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REGIONAL COOPERATION AND INTEGRATION 

 
A. Pacific Regional Overview 

 
1. Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) Pacific DMCs are scattered across 30 million km2 of 
ocean – or one-third of the Earth’s surface – while their combined landmass represents less than 
2% of this total. The Pacific DMCs, with the exception of Papua New Guinea, can be characterized 
as small, remote, and fragmented island groups with limited resource bases, fairly undiversified 
economies, and dependent on imports. Pacific DMCs face severe constraints caused by 

geography, infrastructure, climate change impacts and increasingly frequent occurrences of 
disasters triggered by natural hazards. 
 
2. The small size, isolation and high exposure to climate change and natural disasters of the 
Pacific DMCs make them extremely vulnerable. Six of these countries are classified as fragile, 
and all countries in the region exhibit multiple vulnerabilities. These characteristics impede 
integration with regional and global markets and economic development. A safer, more efficient, 
and reliable transport, connecting people with essential goods, services, and opportunities – such 
as food, education, health care, and jobs – develops and improves quality of life. 

 
3. Pacific DMCs need assistance to enhance transport connectivity and resilience of their 
transport through (i) maritime links between regions, countries and populations; (ii) airports and 
runways to link countries and communities; and (iii) road infrastructure and services to connect 

communities to key resources and economic opportunities. This assistance is aligned with the 
operational priorities of Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) Strategy 2030 of fostering regional 
cooperation and integration, by improving transport infrastructure in main transport gateways 
(airports, ports); building climate and disaster resilience by designing and constructing resilient 
transport infrastructure; and promoting rural development, by connecting rural populations to the 
resources they need.1 

 
B. Trade patterns and constraints in the Pacific 

 
4. Pacific DMCs are heavily reliant on the imported goods, in which refined petroleum 
products and machinery & vehicles have a high share, showing the reliance of the Pacific Islands 
on these commodities. Future growth in imports is forecast to be highest for countries with both 
high population and high economic growth rates (Papua New Guinea, Fiji), while countries with 
lower rates of population and economic growth such as Samoa and Tonga are forecast to have 

modest growth in imports over the forecast period. There are almost no exports of processed or 
manufactured goods from Pacific nations other than small quantities of refined petroleum from 
Papua New Guinea and small quantities of agricultural products. The scale of export growth 
differs significantly across countries, with a general low growth of exports over the coming years. 
 
5. The levels of trade within the Pacific region is very low, given the small populations of the 
island archipelago countries and the uniformity of their potential exports reducing the scope for 
trade. There are relatively good north-south and east-west shipping connections with major 
trading partners for all categories of cargo, such as bulk, break bulk, and reefer cargo. Imports to 
the Pacific DMCs are spread across the major trading partners, with Singapore having a large 
share at present due to its petroleum exports. China and South East Asian economy is forecast 
to manifest itself through increased imports by DMCs, though Australia and New Zealand will 

 
1 ADB. 2018. Strategy 2030: Achieving a Prosperous, Inclusive, Resilient, and Sustainable Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
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continue to be important trading partners. Freight rates in the region are stable but high due to 
long and thin route, cost of fuel and ship operation. 
 
6. The Pacific countries are served by smaller regional vessels linking them to the Pacific 
Rim countries and hub ports.2 These services are provided by a relatively large number of smaller 
shipping lines, operating individually or as members of consortia. Two main types of service may 
be distinguished: shuttle services for major links to the larger countries (such as those from New 

Zealand to Fiji) and longer ‘string’ services connected particular groups of Pacific Rim countries 
to groups of Pacific Island countries. The concentration of service capacity forms an arc round 
the Western Rim of the Pacific down to Australia and out into the South Pacific and New Zealand 
 
7. Frequencies of international container services have improved in recent years to two 
weekly for all the main routes and weekly on those with the highest flows, shipping lines will 
concentrate on improving the efficiency and cost effectiveness of services by increasing vessel 
sizes to take advantage of the economies of scale associated with larger vessels, rather than 
further improving frequencies 
 
8. Although trade expansion and containerisation of last few decades changed port 
infrastructure requirements progressively, port infrastructure in the Pacific ports still show 

constraints, especially in the available depths and berth lengths, which the limit the vessel sizes 
and its their increasing potential. Some wharves can no longer accommodate container vessels 
alongside as their size now exceed the originally designed depth. 
 
9. The selected ports are the primary international seaports (at the exception of Lautoka) 
within the relevant country or autonomous territory, and multi-purpose terminal facilities that 
handle both container and general cargo vessels - like the port of Nuku’alofa. Among them, only 
the port of Vila in Vanuatu has a dedicated international container terminal, the new Lepatasi 
International Container Terminal, that opened in 2018 and though named as such, also handles 
breakbulk general cargo shipments. 
 

 
2  The Pacific Rim region is comprised of countries that border the Pacific Ocean. The Pacific Rim countries include 

Australia; Cambodia; China; Hong Kong, China; Indonesia; Laos; Malaysia; New Zealand; Papua New Guinea; 
Philippines; Singapore; South Korea; Taiwan; Thailand and Vietnam. 
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Table 1: Port Infrastructure (length, depth) and Corresponding Vessel Size 

Port Country 

Berth 

length 

(m) 

Allowable 

Ship Draft 

(m) 

Maximum 

container vessel 

size 

Container 

demand (TEU) 

Avatiu Cook Islands 390 8.0 

135m length, 

7.5m draft, 

1,000 TEU 

3,500 

Apia Samoa 305 10.5 

180m length, 

10.5m draft, 

1,700 TEU 

30,000 

Betio Kiribati 200 9.0 

135m length, 

7.5m draft, 

1,000 TEU 

2,500 

Honiara Solomon Island 200 12.0 

220m length, 

11m draft, 

2,500 TEU 

35,000 

Lautoka Fiji 290 11.5 

220m length, 

11m draft, 2 

2,500 TEU 

40,000 

Noumea New Caledonia 700 11.5 

220m length, 

11m draft, 2 

2,500 TEU 

120,000 

Pago Pago American Samoa 340 10.5 

180m length, 

10.5m draft, 

1,700 TEU 

35,000 

Papeete French Polynesia 450 12.0 

250m length, 

12m draft, 

4,000 TEU 

70,000 

Port Vila Vanuatu 280 11.5 

220m length, 

11m draft, 2 

2,500 TEU 

50,000 

Suva Fiji 480 12.0 

250m length, 

12m draft, 

4,000 TEU 

90,000 

Nuku’alofa Tonga 150 11.5 

180m length, 

10.5m draft, 

1,700 TEU 

25,000 

Source: Clarkson Database and Seaweb, Port of Tauranga, port authorities and consultants’ estimates. 

 

10. The berth length at Nuku’alofa is the smallest within the region but at the same time is one 
of the deepest. This is currently restricting the size of the container ships calling to 180m vessel 
sizes which in turn limit the quantity of containers carried at once on the route requiring several 
ships to be deployed. The relatively small amount of cargo calling at Nuku’alofa (25,000 TEUs), 
is not sufficient to encourage shipping lines to establish a dedicated route from major regional 
transshipment hub and as such the Port relies on its inclusion to the existing routes within the 
region. 
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C. Trade Patterns of Tonga and the Nuku’alofa Port 

 
11. The Nuku’alofa Port handles both bulk and container cargo traffic. There are three main 
types of vessels calling the port: Container, Dry Bulk and Liquid Bulk. Trading volume in Tonga is 
driven by imports with the country importing virtually everything and import constituting almost 
97% of trade volume. Tonga has a narrow export base with minimal exports, primarily agricultural 
products. Most of the external Tongan trade are in containerized form, accounting for 68% of the 
cargo in 2018 and the remaining consists of dry bulk, liquid bulk and RoRo. Tonga’s container per 

1000 persons was 237 TEU in 2018 which is higher than the regional average indicating high per 
capita consumption. The port handled a cargo volume of 461,000 tons in 2018. 
 
12. Tonga trades extensively with New Zealand, USA and China. These three countries 
constitute 77.6% of the total containerized volumes. Consumer electronics and household 
manufactured items are sourced mainly in China, while high-end consumer goods are from the 
United States. New Zealand is the single largest trading partner of Tonga, with key imports of 
wood products, machinery, dairy and meat. 

 
Table 2: Trade Partners of Tonga 

 
 

Container import Container export 
Source: UN Comtrade. 

 
13. The cost of importing goods has a significant impact on the country’s economy, with the 

average cost to import a twenty-foot container (TEU) from Auckland (New Zealand) been $1546 
for a 1099NM journey. The limited interconnectivity on regional route within the Pacific is reflected 
in term of import cost sitting around $1644 per TEU from Suva (Fiji) representing 403NM journey. 
The cost difference between international and regional route are explained by the vessel size 
limitation of some port on the regional route. 
 
14. This restriction is generally linked to a lack of infrastructure suitable for receiving larger 
ships, which results in higher cost on the regional route compare to direct routes. Currently, the 
international cargo wharf length in Nuku’alofa is 110 m which limits the maximum size of container 
vessels to 180 m and hence the possibility of using larger vessels. As part of the project an 
extension of the existing wharf will allow container ships up to 220m size to be accommodated. 
 

15. There are 6 regular services that call at the Nuku’alofa port mainly connecting with the Far 
East, Australia, New Zealand and the United States. 
 



5 
 

 

Table 3: Shipping Routes Calling at Nuku’alofa Port 

Route Service name Origin 
Standing 

Slots (TEU) 
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 m

 

2
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1 
Kyowa/NYK Bulk & 
Project - SPS 

South 
East Asia 

912 160-180 X X X X X X X  X X 

2 Mataroa Int SHPP Oceania 62 75      X X    

3 
Matson/Swire Shpp 

- NZ/S PAC 
Oceania 1,275 120    X X X X X X  

4 
Pacific Direct Line - 
AUSPAC 

Oceania 1,626 160-180  X X X X X X  X  

5 
Pacific Direct Line - 
S Pac 

Oceania 910 145    X X X X  X  

6 
Swire SHPP - Bali 

Hai 

North 

East Asia 
1,740 160-180 X X  X X X X  X X 

AM SAM = American Samoa (Pago Pago), COO = Cook Islands (Rarotonga), FIJ LTK = Fiji (Lautoka Port), FIJ SUV 

= Fiji (Suva Port), NCL = New Caledonia (Noumea), POL = French Polynesia (Papeete), PVL = Vanuatu (Port Vila), 

SAM = Samoa (Apia Port), SOL = Solomon Islands (Honiara Port).   

Source: Port authorities and consultants’ estimates. 

 
16. The Nuku’alofa Port is a bottleneck in the region for the deployment of larger 2,500 TEUs 
vessels. Increase of the size capacity on the route will mostly benefit routes 1, 4 and 6. The 
infrastructure in these ports will allow the deployment of vessels between 200 and 220 m at least. 
After the upgrade of the Nuku’alofa Port, it will also be possible the potential reorganization and 
optimization of the shipping network, as the shipping maritime industry always seeks to lower 
transport costs and offer competitive prices maximizing the use of the available infrastructure. For 
example, to increase the ship size on Route 3, Aviatu (Cook Islands) will need to be removed 
from the rotation. 
 
17. The full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is not yet fully understood; however it is 
expected that intensified localization of sourcing will become a global phenomenon in 2020. The 

pandemic has highlighted the fundamental shortcomings of the globalized model for supply. As a 
result, there is a need for stronger local and regional supply chains to mitigate the risks of future 
global disruptions. Additionally, a strong regional connectivity will contribute to reduce overall 
carbon footprint of the supply chain by encouraging local/regional sourcing instead of purchasing 
products from afar. 
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Figure 1: Shipping Routes Calling at Nuku’alofa Port 

 
    Source: Clarkson Database and Seaweb, Port of Tauranga, port authorities and consultants’ estimates. 


