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Tourism is a pillar industry in the Pacific, contributing 11.1 per
cent of the region’s GDP, or US$3.8 billion, and creating 131,010
jobs in 2018 (South Pacific Tourism Organisation (SPTO) 2019:3).
This In Brief argues that the increase in Chinese tourists to
the Pacific in pre-COVID-19 times and China’s promotion of
tourism cooperation as part of people-to-people links suggest
opportunities for Pacific tourism industries after the pandemic.
However, the challenges to these industries are notable, such as
the decline of Chinese tourists to Palau, the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic and a lack of direct flights between China and Pacific
Island countries (PICs).
From low numbers prior to 2000, China has become the
fastest-growing tourism market for the Pacific. Chinese visitors to
nine of the 14 PICs (excluding Cook Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue
and Solomon Islands) rose from 278 in 1995 to 3969 in 2008,
25,988 in 2009 and 84,468 in 2014 (World Bank 2016:52). The
share of Chinese tourists in the Pacific was seven per cent in
2014 and is expected to increase to 26 per cent, or 971,000, in
2040 (ibid.).
The significant growth in Chinese visitors to the Pacific is
driven by a fast-growing middle class in China and booming
China–Pacific relations.1 China has granted ‘approved destination
status’,2 which is offered to countries that recognise China over
Taiwan, to all its diplomatic partner countries in the Pacific (except
Niue, as it is too small to receive large numbers of tourists). This
status brings the two-fold benefits of allowing these destinations
to advertise in China and allowing Chinese visitors to travel in
groups to these countries.
It is worth noting that, despite this rapid growth, the Pacific
is still not a principal destination for Chinese tourists. In 2018,
124,939 Chinese tourists visited the Pacific, accounting for 5.84
per cent of the 2,137,803 total overseas tourists to the region
(SPTO 2019:24) and 0.088 per cent of all Chinese outbound
travellers (141.2 million). By contrast, tourists from Australia, New
Zealand, the US and Europe accounted for 28.9 per cent, 21.8
per cent, 10.5 per cent and 9.7 per cent of all tourists to the
Pacific in 2018, respectively (SPTO 2019:8).
When international travels resume post-COVID-19, though
this is unlikely for a while, and assuming China’s economy
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continues its growth at the pre-COVID rate (six per cent in 2019),
the number of China’s outbound visitors to the Pacific is likely
to maintain its momentum of growth. Furthermore, as China is
proactively rolling out its Belt and Road projects and PICs are
showing growing interest in the Chinese tourism market, China
will likely further promote China–Pacific tourism cooperation as
part of its people-to-people links. For example, the two sides
launched the 2019 China–Pacific Tourism Year in Samoa and
signed the China Pacific Tourism Development Initiative for
2020–24. The Pacific Tourism Organisation is also helping its
member states and tourism agencies within the PICs to be
‘China ready’. Similarly, the World Bank recommends that PICs
further tap the Chinese market to help achieve their development
goals (2016:45). As the geopolitical competition between China
and traditional powers such as the US, Japan, Australia and
New Zealand unfolds in the Pacific, it is likely that China will
invest more resources in the region and encourage more of its
citizens to visit PICs. For example, under the auspices of tourism
ministries from both countries, in 2019 tourism organisations
from nine Chinese provinces started to explore enhancing travel
opportunities to Fiji.

Challenges for China–Pacific tourism engagement
The first challenge relates to the expected continuous reduction
in Chinese visitors to Palau (China’s largest tourist destination
in the Pacific) in the near future. Thanks to the growing middle
class in China, Palau’s geographical proximity to China, its
accessibility by small aircraft and demand-led flights, including
charter programs, the number of Chinese visitors to Palau
grew rapidly. This trend was reversed in 2016 when diplomatic
competition between China and Taiwan intensified after the
Democratic Progressive Party took power in Taiwan. Due to
Palau’s support of Taiwan, the Chinese government has since
tightened control on its tourists holidaying there by banning
Chinese travel agencies from organising tourist visits to the
island country. This has coincided with the Palau government’s
efforts to limit the mass arrival of Chinese tourists, citing
challenges to the local accommodation and environment (SPTO
2018:39). In 2017 and 2018, Chinese visitors to Palau decreased
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by 11 and 28.6 per cent, respectively (SPTO 2018:23, 2019:7).
The economic impact on the local tourism industry has already
been felt.
In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought China–
Pacific tourism exchanges to a halt. The International Monetary
Fund estimates that the total number of tourists to the Pacific
declined 4.5 per cent in February 2020 compared with the
previous year; the number of Chinese tourists to the region
slumped by 73 per cent.
The third challenge is PICs’ limited carrying capacity and
need to preserve their environments and local cultures amid large
influxes of tourists, as SPTO highlights. A report prepared for the
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental Programme
also notes the need to emphasise sustainable tourism in the
Pacific, adopt a development-centric rather than growth-centric
model and fully consider the environmental and social impacts of
tourism on the region.
Fourthly, the connectivity constraint will persist and hinder
China–Pacific tourism exchanges. There are no regular direct
commercial flights between China and the Pacific. Discussions
to address this issue have been ongoing for years. For example,
in November 2013, Deputy Director Du Jiang of China’s National
Tourism Bureau said China needs to open direct flight routes with
PICs. In 2017, Professor Ouyang Jie from the China Civil Aviation
University and another scholar made the same proposal from
the perspective of promoting the Belt and Road Initiative and
suggested Chinese ministries establish an internal coordination
mechanism to discuss the issue.
However, little tangible progress towards fixing this issue
has been achieved so far due to the following reasons.3 China is
eager to open direct flight routes between Chinese cities and Fiji,
which is China’s largest tourist destination, but the Fijian side is
reportedly reluctant, fearing that Fiji Airways may not be able to
compete with Chinese airlines; China is not interested in running
direct flights with other PICs (unless for diplomatic considerations)
as they are viewed as commercially unviable. That is why then
Chinese ambassador to Samoa, Wang Xuefeng, said in August
2018 that it was premature to offer direct flights between China
and Samoa at the moment; charter flights are more feasible.
The last challenge, but not the least, is that some
controversial or failed Chinese investments in the Pacific
tourism sector are harming the credibility of China as a whole
(see also Szadziewski 2021:5).

from China. However, substantial efforts are needed from China
and PICs to address the aforementioned challenges before they
can reap the benefits.
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1. Both SPTO and the Chinese government use similar
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Conclusion
Looking into the future, there is potential for further growth of
Chinese tourists to the Pacific region when the pandemic crisis
ends. The disastrous impact of the pandemic on the mostly
small, fragile island economies is likely to lead PICs to redouble
their efforts to rebuild international tourist numbers, including
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