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signal exploding
regional pipeline
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“The drug boat tiratwished into Arno. -

GIFF JOHNSON

The multiple drug busts and discovery of “narco
boats™ washed into Pacific Islands demonstrates that
the Pacific — and in particular the South Pacific — is
a highway for drug distnibution to Australia and New
Zealand.

From the beginning of January through February
12, law enforcement officials have confiscated over 14
tons of cocaine captured on the high seas or on vessels
in ports, while an additional nearly half a ton (1,000
pounds) was confiscated from a container in port, wrote
New Zealand journalist Michael Field in a story car-
ried on The Pacific Newsroom page on Facebook last
weekend.

He said the estimated value of the multiple drug busts
amounted to $2.4 billion.

Field discussed emerging patterns and put together a
preliminary list of drug busts and narco boat seizures,
including one at Arno Atoll in 2026. “A cocaine logis-
tics corridor is consolidating across the South Pacific,”
Fields said.

Fields wrote: “Onginating in Colombia and Peru,
multi-ton shipments are increasingly being pushed to-
ward Australia and New Zealand, bypassing heavily
patrolled Caribbean and Central American routes. The
emerging pattern suggests:

* Use of fishing vessels, cargo ships and semi-sub-
mersibles (known as “narco-subs™)

» Offshore transfers along eastern Pacific maritime
lanes

* Offloading and repackaging points in loosely moni-
tored island jurisdictions

« Fiji appears to have functioned as a staging or redis-
tribution node in early 2026.”

He points to the development of many abandoned
narco-submersibles being discovered around the region.

“No regional authority maintains a public register

Continued page 2



Multiple seizures in the
drug delivery corridor

From page 1
of abandoned narco-subs or low-profile
vessels found in Pacific waters,” he said.
“Reporting indicates a growing number
of discoveries.”

This includes narco subs found
washed up in the Solomon Islands in
2024 and 2025, including:

* Ontong Java Atoll = Semi-submers-
ible found empty, engines removed; later
converted for local use.

+ Ramos Island = Vessel discovered
by member of parliament during fishing
trip; empty, engines missing.

+ Malaita Province = Drifted ashore;
NO Cargo or crew.

“All three appear to have been aban-
doned after offload,” Fields said.

He noted that a semi-submersible
drifted ashore at Amo Atoll earlier this
month. Engines attached; no crew or
cargo.

Fields pointed out that there hasn’t
been been a confirmed multi-ton seizure
of cocaine in Tonga to date, though ves-
sel sightings have been reported.

Fields included a 2026 “Running
Sheet™ of drug busts in the Pacific since
January:

+ January 15, Tavua, Fiji: Seizure of
2.64 tons of cocaine with an estimated
value of $550 million. Police believe the
drugs were delivered by semi-submers-
ible vessel although no delivery craft
was located.

* January 16, high seas, East of
French Polynesia: Seizure of 4.87 tons
of cocaine. Drug smuggling vessel: MV
Raider, Togo-flagged cargo ship. Drugs
destroyed at sea. Vessel and crew re-
leased. French authorities assessed the
shipment was bound for Australia or
New Zealand.

+ February 2, high seas, East of
French Polynesia: Seizure of 4.24 tons of
cocamne. Operation: Joint action involv-
ing French forces and New Zealand Cus-
toms. Drug cargo destroyed. Unnamed
vessel and crew released.

* February 5, Port of Papeete, French
Polynesia: Seizure of 473.5kg (1,043
pounds) of cocaine. Method: Concealed

inside a container bound for Australia. Origin:
United States. Transited Caribbean before ar-
rival in Papeete. Unlike the offshore seizures,
this was a conventional container intercep-
tion.

* February 12, high seas, East of French
Polynesia: Seizure of 2.4 tons of cocaine.
Vessel: Unnamed foreign-flagged ship. Drugs
destroyed. Unnamed vessel and crew released
after flag state declined to cede jurisdiction.

The January 16, February 2 and February
12 drug busts on the high seas east of French
Polynesia confirmed the drug delivery comi-
dor in the South Pacific as authorities confis-
cated multiple multi-ton mantime drug ship-
ments in the same corridor within weeks of
each other.

*The drug-running speed boat pictured on
page | washed into Arno Atoll earlier this
month. Known by law enforcement as a “nar-
co boat,” the vessel sports four big outboard
engines for high speed transport of drugs in
the submarine-like enclosed hull. RMI law
enforcement authorities said they are looking
into the matier.
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Pacific people on the move

‘FSM and RMI
can make it
more attractive
for their citizens

to stay at home’

The urge to survive is a powerful one,
for both an individual and a country. Na-
uru, whose population was decimated by
infectious disease as a result of colonial-
ism, still celebrates Angam Day on 26
October every year. This was the day in
1932 when the birth of a baby brought
Nauru’s population up to 1,500, a mini-
mum number thought necessary at the
time to guarantee the future survival of
the Nauruan people.

Two Pacific countries currently facing
a declining population are the Federated
States of Micronesia and the Republic of
the Marshall Islands.

RMI’s population fell from 53,158 in
the 2011 census to 42,418 in the 2021
census, a decline of 20 percent. Accord-
ing to the SPC, its current population is

estimated to be 36,914,
The situation with FSM is more com-
plex. According to official its

h

pop fo grow, g
105,381 in 2024, up from 104,832 in
R o e - .
2021 and 102,843 in 2010. However,
authoritative sources, including the IMF
and the United States government, note
that in fact FSM’s population has fallen.
A census was conducted in 2022, but
the results have not yet been officially
released; the govemnment’s figures rely
on extrapolating earlier trends which are
now out of date.

Veteran analyst and commentator
Francis Hezel wrote in 2024: Over the
past decade, Federated States of Micro-
nesia has lost a large chunk of its popu-
lation, according to a 2022 census that
still has not been formally released. Its
population plummeted from 102,000 to
71,000 over the previous 10 years (2012-
2022), thus marking a loss of 30 percent
of its population.

The US government reports a 31 pe-
cent decline in FSM population between
2010 and 2023, and the IMF reports a
similar figure. A recent academic study
of FSM reports a 25 percent reduction.

The fear that some Pacific island coun-
tries could eventually be almost or com-
pletely abandoned goes back at least to
the ANU professor of geography, Gerard
Ward, whose 1989 article predicted this
fate for several of them.

So far, however, the experience of the
Pacific is that population declines are
temporary and are followed by periods
of population stabilization or growth.

Nauru’s population recovered from
the lows of almost a century ago to reach
12,000 today, though it did suffer a minor

United Airlines planes carry emigrating citizens of FSM and the RMI to the
US numerous times a week while fisheries vessels are key components of the
nations’ dependency on foreign dollars from, for example, fishing licenses.

Report by the Devpolicy Blog which “offers top-tier analysis,
research, and policy commentary on aid and development,
with a global perspective and emphasis on Australia, the
Pacific, and Papua New Guinea.”
https://devpolicy.org/depopulation-in-fsm-and-rmi/

decline in population in the early 2000s
when its economy struggled.

Palau, like FSM and RMI, has a “com-
pact state™ relationship with the United
States. It experienced a population de-
cline from 20,000 in the early 2000s to

ered and stabilized at around 17,000.

All three of Cook Islands, Niue and
Palau have achieved high-income status,
with incomes per person well in excess
of the World Bank’s US$14,000 thresh-
old. Good jobs back home both deter

d and attract

18,000 in recent years, but its popul.
too seems to have stabilized.

Niue and Cook Islands are also rel-
evant examples as they have similarly
open-ended migration rights to New Zea-
land that Palau, FSM and RMI have with
the United States. Niue and the Cook Is-
lands both had higher populations in the
past. Today, they are both high-income
states with stable populations.

Niue’s population fell from a peak of
5,200 in the late 1960s to just 1,900 in
the early 2000s, but has stabilized at that
level since.

Cook Islands had a population of
above 20,000 in the early 1970s. It fell to
around 15,000 during its economic crisis
in the mid-1990s, but has since recov-

from other countries, thus helping to sta-
bilise the population.

Both FSM and RMI are heavily de-
pendent on foreign rents, specifically
revenue from aid and fishing licenses.
A smaller population means higher rents
per person and, therefore, a higher in-
come per person.

Some of this positive feedback from
migration 10 per person income may
already be apparent in these two coun-
tries. RMI’s national income (measured
in terms of GNDI) grew rapidly in the
2010s: at an average per-person rate of
5.1 percent between 2010 and 2019.
Using the official popul: b

more slowly, at an average rate of 2.5
percent. But if we use what appear to be
the actual population numbers for FSM,
its per-person income growth is about
three percentage points higher, and so at
least as high as RMI's.

However, it is far from guaranteed
that a declining population will boost
per-person income enough to lead to
population stabilization. Both FSM and
RMI are upper-middle rather than high-
income economies. Neither has been suc-
cessful at attracting much in-migration
(unlike high-i and tour:
Palau — according to its 2020 census, in
a labor force of 14,000, 5,300 workers

are overseas-born).

From a policy perspective, neither
FSM nor RMI will want to surrender its
migration rights. Indeed, with the crack-
down on migration in the US, American
demand for compact-state labor is only
going to increase.

What both countries can do is make it
more attractive for their citizens to stay at
home. The recent introduction by RMI of
a universal income payment (funded by
the grants provided to it by the US as part
of the compact state arrangement) should
be understood in this context. Since late
last year, all RMI residents, including
children, are entitled to an annual pay-
ment of US$800 per person.

Though not generous enough to make
this a universal basic income payment, it
is a bold move. RMI has been scolded by
the IMF for not targeting this payment at
the poor, but that misses the point. The
country wants all residents to stay, and
especially the more skilled and higher
eaming.

In Y, the population decli
that FSM and RMI are experiencing,
while dramatic, need not be bad news.
Three other Pacific island countries that
have experienced recent, significant pop-
ulation declines — Niue, Cook Islands
and Palau — have all since seen their
populations stabilise and have either re-
tained or achieved high-income status.
Whether, when and at what level popula-
tion stabilizes in FSM and RMI remains

FSM’s national income per person grew

to be seen.



