[Pause.] 
Senator KAINE. As we are counting down I will do the homework, 

which is there may be members of the committee that want to sub-
mit questions in writing, including Senator Cruz. 

We will keep the record of the hearing open until the close of 
business on Friday, March 15. If members do submit questions we 
would encourage you to respond promptly and thoroughly. 

There is a vote ongoing on the Senate floor right now and an im-
portant one with respect to our nominee to be ambassador to 
Haiti—a very timely one. And with that, though, and with the con-
currence of the ranking member—— 

Senator RISCH. Is your guy coming? OK. He is in this building. 
Senator KAINE. OK. 
With the concurrence of the ranking member we will be slightly 

graceful to a colleague who is said to be in the building, so and we 
will wait just a bit longer. 

Mr. RATNER. Senator Kaine, do you have any more AUKUS jokes 
while we are waiting? 

[Laughter.] 
Senator KAINE. I thought that story would be appreciated. It is 

a great initiative, and good work moving out on it so quickly. 
Mr. RATNER. Yes. Thank you so much for your support on that. 

That legislation was really critical. 
Senator KAINE. Australian sailors training with in the nuclear 

power program in South Carolina with U.S. sailors. To take a na-
tion that only has—the only nuclear in Australia is medical iso-
topes, and to go from that to the ability to operate, maintain, and 
eventually build nuclear subs, the most complex items manufac-
tured on the planet Earth, that is a lot of work. But it is going to 
be great work to be able to do together. 
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With that, I am going to decide that the hearing is now to be ad-
journed. 

With the thanks of the committee for your appearance we ad-
journ, and please do follow up on questions if they are submitted. 

[Whereupon, at 12:07 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.] 

ADDITIONAL MATERIAL SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD 

RESPONSES OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR BENJAMIN L. CARDIN 

TOPIC: PRC INFLUENCE 

There is rising concern among some Pacific Island nations regarding the growing 
influence of the PRC in the region. We’ve seen the PRC use economic inducements, 
threats and economic coercion, disinformation, and old-fashioned corruption in at-
tempts to expand its foothold. Beijing’s influence extends beyond infrastructure 
projects and security agreements to PRC state engagement in the local media and 
information space. 

Question. Given very small media markets and limited journalistic capacity in the 
Pacific Islands region, what is the United States doing to promote a strong and pro-
fessional media? How do our efforts compare to those of our strategic adversaries? 

Answer. The United States supports a free media in the Pacific Islands through 
access to credible sources of news, journalism, and media training opportunities, 
and by creating strong communities of practice. The State Department provides Pa-
cific Islands journalists regular access to visiting U.S. officials and selects journal-
ists to participate in media-focused exchange programs and trainings. 

The United States is working to build capacity through programs including 
USAID’s PROJECT Governance, which has provided financial and investigative 
journalism training for Pacific Islands reporters and media literacy courses for civil 
society organizations and academia. 

Through the Young Pacific Leaders’ initiative, the State Department offers work-
shops and other engagements for emerging Pacific leaders on a variety of civic lead-
ership issues, including journalistic ethic and media literacy. 

Last year, the State Department launched the Digital Communication Network 
(DCN) in EAP that focuses on building networks within the Pacific Islands. The 
DCN aims to create a lasting impact by empowering a new generation of global 
voices to promote ideas in the digital space. 

The State Department also recently launched an initiative intending to strength-
en balanced media environments in the Indo-Pacific. It will aim to provide free inde-
pendent wire content to local media outlets and to build their capacity through 
training, equipment provision, mentoring, and network building. The goal of this 
program is to strengthen local media outlet resilience as to ensure that the sources 
available to them are diverse and accurate. 

Question. How are we countering the PRC’s growing influence in Pacific Island 
media markets? What more can we be doing to implement a pro-active public diplo-
macy strategy in the region? 

Answer. In addition to the activities described above to promote a free media in 
the Pacific Islands through access to credible sources of news, journalism, and 
media training opportunities, and by creating strong communities of practice, the 
State Department has doubled its number of academic exchange opportunities for 
Pacific Islands countries, including the U.S. South Pacific Scholarship Program, Ful-
bright, and the Global Undergraduate Exchange Program. We are working closely 
with interagency partners to coordinate messaging and promote the full breadth of 
USG assistance programming and other activities in the Pacific Islands region, in-
cluding through human interest stories that will connect with communities across 
the Pacific. 

TOPIC: INFORMATION SECURITY 

Outlets such as Radio Free Asia are attempting to expand its capacity to cover 
events in Pacific Island countries for their populations. 

Question. How important is the information space in the Pacific Islands region, 
and what is the Administration doing to support access to reliable, timely jour-
nalism and news in these places where the PRC is exerting its influence? 
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Answer. The information space is extremely important in the Pacific Islands re-
gion. The United States is working to build capacity through programs including 
USAID’s PROJECT Governance, through which we have provided financial and in-
vestigative journalism trainings in-region for Pacific Islands reporters in addition to 
media literacy courses for civil society organizations and academia. 

Last year, the State Department launched the Digital Communication Network 
(DCN) in EAP that focuses on building networks within the Pacific Islands. The 
DCN aims to create a lasting impact by empowering a new generation of global 
voices to promote ideas in the digital space. Since its establishment in 2015, the 
DCN has created a global network of over 10,000 digital communicators and 
influencers working together to provide accurate and authentic reporting, strength-
en independent journalism, support civil society, and advance democratic values. 

The State Department also recently launched an initiative intended to strengthen 
balanced media environments in the Indo-Pacific. It will aim to provide free inde-
pendent wire content to local media outlets and to build their capacity through 
training, equipment provision, and mentoring/network building. The goal of this pro-
gram is to strengthen local media outlet resilience and make sure that the sources 
available to them are diverse and accurate. 

TOPIC: INCREASING U.S. DIPLOMATIC PRESENCE IN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

The Administration has been committed to increasing our diplomatic presence in 
the region, including opening embassies in the Solomon Islands and Tonga, and is 
considering additional locations globally. However, the Department is not practiced 
at opening new embassies, and particularly not in small island states. As a result, 
it’s taken far too long for us to establish a presence in Honiara and Nuku’alofa. The 
template for U.S. embassies are large and medium sized embassies with state-of- 
the-art security standards and room for a significant interagency compliment—not 
agile and quick-to-open ‘‘micro-missions.’’ 

Question. For U.S. interests in the Pacific Islands region, what is most important? 
To what do you attribute the delays in establishing the two new missions in the 
Pacific Islands region? Do we need to establish small traditional embassy, or is a 
‘‘micro-mission’’ approach more appropriate? 

Answer. Maintaining a robust and agile diplomatic presence and reinforcing U.S. 
credibility by living up to our commitments are most important in the Pacific Is-
lands region. Enacting COFA-related legislation this year was a significant mile-
stone in advancing these goals. EAP’s approach to the Pacific Islands region is guid-
ed by the National Security Strategy, Indo-Pacific Strategy and Pacific Partnership 
Strategy, the first U.S. strategy for the Pacific Islands. 

We opened two new missions in 2023: Embassy Honiara in January and Embassy 
Nuku’alofa in May. Our missions in Honiara and Nuku’alofa opened less than 1 
year after announcing our plans to open them. Consistent with the objectives of 
SECCA 2022, the Department rapidly processed SECCA waivers and OSPB excep-
tions to the maximum extent possible, enabling the opening of the missions and en-
suring limited staff, per the OSPB exceptions, work from a safe and secure facility 
until the Department completes construction on longer-term lease-fit-out facilities. 

Although the Department has already established its presence in Honiara and 
Nuku’alofa under the existing opening process, we are developing the Micro Mission 
operating framework as a new embassy designation for select countries where the 
Department does not yet have an Embassy presence or where we envision the 
longer-term presence will remain small. The Micro Mission model has the potential 
to address some concerns around staff workload at small new missions. The Depart-
ment is still developing the concept and has not implemented a Micro Mission model 
but will consider it for future missions. 

Question. What existing authorities is the Department exercising to accelerate the 
expansion of U.S. diplomatic personnel in the region? What additional authorities 
are needed? 

Answer. The Department has used SECCA 2022 authorities in opening new posts 
in Honiara, Solomon Islands, and Nuku’alofa, Tonga. As part of the ongoing imple-
mentation process, the Department also streamlined the SECCA waiver process, re-
ducing approval times to 60–90 days. Seventeen SECCA waivers were processed in 
2023, more than any other year. An additional five have been processed as of Feb-
ruary 2024. 

The Department used tools such as the streamlined SECCA waiver process to 
open embassies in Honiara and Nuku’alofa, putting staff on the ground quickly and 
safely. We are working toward the same approach for future embassy Port Vila, 
Vanuatu, which we plan to open later this year. 
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Question. What can we learn from your experience opening embassies in the Pa-
cific Islands that can be applied to small missions being contemplated in other re-
gions, such as South Asia, Africa, and the Western Hemisphere? 

Answer. The Department continued to refine and expedite its new post opening 
process using lessons learned and best practices. This includes an accelerated site 
selection process, phased opening, SECCA 2022 flexibilities, and increased coordina-
tion with host governments. The Department is concurrently developing a new 
model (Micro Missions) for rapidly establishing smaller embassies, incorporating les-
sons learned from the recent new post openings in the Pacific Islands. 

TOPIC: PEACE CORPS 

The U.S. has historically had a number of Peace Corps programs in the Pacific 
Islands, but that number has dwindled over the years for a variety of reasons. When 
I hear from our Ambassadors in the field, they all say that one of the issues our 
partners most frequently raise is to bring the Peace Corps back to their country. 

Question. What are our plans for expanding Peace Corps presence in the islands? 
What impediments currently exist to realizing these goals and what is State and 
the Peace Corps doing to work through them so that we can field volunteers? 

Answer. The Peace Corps currently operates posts in 13 countries in the Indo-Pa-
cific: Cambodia, Fiji, Indonesia, Mongolia, Nepal, Philippines, Samoa, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Vanuatu, and Vietnam, and is in the process of re- 
establishing a presence in Palau, which will be supported by the Peace Corps/Phil-
ippines post. The Peace Corps recently welcomed back Volunteers to service in Fiji, 
Samoa, and Tonga and anticipates a return to Vanuatu later this year and to Palau 
in 2025. 

The Peace Corps has received many invitations to initiate or resume Peace Corps 
programming. Placing Peace Corps Volunteers in remote Pacific islands is both ex-
pensive and challenging. The Peace Corps considers invitations from host countries 
on an individual basis in the context of overall demand, conditions on the ground, 
and agency resources. There is significant demand from around the world for Peace 
Corps Volunteers, particularly in the field of English-language instruction, given the 
youth bulge. 

Acknowledging these challenges, the Peace Corps is exploring innovative ways to 
support countries around the world. The agency launched a Virtual Service Pilot 
(VSP), in which participants donate their time to provide virtual support to counter-
parts around the world. Even as Volunteers return to in-person service, the VSP has 
proven to be very successful, particularly in remote regions such as the Indo Pacific. 
In addition, last year the Peace Corps launched the Blue Pacific Youth Initiative, 
a collaborative, pan-Pacific network of programs and activities that mobilize young 
leaders in support of environmental resilience. 

The Peace Corps is a vital part of building strong people-to-people connections be-
tween the United States and the Pacific Islands. The agency has and continues to 
contribute to capacity building, increasing opportunities for youth, and supporting 
countries around the world to innovate and adapt to our much-changed world. 

TOPIC: PUBLIC DIPLOMACY/PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

The Biden Administration has significantly increased attention to and investment 
in the Pacific Islands, including through the announcement of an annual fellowship 
called the U.S.-Pacific Institute for Rising Leaders. Because of our history, shared 
values, and strong diaspora ties, we get a disproportionate return on our people-to- 
people investments. 

Question. Given the remote and distributed nature of the Pacific Islands region, 
what are the most effective strategies for doing public diplomacy outreach? 

Answer. Because of our history, shared values, and strong diaspora ties, the 
United States benefits tremendously from its people-to-people programs. The State 
Department is working to increase its physical in-person presence and its number 
of exchange and cultural program offerings across the Pacific Islands region. The 
United States has doubled the number of academic exchange opportunities for Pa-
cific Islands countries, including the U.S. South Pacific Scholarship Program, Ful-
bright, and the Global Undergraduate Exchange Program. 

Under the Young Pacific Leaders’ (YPL) initiative, the State Department has fos-
tered new collaborations between the Pacific Islands and the United States by work-
ing with a growing alumni network. The YPL program connects the North Pacific— 
Palau, Guam, Hawaii, the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas Islands, the 
Federated States of Micronesia, and the Republic of Marshall Islands—to the South 
Pacific, where the United States has historically had a smaller physical presence. 
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YPL alumni have pioneered public diplomacy programs in areas where the United 
States lacks diplomatic presence. With additional funding, the Department could 
grow this network and establish a YPL Regional Think Tank for greater alumni en-
gagement in addition to an annual YPL train-the-trainer program for alumni to 
maximize their impact in the region. 

The YPL brand is well-recognized in the region. Other governments, regional or-
ganizations, and private sector entities have approached YPL alumni for their ex-
pertise, knowledge, skills, and connections. Co-branding YPL with other U.S. Pacific 
programs and fellowships could enhance its reach and impact. Current co-branding 
opportunities include Oceania Professional Fellows Program, U.S.-Pacific Institute 
for Rising Leaders Fellowship (Johns Hopkins), Resilient Pacific Islands Leaders 
Fellowship (East-West Center), Tourism Professional Fellows (East-West Center), 
Pacific Islands Media Initiatives (East-West Center), Blue Pacific Youth Initiative 
(Peace Corps), SUSI, and Fulbright. 

Question. What more can we be doing to implement a proactive public diplomacy 
strategy in the region? 

Answer. We are working to establish Public Affairs Officer positions at each of 
our new embassies across the Pacific. The Public Affairs Officer for Honiara, Sol-
omon Islands arrives in April 2024, and others are scheduled to arrive in the coming 
months. We are working closely with interagency partners to coordinate messaging 
and promote the full breadth of U.S. assistance programming and other activities 
in the Pacific Islands region, including, through human interest stories that will 
connect with communities across the Pacific. 

TOPIC: U.S. DEVELOPMENT FINANCE TOOLS IN THE PACIFIC 

One of the most challenging aspects of working in the Pacific Island region is that 
is that, with a few notable exceptions, it is very challenging to incentivize U.S. in-
vestment in the region due to the distance, size and scale of the economies. There 
are challenges with cyber and digital connectivity, challenges with access to banking 
and finance, and challenges related to construction capacity and land availability. 
The PRC is active in these economies, but we have not figured out how to 
incentivize U.S. private sector investment. 

Question. As we look to reauthorize the Development Finance Corporation this 
year, how should we be thinking about encouraging finance and investment in the 
Pacific Islands region? In addition to the U.S. private sector, what more could we 
be doing to catalyze the private sectors of U.S. partners and allies? 

Answer. Investments made by the U.S. International Development Finance Cor-
poration underscore that the private sector, and not only PRC state-owned enter-
prises, can finance the world’s infrastructure needs as DFC provides a quality-based 
alternative to PRC financing. We are directing U.S. assistance to improve the in-
vestment environment for the private sector so that we can advance DFC’s invest-
ment capabilities across the Pacific. Currently, DFC’s investments have primarily 
been in Papua New Guinea, the region’s largest market, but DFC is working to ex-
pand its reach across the region, especially through DFC’s and USAID’s newly 
launched Microfinance Facility for the Pacific Islands and by utilizing partnerships 
with Australia, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan to identify co-investment opportunities. 

Additional authorities are needed for DFC to expand support for strategic private 
sector investment projects that, due to distance, size, or other barriers, cannot at-
tract commercial interest in the region. The State Department also encourages Con-
gress to consider urgent short-term authorities, including allowing development fi-
nance loans under certain conditions to support public infrastructure. We encourage 
Congress to consider modifying DFC country eligibility; for example, Palau and 
Nauru have gone in and out of the World Bank income classification in recent years 
due largely to their small population size (10–15,000 people), but the ‘‘high income’’ 
label does not reflect their actual level of development or government capacity. 

RESPONSES OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR JAMES E. RISCH 

It is clear that the Department needs to streamline and simplify the process for 
opening new embassies. We need people on the ground quickly, but also with the 
tools they need to get in the game. 

Question. Do you support an ‘‘embassy in a box’’ concept for small, remote posts? 
This would support new embassies regionally and waive certain processes and pro-
cedures to prevent small posts from being hamstrung by bureaucracy. 
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Answer. EAP fully supports exploring a broad spectrum of presence alternatives 
for small posts in remote locations. EAP also endorses initiatives to support embas-
sies regionally and waive certain processes and procedures so that our people can 
arrive on the ground quickly and follow through on top U.S. foreign policy goals. 

Question. What are you doing to clear the red tape, so we don’t lose more ground 
to the Chinese? 

Answer. EAP is strategically shifting all post operational management respon-
sibilities for new posts to the Manila Regional Support Service (MRSS). This shift 
in responsibilities enables diplomats based in these new posts to focus on competing 
with the PRC. The operational management responsibilities encompass functions 
such as human resources, financial systems, information systems, and general serv-
ices (housing, vehicles and transportation, travel, warehouse management, and sup-
plies). Currently, MRSS is supporting all the new embassies, and all management 
support will fully transfer to MRSS by September 30. 

Question. How is your bureau supporting getting our diplomats on the ground as 
soon as possible? 

Answer. Currently, the newly established embassies in Solomon Islands and 
Tonga have four diplomats on the ground—Solomon Islands have two diplomats on 
long-term temporary duty (TDY), and Tonga has one diplomat on long-term TDY 
and another who is the first U.S. Direct Hire assigned to Tonga. By the summer 
of 2024, Solomon Islands will have three U.S. Direct Hires on the ground and Tonga 
will have two. Among the three is the Public Affairs Officer, who is scheduled to 
arrive in Solomon Islands as early as next month, April. 

For future embassies in Vanuatu and Kiribati, EAP has been proactive in both 
sending long-term TDYers and staging U.S. Direct Hires in neighboring countries. 
For Vanuatu, there are currently two long-term TDYers. Additionally, one U.S. Di-
rect Hire will be based in Papua New Guinea. As soon as the embassy in Vanuatu 
is opened, this person will be deployed to Vanuatu. For Kiribati, one U.S. Direct 
Hire is based in Fiji, and another will arrive this summer. As soon as the embassy 
in Kiribati is opened, both will be deployed to Kiribati. 

Question. Is EAP having any trouble attracting diplomats to these new posts? 

Answer. For this most recent bidding cycle, all seven available positions through-
out the new posts were filled—three are for Solomon Islands, two are for Tonga, one 
is for Vanuatu, and one is for Kiribati. Those assigned to Vanuatu and Kiribati will 
stay in neighboring countries (Papua New Guinea and Fiji, respectively) until these 
embassies are opened. 

Among the seven are the Deputy Chief of Mission positions in Solomon Islands 
and Tonga. Each received four to five bidders. For the other five positions, which 
are mid-level, they also received multiple bidders. 

Question. What is EAP doing to support these new embassies so diplomats on the 
ground can focus on diplomacy and not bureaucracy? Please be specific. 

Answer. Manila Regional Support Service (MRSS) has made great strides in pro-
viding support for the new posts, ensuring that diplomats on the ground can focus 
on diplomacy. 

MRSS’s Human Resources (HR) section has already hired, onboarded, and is pro-
viding online training for 17 local staff in Solomon Islands and Tonga. MRSS H.R. 
is also in the process of advertising for local staff in Vanuatu. MRSS Financial Man-
agement section has already submitted the first budgets and financial targets for 
all the new posts. MRSS Information Systems has deployed Star Shield in Tonga 
and is preparing to deploy it to all the new posts to ensure connectivity to these 
far-flung posts and plans to purchase vehicles for all the new posts. 

TOPIC: ESTABLISHING NEW EMBASSIES 

It is clear that the Department needs to streamline and simplify the process for 
opening new embassies. We need people on the ground quickly, but also with the 
tools they need to get in the game. 

My Secure Embassy Construction and Counterterrorism Act of 2022 (SECCA 
2022) provides State much-needed flexibilities to quickly stand up our overseas mis-
sions, which is especially useful in the Pacific Islands. 

Kiribati is only a 31⁄2 hour flight from Hawaii. Following Kiribati’s switch to rec-
ognize the PRC instead of Taiwan in 2019, the PRC has aggressively courted 
Kiribati elite, and Beijing is increasing security and police cooperation with 
Kiribati’s government. 
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Question. What is the status of PRC influence in Kiribati? Beyond getting perma-
nent U.S. diplomats to Tarawa, what are we doing to provide a true alternative to 
China there? 

Answer. We continue to engage with the Government of Kiribati on our interest 
in opening a U.S. Embassy as a matter of priority. One U.S. Direct Hire in Embassy 
Suva is wholly dedicated to U.S.-Kiribati relations and travels to Kiribati regularly. 
This officer’s tireless work this February enabled the Coast Guard to conduct its 
first shiprider operation since 2017. 

We are also working to enhance our relationship with Kiribati through bilateral 
and multilateral cooperation on priority projects. Together with Australia and 
Japan, we are funding the East Micronesia Cable Project, which will support in-
creased economic growth, drive development opportunities, and help improve living 
standards. At last year’s U.S.-Pacific Islands Forum Summit, the Millennium Chal-
lenge Corporation and the Government of Kiribati signed a $29.1 million threshold 
program grant agreement to advance economic growth in Kiribati to promote safe, 
accessible, decent, and inclusive employment opportunities for Kiribati workers and 
empower youth. 

My Secure Embassy Construction and Counterterrorism Act of 2022 (SECCA 
2022) provides State much-needed flexibilities to quickly stand up our overseas mis-
sions, which is especially useful in the Pacific Islands. 

Question. Why hasn’t the Secretary followed the law and issued official guidance 
on implementing SECCA? Can you tell me exactly when we will see the Secretary’s 
guidance released? 

Answer. As part of its work toward full implementation of SECCA 2022, the De-
partment issued interim implementation guidance in March 2023 that exempted 
posts rated low across the Security Environment Threat List (SETL) from SECCA 
setback-equivalence requirements and delegated authority to approve SECCA set-
back waivers for chanceries and consulates to the Under Secretary for Management, 
except for High Threat/High Risk posts. The Department remains committed to 
using the full spectrum of authorities afforded by SECCA 2022, to include estab-
lishing engineering equivalency design requirements to provide a commensurate 
level of blast protection at reduced setback distances. 

Question. How are you and the Department using SECCA to open embassies fast-
er in the Pacific? 

Answer. To date, the Department has used SECCA 2022 authorities in opening 
new posts in Honiara, Solomon Islands; Troms, Norway; Victoria, Seychelles; and 
Nuku’alofa, Tonga. As part of the ongoing implementation process, the Department 
also streamlined the SECCA waiver process, reducing approval times to 60–90 days; 
in extremely urgent cases, such as Honiara and Nuku’alofa, approval was obtained 
within 35 days. Seventeen SECCA waivers were processed in 2023, more than any 
other year. An additional five have been processed as of February. 

The Department utilized tools such as the streamlined SECCA waiver process to 
open embassies in Honiara and Nuku’alofa prior to executing a lease fit out of the 
facilities, thus putting staff on the ground quickly and safely. We are working to-
ward the same approach for Port Vila, Vanuatu. 

A key function of our new embassies in the Pacific Islands is to deepen U.S. ties 
with the people of those countries. But both Solomon Islands and Tonga lack con-
sular services, meaning that people of those countries wishing to apply for a visa 
to travel to the U.S. need to go to other countries to do so—greatly increasing the 
frictions for business development, education exchange, and people-to-people connec-
tions. 

Question. When can the people of Solomon Islands and Tonga expect in-country 
consular services? 

Answer. We are committed to providing consular services as we continue to evalu-
ate options to increase our presence and enhance services in Solomon Islands and 
Tonga, where we already provide periodic American Citizen Services. With multiple 
U.S. embassies opening in the Pacific Islands, the Department of State’s Bureau of 
Consular Affairs is evaluating how best to provide in-person nonimmigrant visa 
(NIV) services. We are committed to enhancing services, are actively exploring how 
best to do so, and have already begun offering in-country processing in Tonga for 
NIV applicants who qualify for interview waivers. 
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TOPIC: U.S. RELATIONS WITH THE FAS 

Question. What kinds of U.S. assistance to support the development of National 
Security Councils in Micronesia and the Marshall Islands are being provided, as re-
quired under the CONVENE Act? 

Answer. The Department continues to engage closely with the governments of 
Federated States of Micronesia and the Republic of the Marshall Islands on our in-
terest in supporting them to stand up National Security Councils as entities that 
can help provide coordination and information sharing across a range of topics. Now 
that negotiations on most of the COFA-related agreements have been completed, we 
intend to prioritize this line of effort. 

Question. What support is State providing to the existing National Security Co-
ordination office in Palau? 

Answer. The State Department supports Palau’s National Security Coordination 
office (NSCO) through the Global Defense Reform Program (GDRP), funded by the 
Bureau of Political-Military Affairs’ Office of Global Programs and Initiatives (PM/ 
GPI). In support of Palau’s National Security Strategy, this project aims to strength-
en Palau’s maritime governance (including efficiency, effectiveness, and account-
ability) and improve maritime-related interagency coordination. Under GDRP, PM/ 
GPI sends an adviser to embed with the Department of Marine Law Enforcement. 
The Advisor works with NSCO, the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) including the Office 
of the Attorney General, and the Bureau of Public Safety’s Division of Maritime Se-
curity & Fish and Wildlife Protection on the development and implementation of 
strategy and policies focused on maritime governance, maritime safety, maritime re-
sponse and recovery, interagency cooperation and coordination, information sharing, 
and other objectives identified by the NSCO, the MOJ, and other maritime stake-
holders. Since December 2020, the GDRP program has contributed to Palau’s in-
creasing capability to detect and interdict illegal, unreported, and unregulated fish-
ing vessels, and detect illegal PRC undersea terrain and mineral surveying vessels. 
Among other things, the Advisor has developed a country action plan that will iden-
tify initiatives to strengthen Palau’s institutional capacity in maritime domain 
awareness. 

Topic: While the U.S. values its ties with all Pacific Islands, our relationships 
with the Freely Associated States are fundamentally different. Citizens from the 
FAS can live and work in the U.S. and serve in the U.S. military at very high rates. 
They also host U.S. troops and form part of our extended defense infrastructure. 
Now that we are shifting to implementation of the Compacts of Free Association, 
getting that right will be critical as we develop our ties with the FAS over the next 
20 years and seek to compete with an aggressive China. 

Question. How will State stand up the new Office of Freely Associated States? 

Answer. The Department of State has taken a number of measures to reflect the 
priority we place upon the relationship with Pacific Island nations writ large and 
with the Freely Associated States (FAS) specifically. The Office of Australia, New 
Zealand, and Pacific Affairs (ANP) within the Department’s Bureau of East Asian 
and Pacific Affairs now has a Pacific bilateral team and a Pacific regional team to 
increase available resources that address this priority, which includes planning for 
the implementation of the latest Compact of Free Association-related agreements. 
ANP team members provide leadership including through membership on and staff-
ing for the Joint Economic Management and Trust Fund Committees for the FSM 
and RMI, as well as the annual economic consultations with Palau. We intend to 
implement all the requirements in the Compact of Free Association Amendments 
Act of 2024, and the Department intends to focus resources and time to these issues. 

Question. What will State do to ensure that the FAS are given the dedicated at-
tention they deserve, separate from our broader engagement with the Pacific Island 
Forum and other Pacific Island states? 

Answer. The United States remains strongly committed to the Compacts of Free 
Association (COFA) and related agreements with the Freely Associated States of the 
Federated States of Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Re-
public of Palau. 

In 2023, we finalized new Compact-related agreements with all three countries, 
which are key to maintaining the stability and prosperity of our closest Pacific Is-
land neighbors and partners. I want to thank Congress for passing the associated 
funding, which demonstrates our commitment to the region and our ability to follow 
through on what we promise. 
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Extending Compact-related assistance is a critical component of the Administra-
tion’s Pacific Partnership, Indo-Pacific, and National Security Strategies. The 20- 
year duration and commitment of mandatory funding is reflective of our steadfast 
commitment to these strategically important friends and partners. 

Our focus is on bringing these new agreements into force and providing the Com-
pact-related assistance, including through continuing efforts in the office of Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and Pacific Islands in the EAP bureau as well as through the 
Interagency Working Group on the Freely Associated States. We continue to engage 
regularly and at a high-level with the Freely Associated States to demonstrate our 
longstanding commitment. 

TOPIC: ECONOMIC ENGAGEMENT 

Question. What are 2–3 concrete economic projects we are currently spearheading 
in the Pacific Islands, and what tangible effects are those projects having? 

Answer. We are working with a growing number of trusted likeminded govern-
ment and private sector partners on undersea cable projects to provide Pacific Is-
lands with vital and secure connectivity and digital infrastructure. These initiatives, 
which will have outsized economic benefits around the Pacific but especially in coun-
tries being connected to high-speed Internet for the first time, have demonstrated 
to our Pacific Islands partners that we can be responsive to their needs and provide 
a true alternative to the PRC. 

We are working with Australia to jointly fund port refurbishments in Kiribati, in-
cluding Kanton Island. The projects will unlock key sources of economic growth for 
Kiribati and advance strategic connectivity with Kiribati’s trading neighbors. 

The United States is working to expand economic engagement in Tuvalu in areas 
that respond to key Pacific priorities, as identified by the islands themselves. We 
are working to help Tuvalu access quality internet infrastructure, develop commu-
nity-level solutions to rising domestic fuel costs, and increase its resilience to eco-
nomic coercion and sea-level rise. 

Fundamentally, we have proven that we can coordinate and pool funding with al-
lies, likeminded partners, and private sector partners to provide a strong alternative 
to the PRC in the infrastructure space. 

Question. Which U.S. Government economic agencies are the most active in the 
Pacific Islands, other than State and USAID? 

Answer. The United States has adopted a whole-of-government approach to ex-
pand our influence in the Pacific Islands. The Departments of Treasury, Commerce, 
Transportation, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, and the Development Fi-
nance Cooperation, among others, have all made recent and important contributions 
to our Pacific Partnership Strategy. 

Recent contributions from USTDA, in particular, have accelerated U.S. assistance 
for infrastructure projects. As we work to secure additional funding for projects, 
USTDA’s project preparation work has allowed us to identify projects and take ini-
tial steps early in the development so that we can later find ways to support devel-
opment of those projects with the private sector, pool funding with partners, or 
transfer the project to a trusted partner. 

Apart from economic agencies, U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) and DOD are also very 
active in the region. For example, USCG has shiprider agreements with 12 Pacific 
Islands countries. DOD engages in a variety of ways, most notably in the Freely As-
sociated States, conducts training exercises with militaries in the region, and imple-
ments the State Partnership Program through the National Guard. 

Question. Are there any needed changes in authorities that would make it easier 
for the United States to increase economic and commercial engagement in the Pa-
cific Islands? 

Answer. The mandate of the Development Finance Cooperation and our Export 
Import Bank underscore that only the private sector, and not PRC state-owned en-
terprises, will be able to finance the world’s infrastructure needs. We are directing 
U.S. assistance to improve the investment environment for the private sector so that 
we can deploy DFC and EXIM in additional markets in the Pacific. At present, DFC 
and EXIM assistance has primarily been in Papua New Guinea, the region’s largest 
market. 

However, additional authorities are needed to expand support for strategic eco-
nomic projects that, due to distance, size, or other barriers, cannot attract commer-
cial interest. The President’s fiscal year 2025 Out Compete China proposal requests 
the authorities and resources required to achieve vital national security interests. 
We also encourage Congress to consider urgent short-term authorities, including al-
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lowing development finance loans under certain conditions to support public infra-
structure. Finally, we encourage Congress to consider expanding DFC eligibility to 
high income Pacific Islands countries; Palau and Nauru have gone in and out of this 
classification in recent years due largely to their small population size (10–15,000 
people), but the ‘‘high income’’ label does not reflect their actual level of develop-
ment or government capacity. 

TOPIC: PRC POLICING PRESENCE 

Question. Which policing agreements between the PRC and Pacific Island nations 
are of greatest concern to the United States, and why? 

Answer. We are concerned about the potential implications that security agree-
ments, including on policing, with the PRC may have on the sovereignty and auton-
omy of Pacific Islands nations. 

This is due to the vague, opaque nature of such agreements, including the absence 
of knowing what was promised by supported governments, in exchange for PRC sup-
port. Additionally, such agreements allow for the PRC to increase its security and 
surveillance capabilities in countries where it has agreements, which actively facili-
tates PRC government efforts to repress members of ethnic and religious minority 
groups. Furthermore, since only three Pacific Islands countries have military forces, 
policing agreements with the PRC may serve as an entry point for the eventual es-
tablishment of dual-use facilities that would threaten U.S. national security. We do 
not believe importing PRC security forces or policing methods will help any Pacific 
Islands country, and our assistance provides an alternative. I would be happy to dis-
cuss potential security concerns pertaining to the PRC and specific countries in a 
classified setting. 

Question. Please provide a full accounting of all judicial and law enforcement 
training provided by the Department of State over the previous 3 fiscal years. 
Please include: Numbers broken down by Pacific Island country; illustrative exam-
ples of judicial and law enforcement training and their impact; any relevance to 
countering PRC inroads via policing agreements, if applicable. 

Answer. In the last 3 years, the Department of State has obligated over $34 mil-
lion in INCLE-funded assistance to the judicial and law enforcement sectors across 
13 Pacific Islands countries. Most INCLE programs in the Pacific are regional ef-
forts that cover multiple countries, allowing our programs to be more efficient and 
effective. Papua New Guinea received more than $9.1 million overall in bilateral 
INCLE programs over the last 3 years, the largest share among the Pacific Islands, 
due mainly to its status as a priority country identified in the U.S. Strategy to Pre-
vent Conflict and Promote Stability under the Global Fragility Act. The rest of the 
Pacific Islands benefit from an overall $23 million in regional INCLE projects to ad-
vance the Indo-Pacific Strategy, which amounts to an average of $1.7 million per 
country over 3 years. 

An illustrative example includes U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) led trainings on mari-
time law enforcement that cover 13 Pacific Islands countries. Enabled by mobile 
training teams (MTT), funded by the Bureau for International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs (INL), this assistance has improved maintenance and oper-
ations of maritime assets, as well as increased enforcement capabilities, most nota-
bly when trainings are paired with USCG shiprider operations. One recent MTT in 
Vanuatu involved the successful boarding of several PRC-linked fishing vessels sus-
pected of engaging in illegal, unregulated, or unreported fishing in February 2024. 
The USCG training and subsequent shiprider operations demonstrated to ni- 
Vanuatu officials the severity of the PRC’s encroachment and may strengthen 
Vanuatu’s reported intent to remove long-term PRC police presence seeking to es-
tablish agreements with the Vanuatu Police Force. 

Question. Has the Department of State, in conjunction with other partners, con-
sidered providing policing services in any Pacific Island countries? 

Answer. The United States supports law enforcement training and capacity build-
ing programs in several Pacific Islands countries, as detailed above. Many such pro-
grams are coordinated closely with our likeminded partners and with regional secu-
rity organizations. The Department of State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and 
Law Enforcement Affairs (INL), in general, does not utilize INCLE funding to di-
rectly fund police operations, salaries or associated services. INL-provided training 
and provision of equipment leads to improved police capacity and more efficient po-
lice operations, thereby enabling more sustainable and effective method of strength-
ening police, along with enhanced interoperability with U.S. Federal law enforce-
ment and the police forces of likeminded partners. 
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Question. Since fall-out from the unrest in the Solomon Islands in 2022, have 
partners such as Australia and New Zealand been providing any policing services? 
Are there other nations that would be better placed to do so? 

Answer. The Solomon Islands International Assistance Force, comprised of police 
from Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea, have been committed 
security partners on policing with Solomon Islands. They will stay in Honiara to as-
sist with security until a prime minister is elected and a government is formed. Aus-
tralia and New Zealand also have long-term policing capacity building programs in 
Solomon Islands. 

Question. Other than the public statements by Deputy Secretary Verma and oth-
ers, how is the United States engaging with Papua New Guinea in light of news 
that China has offered a policing agreement to them? 

Answer. The United States has consulted with the government in Papua New 
Guinea to identify opportunities to pursue under the Defense Cooperation Agree-
ment and shiprider agreement. Following a successful initial engagement in 2023 
to assess unexploded ordnance (UXO) contamination hazards, the United States is 
facilitating Papua New Guinea’s request for more persistent conventional weapons 
destruction (CWD) programming to address UXO priorities and reduce illicit pro-
liferation of small arms and light weapons. Additionally, INL is actively negotiating 
a bilateral Letter of Agreement with the Government of Papua New Guinea, which 
would expand law enforcement and security assistance in PNG and establish an 
INL section at the U.S. Embassy in Port Moresby. 

RESPONSES OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR ROBERT MENENDEZ 

TOPIC: NAURU RECOGNITION OF CHINA 

In January, Nauru switched diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to the PRC, a 
significant move as Taiwan’s remaining allies in the Pacific now include the Mar-
shall Islands and Palau. This diplomatic realignment underscores the intensifying 
competition between Taipei and Beijing for regional support and influence. In light 
of these developments, it becomes imperative to examine the implications of Nauru’s 
decision on the broader strategic objectives of the United States in the Indo-Pacific. 

Question. How does Nauru’s diplomatic shift from recognizing Taiwan to China 
affect the broader strategic interests of the United States in the Indo-Pacific region, 
and what steps is the Administration taking to mitigate challenges? 

Answer.. The opaque inducements that Beijing offers to countries to switch diplo-
matic ties are extremely concerning. These deals are highly transactional in nature 
and are designed to benefit the PRC first and foremost. The PRC often makes prom-
ises in exchange for diplomatic relations that ultimately remain unfulfilled. More-
over, it is in the U.S. interest to encourage more countries to work closely with Tai-
wan because it is a force for good in the world. 

The United States offers alternatives consistent with Pacific Islands countries 
governments’ national priorities and the Pacific Island Forum’s 2050 Strategy for a 
Blue Pacific Continent. We are listening to the region and, working with our 
likeminded partners, responding to their asks. 

Question. Given the Compacts of Free Association with countries like the Mar-
shall Islands and Palau, what measures is the Administration implementing to en-
sure the security and stability of these nations while safeguarding U.S. interests in 
the region? 

Answer. The United States remains strongly committed to the Compacts of Free 
Association and related agreements with the Federated States of Micronesia, the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Republic of Palau. 

For decades, our relationships with the Freely Associated States (FAS) have con-
tributed to a secure, stable, and prosperous Pacific. Under the terms of the Com-
pacts, we have full responsibility and authority for security and defense matters in 
or related to these three countries. 

In 2023, we finalized new Compact-related agreements with all three FAS, which 
are key to maintaining the stability and prosperity of our closest Pacific Island 
neighbors and partners. The 20-year duration and commitment of mandatory fund-
ing is reflective of our steadfast commitment to these strategically important friends 
and partners. 
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Question.. How can the United States address the financial vulnerabilities that is 
forcing Pacific islands to deepen relations with the PRC, especially with China being 
a main trading partner and source of investment and infrastructure for countries 
throughout the region? 

Answer. The United States is stepping up its efforts to help meet the most press-
ing infrastructural and economic challenges in the Pacific. Our efforts support in-
creased economic growth, drive opportunities, and help to improve living standards. 
For example, we are enhancing secure, resilient digital connectivity, including 
through working with likeminded partners to support new undersea cables, working 
with private sector partners including Google and APTelecom. In the Freely Associ-
ated States, we provide annual grants for key infrastructure, including for schools 
and hospitals. Through the Pacific Islands Infrastructure Initiative, the U.S. Trade 
and Development Agency is supporting project preparation for a range of regional 
infrastructure and development projects. 

We are also supporting enabling environments and technical assistance on infra-
structure for economic development. Through the U.S. government’s contribution to 
the IMF’s Pacific Technical Assistance Center, we are promoting macrofinancial sta-
bility and capacity, strengthening the resilience of Pacific Islands economies against 
economic shocks, and promoting inclusive growth. The United States also recently 
renewed our commitment to provide funding in connection with the Pacific Region 
Infrastructure Facility (PRIF), which provides regional technical assistance and ca-
pability building to support climate-resilient infrastructure development. 

TOPIC: CHINA-SOLOMON ISLANDS SECURITY AGREEMENT 

In March 2022, the Solomon Islands and China signed a security agreement, os-
tensibly aiming in part to address ‘‘internal threats,’’ including protecting Chinese- 
owned businesses in the country. In 2023, the two countries signed a deal on police 
cooperation as part of their comprehensive strategic partnership. 

Question. What tools is the United States utilizing to encourage the Solomon Is-
lands’ commitment to continue working with the U.S. and Australia as security 
partners? 

Answer. The United States has significantly increased its engagement with Sol-
omon Islands in recent years and continues to do so. We opened a new embassy in 
Honiara in January 2023 and are working to increase its staffing and grow its foot-
print in Solomon Islands. We have also engaged at a high level with the Govern-
ment of Solomon Islands at the 2022 and 2023 U.S.-PIF Summits in Washington, 
DC, and in the region in 2023. 

The United States is expanding its cooperation with Solomon Islands on several 
areas of mutual interest, including unexploded ordnance (UXO) removal in coordina-
tion with the Royal Solomon Islands Police Force, growing USAID presence in the 
country, and the Millennium Challenge Corporation signing a $20 million Threshold 
Agreement with the country in 2022. These tangible outcomes, which are coordi-
nated with our likeminded partners, such as Australia, strengthen our bilateral ties 
with Solomon Islands and encourage ongoing cooperation. 

Pacific leaders have consistently said Pacific Islands countries have the capability 
and proven record of meeting the region’s policing and broader security needs. PIF 
members Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea have long been com-
mitted security partners on policing with Solomon Islands and continue to provide 
support via the Solomon Islands International Assistance Force. 

Question. What are the national security implications if China uses the agreement 
to establish a military foothold in the Solomon Islands? 

Answer. The Administration takes the PRC’s expansion of its overseas logistics, 
basing, and collection infrastructure extremely seriously. As the Department of De-
fense has assessed in its 2023 China Military Power Report, the CCP has tasked 
the PLA to develop the capability to project power outside China’s borders and im-
mediate periphery to secure the PRC’s growing overseas interests and advance its 
foreign policy goals. To respond to this challenge, the Department of State works 
closely with interagency partners, including the NSC, the Department of Defense, 
and IC to address this governmentwide priority. 

The Department of State maintains awareness of and takes action in response to 
proposed PRC military installations abroad in multiple regions of the world. The Of-
fice of China Coordination and regional and functional bureaus work collectively to 
address PRC efforts to gain access. We continue to engage at high levels with gov-
ernments that are considering hosting PRC military installations and share infor-
mation with them about the risks, and we coordinate with allies and partners to 
amplify those concerns. 
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TOPIC: U.S. INDO-PACIFIC STRATEGY 

In February 2022, the Administration published its Indo-Pacific Strategy, which 
includes the goal of promoting a free and open Indo-Pacific. However, this goal is 
unattainable with the PRC’s continued encroachment in the region through its dip-
lomatic, economic, and military efforts. Analysts have consistently noted that Chi-
nese foreign investment projects through their Belt and Road Initiative often carry 
heftier price tags than advertised, engaging in ‘‘debt-trap’’ diplomacy. Furthermore, 
many of these projects serve a dual purpose, as they provide the PLA’s air and 
naval forces potential centers of operation, expanding their capacity to position mili-
tary resources in these countries. 

Question. How does China’s expanding influence in the region impact the U.S.’s 
goal of a free and open Indo-Pacific region? What steps is the Administration consid-
ering to prevent other nations from aligning with the PRC? 

Answer. We have seen a range of increasingly problematic behavior from the PRC 
in the broader region, including entering into opaque security arrangements with 
Pacific Islands countries, predatory economic activities including IUU fishing; envi-
ronmental degradation; and investments that undermine good governance and pro-
mote corruption. 

Additionally, we do not believe importing PRC security forces will help any Pacific 
Islands country. We reiterate our concerns over the expansion of the PRC’s internal 
security and surveillance apparatus, which actively facilitates PRC government ef-
forts to repress members of ethnic and religious minority groups. We are concerned 
about the potential implications that security agreements with the PRC may have 
on the sovereignty and autonomy of Pacific Islands nations. We will continue to en-
gage with Pacific Island countries’ governments on these concerns. At the same 
time, we will continue to build on our strong relationship with the region, in re-
sponse to the demand signals and priorities expressed by Pacific Islands countries. 

RESPONSES OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR PETE RICKETTS 

Topic: In April, the Solomon Islands will hold a general election that will be crit-
ical for the trajectory of the country. Under Prime Minister Sogavare, the Solomon 
Islands has strengthened its relationship with the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
including switching its diplomatic recognition and establishing a comprehensive 
strategic partnership. This has concerningly led to a secret security pact and polic-
ing agreement with the PRC. The PRC is fully aware of what’s at stake in this elec-
tion, and in the past, has resorted to bribes and other forms of malign influence to 
meddle in Solomon Islands affairs. 

Question. Are there actions that we or our allies and partners in the Pacific Is-
lands Forum are taking to limit the PRC’s malign influence in these elections to en-
sure that they are both free and fair? 

Answer. We are coordinating closely with our likeminded partners to support free 
and fair elections in Solomon Islands. Australia and New Zealand are providing sig-
nificant electoral support to the Government of Solomon Islands. USAID also plans 
to send elections observers to monitor conditions on the ground. 

The United States is also supporting a free media in Solomon Islands through 
support to local outlets to access credible sources of news, for example the Associ-
ated Press. 

Question. Are you concerned that Prime Minister Sogavare will utilize PRC secu-
rity forces in the event of any unrest or to crack down on political opposition during 
or following the election? 

Answer. The Solomon Islands International Assistance Force (SIAF), composed of 
police from Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea, will continue to 
operate in Honiara through June 2024 to assist with security for the national elec-
tions. These efforts by our likeminded partners should be sufficient to quell any po-
tential unrest, mitigating the need for PRC assistance. 

We do not believe importing PRC security forces will help any Pacific Islands 
country. We reiterate our concerns over the PRC’s expansion of internal security 
and surveillance apparatus. 

Question. If so, what plans are we developing with our allies and partners in the 
region to address this contingency? 

Answer. We are coordinating closely with Australia and New Zealand, both of 
which are contributing contingents of police officers to the Solomon Islands Inter-
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national Assistance Force that will continue to operate in Honiara through June 
2024 to assist with security for the national elections. 

We continue to communicate to the Government of Solomon Islands our concerns 
over the expansion of the PRC’s internal security and surveillance apparatus. 

RESPONSE OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO A QUESTION 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR TODD YOUNG 

Question. What Pacific Islands countries does the United States Coast Guard have 
shiprider agreements with? 

Answer. In the Pacific, the United States Coast Guard (USCG) has 12 bilateral 
maritime law enforcement ‘‘shiprider’’ agreements. These are with Cook Islands, 
Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Republic of Marshall Islands, Nauru, 
Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. USCG has C175 
authority to negotiate and conclude these agreements. 

Shiprider agreements are valuable tools for the United States to engage with Pa-
cific Islands countries and are popular in the region. These agreements respond to 
a tangible need for Pacific Islands to better monitor their large EEZs to promote 
economically viable fisheries, enforce immigration and customs policies, and counter 
drug trafficking and transnational crime. 

RESPONSES OF MR. DANIEL J. KRITENBRINK TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR TIM SCOTT 

Topic: In 2022, China and the Solomon Islands signed a security pact granting 
China the right to conduct naval visits, logistical operations, and potentially station 
military forces in the Solomon Islands. This agreement has raised questions about 
the possibility of China establishing a military presence in the Solomons. 

Question. Which other Pacific Island nations are considering similar arrange-
ments? 

Answer. The United States respects the right of nations to make sovereign deci-
sions in the best interests of their people. Nevertheless, we are concerned about the 
potential implications that any security agreement with the PRC may have for any 
Pacific Islands nation’s autonomy, security, and data privacy. 

The PRC’s pattern of offering vague, confidential deals with little regional con-
sultation has provoked public concern in the United States, in Pacific Islands coun-
tries, and around the globe. I would be happy to discuss potential security concerns 
pertaining to the PRC and specific countries in a classified setting in conjunction 
with my DoD colleagues. 

Question. What are China’s immediate strategic objectives, and how do these fit 
into its long-term strategy in the South Pacific region? 

Answer. The Indo-Pacific region faces mounting challenges, particularly from the 
PRC. The PRC is combining its economic, diplomatic, military, and technological 
might as it pursues a sphere of influence in the Indo-Pacific. The PRC’s attempts 
to undermine international norms and standards span the globe, but they are most 
acute in the Indo-Pacific. 

As Secretary Blinken has said, the PRC is the only country with both the intent 
to reshape the international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, mili-
tary, and technological power to do it. That certainly holds true in the Pacific. 
Through foreign assistance, elite capture, and robust public messaging campaigns, 
the PRC has moved aggressively to assert itself in the Pacific Islands region. In ad-
dition, in recent years, three Pacific Islands countries have switched diplomatic ties 
from Taiwan to the PRC. And in 2022, Solomon Islands signed an unprecedented 
security agreement with the PRC, the details of which have not been publicly re-
leased. Of course, as we have often said, we are not in the business of forcing coun-
tries to choose—in the Pacific or anywhere else. But we want to ensure that coun-
tries in the Pacific have a choice, and the ability to make their own sovereign deci-
sions, free from coercion. 

I would be happy to discuss this question in more depth in a classified setting. 
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RESPONSES OF MR. ELY RATNER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR BENJAMIN L. CARDIN 

Importance of the Pacific Islands to the U.S. Military: The Pacific Islands region 
is important to the U.S. military for a variety of reasons from force projection to 
transit and resupply—and the same is true for the PRC Navy and Coast Guard. 

Question. Why does the Department of Defense view the Pacific Island region as 
so strategic? What is at stake for the U.S. military if we do not maintain a relation-
ship with these countries, who instead choose to work more closely with China? 

Answer. Peace, stability, and prosperity in the Pacific Islands are essential for ad-
vancing a free and open Indo-Pacific region. Our defense posture in the Pacific Is-
lands, ranging in levels of presence from a permanent footprint to rotational forces, 
is critical for U.S. military logistics, sustainment, and power projection. 

We know that the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is using all tools available— 
including coercive economic and political measures—to advance its interests in the 
region. We are particularly concerned by PRC efforts to develop policing arrange-
ments with the Solomon Islands, and increase the presence of PRC police elsewhere, 
like in Kiribati. These arrangements often lack transparency and could be used to 
undermine the sovereignty of Pacific Island nations. Importantly, the PRC likely 
seeks to use these arrangements to justify other destabilizing security activities in 
the region. 

Question. From the U.S. military side, given how few militaries there are in the 
region, what does our engagement with Pacific Island nations look like? 

Answer. There are three Pacific Island countries with militaries: Fiji, Tonga, and 
Papua New Guinea (PNG). We have regular exercises with these nations, these na-
tions also participate in larger exercises alongside several partners, and other exer-
cises routinely take place in the Pacific Islands. Finally, PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 
remains a hallmark of U.S. engagement in the region; the 19th iteration of the exer-
cise concluded in January after the USNS MERCY hospital ship made stops in the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands, Palau, and the Federated States 
of Micronesia. 

In addition, we have robust security cooperation engagements with partners in 
the Pacific Islands. The Department of Defense State Partnership Program has 
partnered the State of Nevada with Fiji, Tonga, and Samoa; the State of Wisconsin 
with Papua New Guinea; and most recently, the State of Hawaii/Guam with Palau. 
These partnerships promote enduring people-to-people ties, military-to-military en-
gagements, and important community projects. Meanwhile, security cooperation pro-
grams under 10 U.S.C. 333 have built partner capacity to address a range of issues 
in the Pacific Islands. 

Finally, our defense posture in the Pacific Islands region is critical for U.S. mili-
tary logistics, sustainment, and power projection. Through the defense provisions of 
the Compact of Free Association, the Department retains the right to establish de-
fense sites in the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI), Palau, and the Federated 
States of Micronesia (FSM). RMI hosts the U.S. Army Garrison at Kwajalein and 
the Ronald Reagan Test Site. We are working to establish additional defense sites 
within the Compact States under this framework. In addition, we signed a land-
mark Defense Cooperation Agreement with Papua New Guinea in 2023, which will 
deepen bilateral security cooperation and strengthen the capacity of the Papua New 
Guinea Defence Force. 

Compact of Free Association Agreement (COFA): The Congress recently passed 
legislation that renews and fully funds the Compacts of Free Association (COFA) 
agreements with the Republic of Palau, the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) 
and the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM). Text was ready for inclusion in last 
year’s NDAA, but an insistence of an offset in the House delayed its passage. The 
delay raised questions about U.S. commitment to the three COFA States and the 
region more broadly and served as an entry point for PRC encroachment. This is 
an exercise that we go through only once every 20 years, and it was a much smooth-
er process this time than it was previously. 

Question. For the record and for colleagues that will be here in 20 years when 
these agreements come up for renewal again: could you explain the strategic value 
of the COFA agreements from DOD’s perspective? 

Answer. The U.S. Government has provided economic assistance to our partners 
in the Freely Associated States (FAS) for the last four decades; the majority of this 
assistance has been provided under the Compacts of Free Association (COFA) and 
related agreements between the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), Republic of 
Palau (Palau), and the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI). This assistance sup-
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ports education, the environment, healthcare, and civilian infrastructure—and it 
provides a strong economic anchor that complements our defense and security part-
nership. Last year, the Administration reached agreements with the FAS partners 
that would extend U.S. economic assistance for an additional 20 years, and the en-
actment of the Compact of Free Association Amendments Act of 2024 marked one 
of the 118th Congress’ most significant achievements to advance U.S. strategic pri-
orities in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Importantly, the Compacts ensure that the United States—and only the United 
States—can maintain a military presence in the FAS, and they allow FAS citizens 
to strengthen our All-Volunteer Force through dedicated military service in the U.S. 
Armed Forces. As part of these agreements, the U.S. military serves as the defense 
force for FSM, Palau, and RMI, which in return grant the United States assured 
access for our military operations, as well as sites for critical defense posture in the 
region. The Compacts also limit the access of third country militaries or their per-
sonnel, including would-be adversaries, from accessing FAS land, airspace, and ter-
ritorial seas, securing a key area of the Indo-Pacific region. Crucially, citizens of the 
FAS serve in the U.S. Armed Forces at higher proportionate rates than most Amer-
ican States, and we are proud of and grateful for their service. 

Question. Would it be possible to replace the benefits we receive from this ar-
rangement if our COFA agreements were to disappear in the future? How would 
this impact our broader national security interests? 

Answer. Failure to extend the economic assistance related to the Compacts would 
have had serious consequences for the economies and security of our FAS partners, 
our strategy in the broader Pacific Islands region, and, ultimately, our national se-
curity. Failure to renew the Compacts would have sent the wrong message not only 
to the Compact States, but to the broader Indo-Pacific region. It could have also 
aided PRC efforts to build ties with these countries by providing an alternative to 
lost U.S. assistance. The strategic value of our presence in this key geographic area 
cannot be replaced. 

U.S. Security Alliances in the Region: Beyond our partnerships with Pacific Island 
nations, our continued engagement with close allies in the Indo-Pacific, including 
Australia, New Zealand, and Japan, among others, establishes a broader security 
architecture that will maintain peace and stability in the region and deter PRC ag-
gression. 

Question. Given the absorptive capacity of the islands, are we paying close atten-
tion to coordinating and scaling the assistance we provide? 

Answer. We are working with our regional partners—including Australia, France, 
Japan, and New Zealand—to synchronize our programming while continuing to em-
phasize the importance of right-sizing and sequencing our own security cooperation 
programs and activities in accordance with Pacific Island partners’ absorptive capac-
ity. 

Question. What can we be doing more effectively with our partners to mitigate the 
PRC’s influence in the region? 

Answer. The Department is focused on strengthening the capacity of our Pacific 
Island partners, including in the areas of maritime domain awareness, maritime se-
curity, cybersecurity, humanitarian assistance/disaster response, and defense force 
professionalization. We are also coordinating with other likeminded partners in the 
region—including Australia, France, Japan, and New Zealand—to determine where 
we can complement each other’s unique authorities and capabilities to maximum 
strategic effect. Together, we are committed to advancing a shared regional vision 
for a free and open Indo-Pacific, including with our Pacific Island partners. 

RESPONSES OF MR. ELY RATNER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR JAMES E. RISCH 

TOPIC: PAPUA NEW GUINEA 

Question. How does our security agreement with Papua New Guinea support U.S. 
defense requirements, and how is implementation going? 

Answer. The Defense Cooperation Agreement (DCA) is a foundational agreement 
that enables the United States to greatly strengthen its security cooperation with 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) by modernizing and clarifying the commitments under-
lying our partnership. The DCA will deepen ties with PNG, strengthen cooperation 
between our forces, and help the United States more effectively support humani-
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tarian assistance and disaster relief and other regional crises. It also allows the De-
partment of Defense to invest in infrastructure projects, and U.S. Indo-Pacific Com-
mand has conducted a site survey to scope potential requirements with plans for 
follow up surveys to establish requisite needs. The DCA will further allow us to in-
crease the scale and scope of our joint exercises with PNG, including in conjunction 
with Australia. 

TOPIC: FAS NATIONAL SECURITY 

Question. What is being implemented in terms of U.S. assistance to support the 
development of National Security Councils in Micronesia and the Marshall Islands, 
as required under the CONVENE Act? 

Answer. The Department of Defense is standing by to support the Department of 
State with implementation of the CONVENE Act as needed. DoD is a strong pro-
ponent of the establishment of ‘‘national security councils’’ or similar formal coordi-
nating bodies in both the Federated States of Micronesia and the Republic of the 
Marshall Islands. 

Question. Relatedly, what support is the Department of Defense providing to the 
existing National Security Coordination office in Palau? 

Answer. In establishing the National Security Coordinator position in Palau, DoD 
offered resources through the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies to support the 
establishment of a National Security Policy, alongside the Department of State. DoD 
does not otherwise provide material or financial support to Palau for the National 
Security Coordination office, but, when appropriate, liaises closely with the office to 
coordinate on defense-related issues. 

While the U.S. values its ties with all Pacific Islands, our relationships with the 
Freely Associated States are fundamentally different. Citizens from the FAS can 
live and work in the U.S. and serve in the U.S. military at very high rates. They 
also host U.S. troops and form part of our extended defense infrastructure. Now that 
we are shifting to implementation of the Compacts of Free Association, getting that 
right will be critical as we develop our ties with the FAS over the next 20 years 
and seek to compete with an aggressive China. 

Question. As we begin working on implementing the renewed COFA agreements, 
what will the Department of Defense do to ensure that the FAS are given the dedi-
cated attention they deserve, distinct from our broader engagement with the Pacific 
Islands? Are current U.S. military installations in the FAS adequately resourced? 

Answer. The Freely Associated States (FAS) are a priority for DoD because they 
are home to existing installations, like the U.S. Army Garrison at Kwajalein and 
the Ronald Reagan Test Site RMI. The exclusive access and strategic denial rights 
we enjoy in the FAS make them a focus for future defense site designation. We also 
implement security cooperation programming focused on the FAS, in addition to 
broader regional efforts. 

FAS citizens serve in the U.S. military at the highest rates per capita. When they 
return home, they often encounter serious problems in getting the care they were 
promised as veterans. 

Question. How does DOD work with Veterans’ Affairs to address those issues? 
Answer. DoD is grateful to citizens from the FAS who have or are currently serv-

ing in the U.S. Armed Forces. We have an obligation to ensure that those who wear 
the U.S. military uniform and other eligible DoD beneficiaries have access to care. 
For veterans not otherwise eligible to receive care from DoD, we respectfully refer 
your question to the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

China-linked organized criminal organizations are all over the Pacific Islands. 
Question. How can the Department of Defense assist the FAS to combat PRC- 

linked organized crime, which often functions as an enabling force for strategic cor-
ruption? 

Answer. DoD provides support to the FAS as part of a broader, whole-of-govern-
ment effort. This activity occurs primarily through Joint Interagency Task Force- 
West programming. 

Question. How can Joint Interagency Task Force–West (JIATF-West), JAGs, or 
others from DoD work with the FAS to give them the legal tools they need to com-
bat PRC strategic corruption? 

Answer. In carrying out its counter-drug mission, Joint Interagency Task Force– 
West (JIATF-West) supports U.S. law enforcement working with the FAS by pro-
viding both information related to criminal activity and capacity building efforts to 
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counter it. JIATF-West provides information support to counter-drug and related in-
vestigations to the FAS upon the request of a U.S. law enforcement agency. This 
information support furthers investigations by identifying maritime transit routes, 
container shipments of interest, and criminal networks. 

JIATF-West also bolsters the capability and capacity of law enforcement agencies 
in the FAS through partnerships with U.S. law enforcement and U.S. embassies. 
Over the past several years, for example, JIATF-West has facilitated counterdrug- 
related courses for FAS law enforcement partners. 

JIATF-West also supports the Pacific Island Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA), 
headquartered in Honiara, Solomon Islands, to support its 17 member nations with 
enhanced maritime domain awareness and information sharing. The FAS are mem-
bers of the FFA and benefit from the enhanced maritime domain awareness that 
assists with countering illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing as well as any 
associated and other transnational organized crime. 

Question. Please describe the role the Department of Defense can play within the 
interagency in combating PRC political warfare in the Pacific Islands, with a par-
ticular emphasis on the FAS. 

Answer. DoD is working as part of a whole-of-government effort to strengthen re-
lationships and people-to-people ties with our partners in the FAS, including 
through security cooperation programming. Beyond the FAS, in Papua New Guinea, 
Tonga, Fiji, Samoa, and soon in Palau, the DoD State Partnership Program supports 
an enduring U.S. presence focused on long-term relationships with eligible security 
forces of partner nations in Oceania. 

TOPIC: PRC DUAL-USE INFRASTRUCTURE 

Question. What are the most concerning PRC dual-use infrastructure projects ei-
ther completed or under development, from the perspective of the Department of De-
fense? 

Answer. The Report on Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 
Republic of China underscores that the PRC seeks to expand its overseas logistics 
and basing infrastructure to sustain military power at greater distances. We also 
know that the PRC is very likely already planning for additional military logistics 
facilities to support power projection, and has considered Pacific Island countries for 
potential locations. Specifically, the PRC is likely considering locations in Vanuatu, 
Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands, using its growing defense relation-
ships with these countries to advance its military logistics goals. 

The Department is also particularly concerned by policing arrangements offered 
by the PRC, which often lack transparency and seek to undermine the sovereignty 
of Pacific Island nations. These arrangements can also be used to justify desta-
bilizing People’s Liberation Army security activities and access in the region. 

RESPONSES OF MR. ELY RATNER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR PETE RICKETTS 

DEFENSE VULNERABILITIES OF GUAM 

Guam is the westernmost part of the U.S. and houses Naval Base Guam—the 
Navy’s only submarine base in the western Pacific—as well as Anderson Air Force 
Base—which hosts strategic bombers and fighters. However, despite its importance, 
Guam remains surprisingly vulnerable. For decades, the PRC has developed both 
ballistic and cruise missiles that could strike Guam. While the U.S. has missile de-
fense capabilities, there are still significant gaps in our ability to defend Guam 
against PRC cruise missiles. The threats don’t stop at just missiles—they also exist 
in the cyberspace. Last year, PRC state-sponsored hacking group, Volt Typhoon, tar-
geted unnamed critical infrastructure organizations on the island, including those 
in the communications, maritime and government sectors. These cyberattacks could 
sabotage any U.S. response to a PRC invasion of Taiwan 

Question. What is the administration doing to ensure Guam is properly protected 
from all forms of PRC missile attacks? 

Answer. As the Missile Defense Review makes clear, Guam is a part of the United 
States and any missile attack on Guam or any other U.S. territory would be met 
with an appropriate response. The Department’s efforts include active missile de-
fenses, enhanced regional deterrence and defense posture, ally and partner assur-
ance measures, and increased readiness. 
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Question. What is the administration doing to strengthen the cybersecurity of our 
critical systems and infrastructure in Guam in the wake of these cyberattacks? 

Answer. Enhancing cybersecurity of critical systems and infrastructure on Guam 
is an important issue and a priority for the Department. The Department is dili-
gently working across the U.S. Government to synchronize efforts. I can offer more 
details at a classified level. 

RESPONSE OF MR. ELY RATNER TO A QUESTION 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR TIM SCOTT 

Question. Since fiscal year 2011, the Navy has been procuring two Virginia-class 
submarines annually to bolster its submarine fleet. However, the recent fiscal year 
2025 budget request includes plans for only one Virginia-class submarine. Please ex-
plain the reasoning behind this decision. 

Additionally, how will this impact our strategy to counter China’s growing naval 
capabilities? 

Answer. This decision directly supports U.S. strategy to maintain military advan-
tages. The fiscal year 2025 budget is a strategy-driven budget that reflects the 
prioritization and significant investment of undersea warfare capabilities, and 
prioritizes reaching a production cadence of one Columbia-class and two Virginia- 
class submarines (SSN) by fiscal year 2028. The President’s budget funds 9 SSNs 
across the 5-year budget and contains $11.4 billion in Submarine Industrial Base 
(SIB) funding to ensure the Navy, working with industry, can get SSNs on track 
by 2028. There are currently 14 SSNs in various stages of construction, of which 
6 are beyond their contracted delivery date. The President’s budget maintains ad-
vanced procurement funding to ensure stable and predictable work for smaller sub-
contractors. Not procuring a second SSN in fiscal year 2025 will help the SIB ad-
dress the current backlog and will allow the U.S. SIB to produce at the level needed 
to enhance combat credible deterrence. 

RESPONSES OF MR. MICHAEL SCHIFFER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR BENJAMIN L. CARDIN 

Question. Building Climate Resiliency: The Pacific Islands are on the frontline of 
climate change, facing rising sea levels, increasing temperatures, and extreme 
weather events that threaten the very survival of its nations. Given the strategic 
significance of the region, U.S. engagement on climate change initiatives is also crit-
ical for bolstering regional stability and security. By working closely with Pacific Is-
land nations, the United States can help build resilience against climate change im-
pacts, while also strengthening alliances and fostering cooperation in a region in-
creasingly influenced by geopolitical competition. 

Could you provide an overview of USAID’s strategies and initiatives aimed at ad-
dressing climate change in the Pacific Islands? 

How does this engagement support the U.S.’s broader objectives of enhancing re-
gional resilience, securing alliances, and promoting stability in the face of evolving 
environmental and geopolitical challenges? 

Answer. The Pacific Islands’ vulnerability to threats from climate change rank as 
the region’s top priority and is a prevailing challenge to the region’s resilience and 
stability. Furthermore, the magnitude of the challenge requires that a broad and di-
verse network of partners, including host country governments, communities, devel-
opment partners, and other organizations, join together to build the region’s climate 
resilience. USAID’s long-standing partnership with Pacific Island countries on cli-
mate and disaster preparedness is foundational to establishing an enduring and 
credible partnership with the region as well as supporting broader U.S. efforts and 
objectives in the region, including building the region’s long-term resilience and 
prosperity. 

For example, USAID is supporting Pacific regional organizations and initiatives 
that are led and owned by the region, such as Unlocking Blue Pacific Prosperity 
(UBPP). UBPP is driven by the Pacific Community (SPC), the region’s leading tech-
nical organization and aims to achieve 100 percent effective and sustainable ocean 
management, healthy and productive Pacific people with robust food systems, and 
fit-for-purpose financing to support sustained efforts. USAID is collaborating closely 
with SPC and Pacific leaders to coalesce development partners like Australia, 
Japan, South Korea, and Canada around the expanding initiative as well as bring-
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ing to bear our proven climate finance expertise and other assistance on coastal fish-
eries and food security. 

Recognizing that climate and disaster risks are the greatest existential threats to 
the Pacific, USAID has been partnering with countries in the region for more than 
a decade to build their resilience to climate impacts through a robust climate, envi-
ronment, and disaster assistance portfolio. We have designed our programs to re-
spond to the needs and priorities that Pacific Island leaders, civil society, and com-
munities have identified. Among these include unlocking climate finance, and pre-
venting ocean plastic pollution across the Pacific, and protecting Papua New Guin-
ea’s vulnerable biodiversity and expanding their energy access. 

USAID is currently at the final stages of designing two new climate finance initia-
tives announced at the August 2024 Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting in 
Tonga. The activities will be: (1) a 5-year effort to help Pacific nations access and 
manage climate finance; and (2) a new Climate Finance Development Accelerator, 
aimed at partnering with the private sector in Fiji and Papua New Guinea to scale 
local climate solutions. These new initiatives will build on USAID’s track record of 
success under its now-closed Climate Ready activity, which mobilized over $562 mil-
lion for adaptation projects from major international financial institutions like the 
Green Climate Fund, the Global Environment Facility, and the Adaptation Fund. 
USAID also supports local solutions and organizations through the Pacific American 
Fund, which provides small grants to locally led projects. 

Papua New Guinea is one of 17 ‘‘megadiverse’’ countries, containing approxi-
mately 7 percent of the world’s biodiversity and with forests covering approximately 
60 percent of the land and storing carbon. PNG is a Tier 1 country under USAID’s 
Biodiversity Policy, meaning it is among the highest priorities for Agency conserva-
tion investments. This ranking is based on the Global Environment Facility’s Global 
Benefits Index for Biodiversity and the list of globally significant ecoregions as de-
termined by the World Wildlife Fund’s Global 200 list. USAID implements two bilat-
eral biodiversity programs in PNG. USAID’s Lukautim Graun Program (LGP) aims 
to reduce threats to PNG’s rich biodiversity by focusing on the management of cus-
tomary lands and waters in key biodiversity areas and strengthening local knowl-
edge and capacity for greater conservation, governance, and livelihood development. 
USAID’s Sustainable Landscapes program is helping to reduce the drivers of defor-
estation that generate greenhouse gas emissions by strengthening landscape govern-
ance and providing sustainable economic alternatives. 

Through the global Clean Cities, Blue Oceans program, USAID is piloting local-
ized approaches to address waste management challenges in the Federated States 
of Micronesia, Fiji, and PNG. USAID is implementing holistic strategies that ad-
dress each step in the waste value chain—from production to end use—prioritizing 
the most inclusive, economically viable, and environmentally sustainable solutions. 

Question. Supporting Sustainable Fisheries: The economy and vitality of the Pa-
cific Islands is inextricably linked to the health of their marine ecosystems, which 
support local economies, cultures, and livelihoods. Sustainable fisheries are essential 
for the food security and economic stability of Pacific Island nations. However, the 
threat of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, particularly activities 
attributed to PRC fishing fleets, undermines these objectives, leading to overfishing, 
habitat destruction, and significant economic losses. In this context, the United 
States’ engagement in promoting sustainable fisheries and combating IUU fishing 
is crucial. 

How does USAID’s programs foster sustainable fisheries management in the Pa-
cific Islands? 

How does our work on fisheries management and maritime domain awareness tie 
into our larger objective of supporting Pacific Island nations sustain their diverse 
ocean ecosystems and counter the PRC’s and other countries’ IUU fishing? 

Answer. USAID partners with the Pacific Islands to counter illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated fishing by strengthening sustainable community-driven fisheries 
management and improving broader national and regional level fisheries protection. 

USAID’s OurFish OurFuture activity addresses the drivers of IUU fishing over-
fishing that are degrading coastal fisheries and biodiversity, negatively impacting 
community livelihoods, impacting food security for communities, and threatening 
maritime security and sovereignty in the region. The program uses a culturally sen-
sitive and ecosystem-scale fisheries governance system through: (1) inclusive and 
transparent decisionmaking processes that are informed by traditional knowledge 
and science, and (2) increased stakeholder engagement with measures to address 
IUU fishing and other threats to ecosystem-level biodiversity. Additionally, USAID 
is strengthening the resilience and engagement of marginalized actors (e.g., women 
and youth) in sustainable coastal fisheries. 
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To combat IUU fishing, an area where we have seen increasingly problematic be-
havior by PRC, USAID is working with Pacific Island partner governments to in-
crease their capacities for monitoring, control, and surveillance (MCS) of their fish-
eries. Through the Pacific Coastal Fisheries Management and Compliance activity, 
USAID supports fisheries agencies to have appropriate MCS programs with the ca-
pacity, training, and systems to support sustainable coastal fisheries co-manage-
ment at all levels, improves coordination mechanisms with civil society to support 
local-level coastal fisheries co-management, and supporting the development of MCS 
frameworks, best practice guidelines, operating procedures, and training and out-
reach materials. 

USAID is also partnering with Pacific Island countries and the private sector, in-
cluding Walmart, to expand investment in fisheries and dock-related infrastructure 
across the region so that local communities can benefit from sustainable use of their 
natural resources. USAID is helping to prepare Pacific International Inc. (PII), a 
private sector company in the Marshall Islands (RMI), to secure financing to expand 
its current dock infrastructure, which will allow RMI to land and offload tuna to 
supply Walmart stores under the Pacific Island Tuna initiative. Through leveraging 
the purchasing power of the private sector, this partnership has increased sustain-
able fishing practices, promoted improved monitoring, helped RMI adopt other sus-
tainable practices throughout the supply chain, and ensured a continuing market 
for RMI fishers. To build on this work, USAID aims to leverage private sector re-
sources to scale these efforts across other target countries in the region. USAID 
plans to organize a series of virtual roundtable discussions to convene public, pri-
vate, and civil society stakeholders focused on supporting Pacific Island countries’ 
increased participation in the tuna fisheries value chain. 

Question. Branding and Communications on U.S. Assistance: The United States 
provides a lot of assistance per capita in the Pacific, including through multilateral 
channels, but we do a poor job of ‘‘taking credit’’ for the assistance that we provide. 
One way to address this is through updating our branding policy and deploying 
more effective communications strategies. 

How are we thinking about the issue of branding and communication in the con-
text of the assistance that we provide in the Pacific Islands region? How does this 
shape the way that our assistance is perceived in the region? 

What should we be doing more, differently or better? 
Answer. To maximize visibility and amplify public acknowledgement of the re-es-

tablishment of USAID’s Pacific Islands Mission and the elevation of our presence 
in the Pacific, USAID has been prioritizing affirmative messaging that clearly com-
municates the tangible benefits of our development and humanitarian assistance at 
the government and community level. USAID is currently planning procurement for 
media products, unprecedented in their amplitude, that will reach multiple audi-
ences across the Pacific. In addition, USAID has established staffing positions to ex-
pand our public outreach and communications across the region. 

RESPONSES OF MR. MICHAEL SCHIFFER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR JAMES E. RISCH 

Question. What are 2–3 concrete economic projects we are currently spearheading 
in the Pacific Islands, and what tangible effects are those projects having? 

Answer. Across the region, USAID is partnering with like-minded countries to de-
liver on Pacific priorities by leveraging our tools and pooled resources to provide via-
ble alternatives to PRC investments. In Papua New Guinea (PNG), USAID is part 
of a multi-country partnership, alongside Australia, Japan, and New Zealand, that 
is supporting the Government of PNG to meet its goal of expanding access to elec-
tricity from 13 percent of the population in 2018 to 70 percent by 2030. USAID’s 
PNG Electrification Partnership (PEP) activity is facilitating new on- and off-grid 
household electricity connections, supporting the financial viability of the state- 
owned power authority, PNG Power Limited (PPL), and strengthening the institu-
tional capacity of the newly established regulator, the National Energy Authority. 
Since 2020, USAID’s PEP activity has helped increase the number of people with 
electricity and improved energy services for more than a million people in PNG. 

In Palau, USAID has partnered with Australia and Japan to support the develop-
ment of an undersea spur cable—Palau’s second—that will connect the country to 
the world’s longest undersea cable, increasing the internet bandwidth and extending 
connectivity to remote areas to spark greater economic growth. Additionally, USAID 
has partnered with Australia and Japan on the East Micronesia Cable, which will 
connect the Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, and Nauru; and provide faster, 
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higher quality, and more reliable and secure communications to approximately 
100,000 people across the three countries. 

USAID is also partnering with Pacific Island countries to foster economic growth 
through tailored programs that deliver sustainable, tangible benefits to Pacific Is-
landers, providing a contrast to the PRC’s approach. In the Solomon Islands, USAID 
works with government and private sector partners to advance the country’s eco-
nomic competitiveness and inclusiveness, with specific emphasis on developing the 
agribusiness sector and improving forest management. USAID’s largest bilateral ac-
tivity in the Solomon Islands is the Strengthening Competitiveness, Agriculture, 
Livelihoods and Environment (SCALE) Program. Through SCALE, USAID has 
helped 40 community groups and organizations formally register and provided small 
grants to pursue locally identified environmental and livelihood activities. For exam-
ple, the largest cocoa exporter in Solomon Islands is working with local farmers to 
extend their network into previously unserved areas, and public, private, and CSO 
partners have worked together to identify 11 agribusiness infrastructure projects 
across the pilot province. 

In Papua New Guinea, USAID worked to establish the latest American Chamber 
of Commerce (AmCham) in the region, AmCham Coral Sea, in 2022. As part of this 
initiative, USAID provided expert consultancy to help AmCham Coral Sea refine its 
mission, plot a strategic pathway, and design tailored services and solutions to bol-
ster U.S. corporate engagement in the Pacific Islands. This partnership is aimed at 
bolstering sustainable economic growth, driven by the private sector. Through this 
initiative, we are promoting a development vision that empowers local and inter-
national businesses to play a pivotal role in regional development. 

Question. Which U.S. Government economic agencies are the most active in the 
Pacific Islands, other than State and USAID? 

Answer. The Pacific Islands face numerous constraints to economic growth includ-
ing geographic distance, small economies, and dispersed populations, which requires 
a whole-of-government approach. 

USAID has been strengthening its partnership with interagency partners, includ-
ing the International Development Finance Corporation, to bring to bear our unique 
tools in the Pacific Islands. USAID and DFC are helping micro, small, and medium 
enterprises (MSME) expand their access to financing critical to support and build 
their businesses. USAID and DFC are launching a flexible Pacific Microfinance Fa-
cility valued at up to $50 million to expand access to fair and competitive finance 
for MSMEs in the Pacific Islands. 

USAID has also utilized the Transaction Advisory Fund (TAF) to provide legal 
and technical assistance needed to ensure sustainable, transparent, and high-qual-
ity infrastructure development in the Pacific Islands. USAID implements TAF in 
close coordination with the interagency, including State, the U.S. Trade and Devel-
opment Agency, and the Treasury Department. USAID is supporting the project 
management unit to lead the management and implementation of an undersea cable 
to Palau and legal advisory support for the East Micronesia Cable, which will con-
nect the Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, and Nauru. In the Marshall Is-
lands (RMI), USAID is also using TAF assistance to help prepare a private sector 
company to potentially secure financing from the DFC to upgrade a dock. The 
project will allow RMI to increase its capacity to land and offload sustainably caught 
tuna as well as enable better catch documentation and enforcement of legal fishing. 

Question. Are there any needed changes in authorities that would make it easier 
for the United States to increase economic and commercial engagement in the Pa-
cific Islands? 

Answer. For the Pacific Islands, there are no changes in authority needed. The 
only restrictions for fiscal year 2024 we are closely tracking are for PNG (Trafficking 
In Persons for which there is a waiver) and Nauru, which has a restriction on as-
sistance for the central government and no waiver as it is in violation of § 7047(c) 
for recognizing the occupation of Georgian territories of South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia. 

RESPONSES OF MR. MICHAEL SCHIFFER TO QUESTIONS 
SUBMITTED BY SENATOR ROBERT MENENDEZ 

Question. U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy: In February 2022, the Administration pub-
lished its Indo-Pacific Strategy, which includes the goal of promoting a free and 
open Indo-Pacific. However, this goal is unattainable with the PRC’s continued en-
croachment in the region through its diplomatic, economic, and military efforts. 
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How can the United States address the financial vulnerabilities that is forcing Pa-
cific islands to deepen relations with the PRC, especially with China being a main 
trading partner and source of investment and infrastructure for countries through-
out the region? 

Answer. Pacific Island countries (PICs) are vulnerable to PRC economic coercion 
given their limited economic diversification, vast geographic expanse, and depend-
ency on loans and assistance. The United States offers attractive alternatives to 
PRC investment by strengthening collaboration between USAID and the Inter-
national Development Finance Corporation (DFC). For example, USAID and DFC 
launched a Pacific Microfinance Facility at the September 2023 U.S.-Pacific Islands 
Forum Summit. This facility will mobilize up to $50 million in loans, loan portfolio 
guarantees, and technical assistance to support the growth of micro, small, and me-
dium enterprises across the region. By providing targeted financial support to these 
businesses, the initiative strengthens local economies, fosters inclusive growth, and 
enhances economic stability across the region, reducing economic dependency on the 
PRC. 

Additionally, USAID focuses on driving high-quality public and private sector in-
vestments into the fisheries sector, as this is a key source of economic benefit for 
numerous PICs. In the Marshall Islands, USAID and DFC are working to develop 
a fisheries dock infrastructure project at the Port of Majuro, which will allow RMI 
to derive more economic benefits as a part of the tuna value chain. USAID is pro-
viding business and financial advisory services to prepare a local Marshallese-owned 
company to potentially receive DFC financing to upgrade and expand their fisheries 
dock. USAID is working to identify additional opportunities to scale fisheries invest-
ment, so more PICs can participate in the lucrative global tuna trade. 

Through these investments, USAID is providing credible, competitive, and trans-
parent financial alternatives and facilitating targeted investments in critical sectors, 
like fisheries, which build trust in U.S.-backed efforts and diminish the appeal of 
PRC’s often opaque and debt-laden investment practices. 

Question. How effective has the opening of the USAID/Pacific Islands Mission 
been in advancing the economic and social development goals of Pacific Island coun-
tries? 

Answer. Since opening the Pacific Islands Mission August 2023, USAID has been 
focused on building a lasting partnership with the region and individual countries 
by listening to and partnering with the region’s priorities laid out in the 2050 Strat-
egy for the Blue Pacific Continent. To do this, USAID has been expanding its phys-
ical presence and development programming. On presence, USAID anticipates grow-
ing to at least 51 positions by August 2025, with 30 positions under the Pacific Is-
lands Mission and 21 positions under the Country Representative Office in Papua 
New Guinea. These new staff are critical as PICs value consistent, on-the-ground 
relationships as foundational to effective, long-term partnerships with governments, 
leaders, civil society organizations, and communities. 

USAID is already deepening relationships with key regional organizations like the 
Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) and the Pacific Community (SPC) and delivering on 
their requests for USAID support. For example, USAID has been supporting SPC’s 
Unlocking Blue Pacific Prosperity (UBPP) from the early days including by pro-
viding guidance, strategic planning, and utilizing our convening power to coalesce 
support among development partners for the initiative. At the August 2024 PIF 
Leaders Meeting in Tonga, USAID rallied Australia, Canada, Japan, and the Repub-
lic of Korea to endorse a partner statement in support of Pacific-led initiatives like 
UBPP. This marked a significant step in uniting international support for Pacific- 
led efforts to improve the lives of people across the Blue Pacific Continent, and it 
underscores that USAID is a trusted partner who listens to and prioritizes the re-
gion’s development aspirations and respects their values, culture, and traditions, 
which is a contrast to other actors like the PRC. 

In terms of programming, USAID focuses on the areas of climate resilience, sus-
tainable fisheries, good governance, economic growth, access to transparent and 
high-standard infrastructure financing, digital connectivity, and health systems 
strengthening, which align to the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent. 
Building the region’s resilience to the impacts of climate change remains among the 
top priorities given the region’s unique vulnerabilities. USAID has been responding 
to the region’s calls to scale up sustainable climate finance by mobilizing over $550 
million from various international funds to help Pacific Island governments and re-
gional bodies receive accreditation to be able to access multi-donor funding resources 
that have historically been difficult to access given the complex application process 
and limited institutional capacity. 
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At the 2024 PIF Leaders Meeting, USAID announced the launch of two new com-
plementary climate finance activities, which will build on our previous track record 
of success. The first is a new 5-year effort to help Pacific countries and regional in-
stitutions access and manage climate finance from a variety of sources, including 
multi-donor trust funds, bilateral donors, philanthropies, and the private sector. The 
second is a new line of effort through the USAID Climate Finance Development Ac-
celerator to catalyze new partnerships with the private sector to scale up successful 
local solutions and approaches to climate change adaptation in Fiji and Papua New 
Guinea. 



63 



64 



65 



66 



67 



68 



69 



70 



71 



72 



73 



74 



75 



76 



77 



78 



79 



80 



81 



82 



83 



84 



85 



86 



87 



88 



89 



90 



91 



92 



93 



94 



95 



96 



97 



98 



99 



100 



101 



102 



103 



104 



105 

Æ 


