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Abstract 

This paper asserts that the large size of Tonga’s exclusive economic zone poses challenging 
problems for the government in managing the area’s maritime resources and providing effective 
security of the region. It also notes that Tonga’s geographic isolation, sparse population and weak 
economy make it vulnerable to the potential impact of transnational criminal activities, while 
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing poses a significant threat to food security.  

The paper contends that Tonga’s national crisis response policy is immature, requiring further 
development in order to best harness its limited response capabilities. It also asserts that Tonga’s 
maritime border security and search-and-rescue capabilities are being hampered by a lack of 
cooperation and coordination between the relevant agencies. The paper argues that Tonga 
requires a coordinated, whole-of-government policy and strategy to make the best use of the 
country’s limited capabilities to protect Tonga’s maritime security interests. The paper proposes 
the establishment of a maritime coordinating body as the most appropriate means to implement 
this intent, which it argues Tonga should establish as a matter of priority.   
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Enhancing Tonga’s Maritime Security 

Introduction 

The Kingdom of Tonga is a small Polynesian archipelago in the South Pacific, with a population of 
about 101,000 people.1 Its total land area is approximately 650 square kilometres, scattered over 
170 islands, of which 36 are inhabited, so inter-island and international shipping play vital roles 
in providing transportation of both cargo and people.2 These islands are sparsely located in an 
economic exclusive zone (EEZ)3 area of approximately 700,000 square kilometres.4   

This vast area of ocean offers bountiful resources that can be exploited for social and economic 
development, as well as an abundance of fish on which the population depends for its livelihood.5 
However, the large areas of open ocean pose challenging problems for the government in 
managing the area’s maritime resources and providing effective security of the region.6   

Tonga’s geographic isolation, sparse population and weak economy also make it vulnerable to 
the impact of transnational criminal activities.7 Much of Tonga’s maritime domain is remote and 
vast and, with minimal Tongan resources available for the effective provision of a wide-area 
maritime security patrol capability, a potential haven for illegal activities has been created.8   

The main identified threats are the unauthorised exploitation or damage of marine resources, 
and the illegal movement of people and drugs into Tonga or through Tonga into a third country.9 
For example, in 2012, more than 200 kilograms of cocaine (with an estimated street value of 
A$116 million) was found in a yacht which ran aground on one of Tonga’s islands.10 Compared to 
regional countries, particularly Australia and New Zealand, Tonga has a weak capacity to conduct 
law enforcement throughout the outer islands, potentially exposing the entire country to 
transnational criminal activities such as drug, arms and human smuggling.11    

Concurrently, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing is a significant threat to food security 
and Tonga’s aspirations to develop a sustainable and viable tuna industry. Levels of unauthorised 
fishing are difficult to estimate.12 But they are a growing concern because of the potential effects 
on fish stocks (and non-targeted species), the loss of income to Tonga, and the reduced credibility 
and effectiveness of Tonga’s national and international management infrastructure.   

There is also research to suggest that the impact of climate change may lead certain fish stocks 
from other areas to relocate into the region, where they could be followed by regional fleets that 
have traditionally fished those stocks.13 All these factors suggest the potential for greater illegal, 
unreported and unregulated fishing to occur within or adjacent to the South and South West 
Pacific Ocean, which inevitably will have significant maritime security implications for Tonga.14  

Ensuring safety and security in the development and exploitation of ocean resources and 
maritime transport capacity, while maintaining order on the oceans, is crucial to the future 
development of the economy and society of Tonga. Clearly, the Government of Tonga must take 
the necessary measures to ensure the peace and security of Tonga and its maritime zones, in 
order that the people may enjoy the benefits of the oceans into the future. However, this paper 
argues that because of its restricted economic capacity to ensure maritime security and prevent 
the illegal exploitation of sovereign resources, Tonga needs to formulate new security policies 
and adopt maritime approaches that take these realities into account.  

Tonga’s limited maritime security capacity also means that it has limited ability to respond to 
natural disasters or other maritime safety crises that may occur within waters for which it holds 
responsibility. This shortfall exposes both Tongans and foreign visitors alike to risks.15 For 
example, in August 2009, the domestic ferry MV Princess Ashika capsised during a voyage from 
Nuku’alofa to the islands, resulting in the death of 74 passengers (local and overseas, but mostly 
women and children).16 The subsequent Royal Commission of Inquiry highlighted shortfalls in 
Tonga’s maritime safety and search-and-rescue capabilities.17 Tonga enjoys a prosperous 
tourism industry, so the occurrence of such disasters, for which the country is ill-equipped to 
respond, can have significant adverse impact on the country’s economy.   
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At present, Tonga’s national crisis response policy is immature, requiring further development in 
order to best harness its limited response capabilities and capacity.18 In the author’s 
experience—including nine years (2004-12) as the Head of His Majesty’s Armed Force (HMAF) 
Navy, directly responsible for the HMAF Navy’s maritime patrol and surveillance operations—the 
utilisation of the country’s limited maritime security capabilities has yet to achieve an optimum 
level of effectiveness.   

The key reason is a lack of cooperation and coordination among the relevant agencies, especially 
in regard to maritime border security and search-and-rescue. While it is obviously not a threat as 
such, search-and-rescue should nevertheless be considered in the context of maritime security.19 
One of the enabling themes of the Tonga Strategic Development Framework, 2011-2014 is to 
‘ensure a more coordinated whole-of-government approach in Tonga’s partnership with 
development partners’.20 In a recent lecture at the Centre for Defence and Strategic Studies at the 
Australian Defence College, Alan Ryan noted that ‘everybody wants coordination … [however] 
no-one wants to be coordinated’.21 This is very true in the case of coordination tasks in relation 
to maritime patrol and search-and-rescue in Tonga.   

In order to address the lack of cooperation and coordination in maritime affairs, this paper 
argues that Tonga requires a robust, whole-of-government policy and framework. A coordinated 
strategy is crucial in order to pool together and make the best use of the country’s limited 
capabilities to protect Tonga’s maritime security interests. Such an approach represents the most 
effective and efficient method to utilise Tonga’s limited capabilities and provides the greatest 
prospect of success which, in turn, will be critical for Tonga's prosperity and security. The paper 
specifically proposes the establishment of a maritime coordinating body as the most appropriate 
means to implement this intent, which Tonga should establish as a matter of priority.   

The overall aim of this paper is to propose the development of a policy framework for the 
creation of a joint maritime security and search-and-rescue coordinating centre for Tonga. For 
the purpose of this paper, it has been termed the Joint Maritime Coordination Centre (JMCC).  The 
paper has been structured in six parts to provide background, identify problems and then offer 
policy solutions.   

Part 1 examines Tonga’s rights, international obligations and responsibilities. Part 2 analyses the 
current maritime security and search-and-rescue arrangements, and validates the need for a 
JMCC. Part 3 discusses the proposed policy framework for the creation of a JMCC. Part 4 then 
discusses matters that would support the effectiveness of the JMCC and be crucial for the 
enhancement of maritime security. Part 5 examines the resource considerations and discusses 
the implementation plan. Part 6 analyses the impact of a JMCC in terms of benefits and risks. 

Part 1: Tonga’s rights, obligations and responsibilities  

Tonga’s rights, national and international obligations and responsibilities regarding its EEZ, 
continental shelf and search-and-rescue are important for a number of reasons. Tonga is a 
signatory to the UN’s Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which enshrined the concept 
of an EEZ into international law, wherein Tonga has not only the sovereign right to harvest the 
living maritime resources within its EEZ but also the responsibility to manage and police it.22  

However, there are gaps in Tonga’s EEZ boundaries which inhibit full cooperation between 
maritime surveillance and law-enforcement authorities. Tonga’s limits of maritime jurisdiction 
are the Royal Proclamation of 1887, the Royal Proclamation of 1972, and the Territorial Sea and 
EEZ Act 1978.23 The Royal Proclamation of 1887 was issued by His Majesty King George Tupou 
the First on 24 August 1887. It is arguably the longest continuous legal claim of historic title to a 
maritime domain in the world.24  

The proclamation has resulted in the exercise of continuous jurisdiction and authority by Tonga 
over the land territory and the maritime spaces defined in accordance with the claim for more 
than 127 years.25 The proclamation, claiming national jurisdiction by Tonga of an area of about 
395,000 square kilometres, states that it includes: 
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All, islands, rocks, reefs, foreshores and waters lying between the fifteenth and twenty-third and 
a half degrees of south latitude and between the one hundred and seventy-third and the one 
hundred and seventy-seventh degrees of west longitude from the Meridian of Greenwich.26    

The Royal Proclamation of 1972 was issued by His Majesty King Taufa’ahau Tupou the Fourth on 
15 June 1972. This proclamation established Tonga's claim to 'the islands of Teleki Tokelau and 
Teleki Tonga [the Minerva Reefs] and all islands, rocks, reefs, foreshores and water lying within a 
radius of 12 miles’.27 At the 1972 South Pacific Forum, the member states agreed in principle to 
‘Tonga’s historical association with the Minerva Reefs’, adding ‘that there could be no question of 
recognising other claims to sovereignty over the reefs’.28   

The Territorial Sea and EEZ Act 1978 extended Tonga's claims by establishing a 200 nautical mile 
EEZ, adjacent to the territorial sea; it also made provision, in exercise of the sovereign rights of 
Tonga, for the exploration and exploitation, and conservation and management, of the resources 
of the zone and for matters connected with those purposes.29 Although the rights of sovereignty 
established by The Territorial Sea and EEZ Act 1978 (covering an area of about 700,000 square 
kilometres) are broader than the proclamation of 1887 (covering about 395,000 square 
kilometres), the final settlement of EEZ boundaries with neighbouring countries has not been 
determined.30 Accordingly, Tonga limits the enforcement of its fishery laws to the 1887 
proclamation area and the 1972 proclamation in relation to the 12-mile zone around the Minerva 
Reefs.31   

Nevertheless, some challenges still exist, especially the overlapping of the 1887 proclamation and 
Fiji’s 200 nautical mile EEZ on the western side of Tonga, and the 12-mile zone around the 
Minerva Reefs. Both these challenges have resulted in disputes between Tonga and Fiji over 
territorial boundaries. Diagram 1 (overleaf) shows Tonga’s limits of jurisdiction based on the two 
Royal Proclamations and The Territorial Sea and EEZ Act 1978. It also shows the overlapping of 
the Royal Proclamation of 1887 and Fiji’s 200 nautical mile EEZ. 

 
Diagram 1: Tonga’s maritime boundaries32 
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The claim by each country adds to the complexity of the status of Tonga’s sovereign rights to its 
maritime zone. Hence, it is crucial for the Government of Tonga to take action to address these 
challenges and provide the essential guidance for maritime patrols to protect Tonga’s maritime 
interests.   

 

 

 

 

Continental shelf 

For many developing nations, including Tonga, the right to exploit resources contained in or 
under the seabed of their extended continental shelf could be economically critical.33 In order to 
do so, Tonga lodged with the UN a submission regarding the limits of its continental shelf in 
2009.34 Subsequently, and with the aim of securing its financial future, Tonga sought the 
agreement of the International Seabed Authority to give a Canadian company, Nautilus Minerals 
Incorporated, exclusive rights to mine ‘74,153 square kilometres [of seabed located] in the 
Clarion-Clipperton Zone of the Pacific Ocean’, which was a ‘marine area beyond the limits of 
[Tonga’s] national jurisdiction’.35  

The request was agreed by the International Seabed Authority. However, Article 153 of the 1982 
UNCLOS requires the sponsoring state to ‘tak[e] all measures necessary to ensure’ compliance by 
any contractor, which includes adopting the necessary ‘laws and regulations’, as well as 
‘administrative measures [to ensure] … compliance by persons under its jurisdiction’.36 Such 
legislation and administrative measures are meant to ensure the protection and preservation of 
the marine environment’s ecosystems, to monitor risks or impact on the marine environment, 
and to minimise the likelihood of pollution and accidents.  

To date, however, Tonga does not have a national law on seabed mineral exploration and 
exploitation, which has been noted by commentators such as Yoichiro Sato, who has referred to 
the ‘absence of transparent law governing the deep-sea mining’ industry in Tonga.37 Countries 
have an obligation under international law to protect the state from liability, and to ensure that 
any privatisation of the country’s natural resources is covered by appropriate legislation. Hence, 
there is an urgent need for Tonga to enact deep-sea mining legislation. 

 

 

 

 

Search-and-rescue 

A basic, practical and humanitarian characteristic of the global aspect of search-and-rescue is 
that it eliminates the need for each state to provide search-and-rescue services for its own 
citizens when they travel world-wide.38 Instead, the globe is divided into Search and Rescue 
Regions (SRRs), each with associated search-and-rescue services, which assist anyone in distress 
within the SRR without regard to nationality or circumstance.39  

As defined in the Convention on International Civil Aviation and the International Convention on 
Maritime Search and Rescue, SRRs are established to ensure the provision of adequate land-
based communications infrastructure, efficient distress alert routing, and proper operational 
coordination to effectively support search-and-rescue services.40 

Recommendation 2: The Tongan Government should enact deep-sea mining 

legislation to strengthen national laws for protecting the marine environment 

and to accord with relevant international conventions. 

Recommendation 1: The Tongan Government should formally resolve the 

maritime boundary issue with Fiji, by diplomatic means, thereby enabling its 

maritime patrol forces to protect unambiguous EEZ boundaries. 
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Tonga is located within New Zealand’s SRR and, as such, is in a unique position with regard to the 
internationally-recognised search-and-rescue system. Tonga and New Zealand have an 
agreement whereby Tonga only assumes the lead role in coordinating search-and-rescue 
operations within its 12 nautical mile territorial sea.41 The New Zealand search-and-rescue 
authority has primary responsibility for operations in the ocean area surrounding Tonga, 
extending seaward of the 12 nautical mile territorial sea boundary, although Tonga is often called 
on to assist New Zealand with operations outside the 12 nautical mile limits.  Diagram 2 shows 
the boundaries of New Zealand’s SRR.     

 

Diagram 2: The boundaries of the New Zealand Search and Rescue Region 42 

 

 

 

Hence, Tonga has an obligation and responsibilities to meet both national and international 
requirements for search-and-rescue activities. One of its key challenges, however, is the lack of 
coordination between the relevant agencies. The details of this challenge, other challenges and 
associated recommendations in regard to search-and-rescue are examined in more detail in Parts 
2 and 3 of this paper.   

Part 2: Current maritime security and search-and-rescue 
arrangements 

Tonga’s maritime security and search-and-rescue responsibilities are shared among various 
government agencies, including His Majesty’s Armed Force (HMAF); Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Trade and Immigration; Tonga Police; Ministry of Infrastructure; Tonga Customs Service; and 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries.  Protecting Tonga’s sovereignty and sovereign 
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rights are the primary concern of these government agencies, with their maritime security roles 
focused in two main areas—fishery management and border protection. 

In regard to fishery management, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries is 
responsible for the licensing of foreign vessels and monitoring all fishing vessels more than six 
metres in length operating inside Tonga’s EEZ.43 The latter relies on the operation of the vessel’s 
monitoring system, which is monitored centrally through the Pacific Islands Forum Fishery 
Agency. The HMAF Navy is mandated to conduct actual fishery patrols at sea and to enforce 
fishery laws.44 Other related agencies include the Tonga Customs Services, which certifies export 
contents (including fish),45 the Tonga Police, which supports enforcement of the Fishery Act,46 
and the Marine and Ports Division of the Ministry of Infrastructure, which registers marine 
vessels.47 

Two other primary government agencies with a responsibility for border protection are the 
Tonga Customs Services and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Immigration. The Tonga 
Customs Services is responsible for ‘protecting and securing the borders of Tonga, and 
facilitating trade in Tonga’.48 The protection and security roles are basically conducted only at 
airports and wharves, because the agency does not have the capacity to enable their tasks to 
reach out further. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Immigration is also responsible for 
border protection with regard to immigration matters. Other related agencies include HMAF 
Navy and Tonga Police, which both support enforcement of the Customs Act.   

The Tonga Police is the ‘coordinating authority on all search-and-rescue incidents in the 
country’.49 While Tonga Police holds the authority over coordination, it does not have the 
necessary capabilities for search-and-rescue tasks. Hence, other relevant agencies (Marine and 
Ports Division of the Ministry of Infrastructure, including provision of the Coastal Radio network; 
the Ports Authority; the HMAF Navy; and other local agencies) provide assistance to the Tonga 
Police if they are able to help. Tonga Police also works closely with the New Zealand Rescue 
Coordination Centre with regard to search-and-rescue.50   

The HMAF Navy is tasked as the lead agency for maritime security and has an overarching role in 
maritime search-and-rescue. Its primary role is the policing of Tonga’s EEZ by enforcing fishing 
regulations, while it also undertakes a support role with regard to national immigration, customs 
and quarantine law, and maritime search-and-rescue.51 HMAF Navy is the only government 
agency with the necessary capability in terms of platforms, training and personnel to undertake 
maritime security.52   

Under Tonga and Australia’s Defence Cooperation Program, three Pacific Patrol Boats were 
donated by the Australian Government to Tonga between 1989 and 1991, together with a range 
of training packages and naval advisers posted to Tonga.53 In many cases, Defence Cooperation 
Program funding has extended to purchasing fuel for the boats, to ensure they can participate in 
maritime security operations and exercises. The training and assistance provided by Australia 
under the program has been an important contributor in enabling HMAF Navy personnel to 
successfully carry out their maritime security and search-and-rescue roles.54   

Under Tonga’s existing arrangements for maritime security and search-and-rescue, six separate 
government agencies have some role in monitoring the maritime environment for their own 
needs. The obvious question is how well they carry out their responsibilities with regard to 
maritime security and search-and-rescue. Although there are very limited capabilities available 
in-country, it is suggested that the existing capabilities are sufficient to manage fishery, border 
protection and search-and-rescue if they are effectively utilised. However, this requires robust 
interagency cooperation and coordination, which arguably is not sufficiently developed at 
present.  

One example is the obvious utility of information sharing. A certain level of trust needs to be 
developed between the various information-sharing partners. But this willingness to share does 
not always come easily, as most agencies have tended to operate on a ‘need to share’ basis. For 
example, information sharing between the HMAF Navy and other agencies (with expertise, for 
example, on fisheries, customs, immigration and policing) would clearly enhance the efficiency 
and effective conduct of maritime patrols, and vice versa. However, despite attempts to achieve 
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better cooperation and coordination, and to build relationships and trust, there is still more that 
should be done.55   

Another factor impacting on maritime patrols and search-and-rescue operations is the current 
allocation of budgetary funding. At present, each government agency has its own budget 
allocation for its respective role in maritime security.56 For example, the budget for search-and-
rescue is allocated to the Tonga Police. But it does not have the capacity to carry out search-and-
rescue, so the burden of conducting search-and-rescue activities falls mostly falls on the HMAF 
Navy, to the detriment of its ability to conduct maritime patrols.  

For example, in 2011, HMAF Navy was able to conduct only eight of its planned 12 maritime 
patrols because it needed to divert funding to four unplanned search-and-rescue missions.57 It is 
suggested, therefore, that budget allocations to all concerned agencies should be reviewed, with a 
view to pooling the currently-dispersed pockets of funding to enable a centralised and more 
effective use of the available budget for key functions.  

Time lost and ad hoc actions are also critical issues in search-and-rescue. While Tonga Police is 
the coordinating agency, its staff has limited training in coordinating search-and-rescue 
incidents. At times, this has resulted in a lack of coordination with other relevant agencies, or 
incidents being passed to the HMAF Navy without the necessary information, resulting in a 
critical loss of time. Such delays are frustrating to all involved, not least because the search 
becomes more difficult, particularly in cases where large search areas are involved, jeopardising 
the chances of survival of those at risk, as well as the operation costing more than it should. This 
could be avoided if there were better processes, readiness and coordination between the 
relevant Tongan departments and agencies.  

Along similar lines, a 2003 UN report on Aspects of Sea Safety in the Fisheries of Pacific Island 
Countries recorded that while various Tonga government agencies are involved in recording data 
on sea safety incidents, the data is limited to those operations in which they were involved, 
highlighting the lack of a whole-of-government approach.58 Critically, it also reported that the 
operators of the larger fishing companies in Tonga asserted that most incidents involving their 
vessels are resolved within the company fleet or between companies, as the ‘cumbersome and 
lengthy procedures to initiate a government search-and-rescue operation … [mean that] the 
companies often do their own search-and-rescue work’.59    

The Royal Commission of Inquiry into the sinking of the MV Princess Ashika recommended that a 
‘clear command structure [should be] established with the Search and Rescue HQ [Headquarters] 
set up’.60 The Secretariat of the Pacific Community’s report on security issues related to foreign 
fishing vessels operating in the Pacific Islands region also focused on the problem, saying that:  

A lack of connectivity and minimal or no communication between regional agencies and 
between the various arms of national administrations and indeed with the fishing industry 
itself, was uniformly obvious to and accepted by all those spoken to during the course of this 
project. Just as this observation is neither unique nor new, so the reasons for poor inter-agency 
communications are well-known. These include staff resourcing issues, a natural tendency to 
resist sharing information and often a general lack of awareness of the wider impact of 
decisions in one area upon another.61  

As far back as 2008, Sam Bateman and Anthony Bergin suggested that a possible solution is ‘a 
whole of region and a whole of government surveillance concept to overcome the current 
segmented approach, with regional maritime security spread between functions and agencies 
both regionally and nationally’.62 A 2012 UN report also suggested that the absence of such an 
approach can inhibit progress in many areas, notably in low-income countries where limited 
coordination can undermine the delivery of social services and provision of physical security.63  

However, for a whole-of-government approach to be effective in Tonga, significant cultural and 
organisational change would have to occur, such that:  

The distinguishing characteristic of whole of government work is that there is an emphasis on 
objectives shared across organisational boundaries, as opposed to working solely within an 
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organisation. It encompasses the design and delivery of a wide variety of policies, programs and 
services that cross organisational boundaries.64  

In summary, Tonga’s existing maritime security and search-and-rescue arrangements need to be 
improved urgently so as to avoid the loss of valuable resources, time and even the loss of lives. 
Improved cooperation and coordination among the core government agencies is the key issue. As 
no single country or agency alone can tackle the full range of maritime security issues, there is an 
urgent need to bring together all stakeholders and their available maritime capabilities in order 
to put them to the best use in protecting the country's maritime interests and, most importantly, 
ensuring the safety and security of its people and those within Tonga’s area of responsibility. To 
that end, this paper recommends that Tonga considers a whole-of-government approach to 
mitigate the challenges identified in the existing maritime security and search-and-rescue 
arrangements. 

 

 

 

 

Part 3: Creation of a Joint Maritime Coordination Centre 

This part of the paper will discuss the proposed creation of a Joint Maritime Coordination Centre 
(JMCC). The paper’s model for Tonga is the result of research conducted on various models of 
maritime coordination centres, particularly Australia’s Border Protection Command, the 
Australian Maritime Safety Authority, the New Zealand National Maritime Coordination Centre 
and the Rescue Coordination Centre New Zealand.   

The creation of a JMCC would support the vision of the Tonga Strategic Development Framework, 
2011-2014 ‘to develop and promote a just, equitable and progressive society in which the people 
of Tonga enjoy good health, peace, harmony and prosperity, in meeting their aspirations in life’.65 
The framework suggested that the delivery of this vision would be facilitated through ‘ensuring a 
more coordinated whole-of-government approach in Tonga’s partnership with development 
partners’.66 The aspiration in establishing a JMCC would be to create a robust, whole-of-
government approach to managing safety and security in the maritime domain to benefit the 
people of Tonga.  

Failing to protect against a wide range of maritime challenges and risks may result in the seas 
around Tonga becoming arenas for international organised crime.67 Tonga has an obligation and 
responsibility to act more quickly, even with limited resources, by strengthening cooperation and 
coordination between different government agencies and national authorities to protect its seas. 
A shared unity of purpose and effort by all involved is necessary to achieve coherence between 
all stakeholders, and national policies are required to enable both civil and military authorities to 
react effectively together. 

This paper would argue that the creation of a JMCC is necessary to improve Tonga’s maritime 
security and search-and-rescue capabilities—and that a whole-of-government approach in 
establishing the JMCC would be the most appropriate tool to ensure the most effective outcome. 
Hence, the JMCC would bring together the relevant government agencies to work across 
boundaries towards a shared goal, which would create greater cooperation and coordination, 
and encourage a sense of ownership. Also, pooling various domains of expertise, experience and 
ideas could cover blind spots and help lead to a systematic adoption of risk-reduction 
strategies.68    

A whole-of-government approach would combine the nation’s limited maritime security 
resources to be put to best use in addressing Tonga’s maritime security challenges. It is the 
manifold and unpredictable nature of maritime security issues, and their cross-jurisdictional 
complexity, that requires a coordinated response from the full range of whole-of-government 

Recommendation 3: The Tongan Government should consider a whole-of-

government approach to mitigate the challenges identified by this paper in 

the existing maritime security and search-and-rescue arrangements.  
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capability to achieve success and to enhance the management of security in Tonga’s maritime 
domain. Furthermore, a JMCC would better assist Tonga to carry out its national and 
international obligations for maritime security and search-and-rescue.  

The JMCC structure 

The suggested design for the JMCC would be a small, operationally-independent unit, physically 
located at the premises of HMAF Navy headquarters. For the JMCC, ‘operationally independent’ 
refers to the way in which it would carry out its functions of coordinating patrols and search-and-
rescue, gathering and providing information about the maritime domain, and identifying policy 
gaps and issues. It would need to carry out these functions from a whole-of-government 
perspective and in the interests of all concerned government agencies.   

The unit’s personnel and administrative support arrangements would be carried out by the host 
agency, and its work would be overseen by a ‘network of Chief Executives’ on behalf of the JMCC 
Council. It is envisaged that the operation of the JMCC would be funded by proportional 
contributions from agencies represented in the JMCC Council, although the services of the JMCC 
would be available to any government agency.69   

The JMCC’s structure would have the following key components: JMCC Council, the host agency, 
Director JMCC and the JMCC. Details of these components are discussed below, and the outline 
diagram of a JMCC governance structure and accountability relationship is shown in Diagram 3. 

 

Diagram 3: Joint Maritime Coordination Centre governance structure 
and accountability relationship70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keys:     Formal accountability 

                      As required 

 

The diagram highlights that while the governance of the JMCC would be within an agency, it 
would not operate in isolation. The diagram shows that the Centre would be accountable to the 
host agency’s Minister for the performance of the JMCC, and that agency would be linked to the 
Government’s wider interests through the JMCC Council, which represents other stakeholders 

Minister for Defence 

Host Agency 
(His Majesty’s Armed Force) 

Director JMCC  

JMCC Council 

 

 
Stakeholders/agencies 
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with a key interest in the outcomes of the JMCC, as well as providing a whole-of-government 
perspective. 

The JMCC Council 

The function of the JMCC Council would be to discuss strategic-level issues and provide strategic 
direction for the JMCC. This would enhance whole-of-government coordination and make the 
most effective use of the country’s limited maritime security resources. The JMCC Council would 
be the key senior-level consultation group for the Chief Executive of the host agency. The purpose 
of the Council would be to give the Chief Executives of the host agency and the core agencies a 
mechanism for discussing strategic issues and trends relevant to the focus and work of the 
JMCC.71 It is very important to note that successful whole-of-government coordination requires 
leaders committed to making it work, and buy-in to the coordinated approach from all parties.    

Council membership would comprise the Chief Executives of the five core government agencies 
with shared responsibilities in maritime security and search-and-rescue, including Tonga Custom 
Services, Tonga Police, Ministry of Fisheries, Ministry of Infrastructure and HMAF, as well as 
representatives from the Ministry of Crown Law and the Prime Minister’s Office.     

Host agency 

The location of a JMCC would be a fundamental consideration, as it needs to be positioned in an 
appropriate place from where the Centre could efficiently and effectively operate. Hence, it is 
suggested that the JMCC should be collocated with HMAF Navy headquarters, and that the HMAF 
(the main provider of the ships used in patrols and search-and-rescue) should be the host 
agency.72 The Chief Executive of the host agency would be formally accountable to the agency’s 
Minister and thereby to Cabinet for the performance and outcomes of the JMCC. The host agency 
would be responsible for the management and administration of the JMCC.  

Director JMCC 

The role of Director JMCC would require an experienced person with a comprehensive 
understanding of maritime security and all aspects of search-and-rescue. Since HMAF Navy 
officers are already trained and have gained experience from their sea times engaged in both 
maritime security and search-and-rescue operations, the Director JMCC position could be 
appropriately filled by a HMAF Navy officer of the rank of Lieutenant Commander or above. The 
Director JMCC would be responsible for the efficient and effective operation of the JMCC and 
would be accountable to the host agency’s Chief Executive (and thereby to the Minister for 
Defence) for the operational performance of the Centre. 

JMCC staff 

A properly-established and staffed JMCC would bring together key stakeholders into a whole-of-
government team where they would all work towards a shared goal of ‘maximising the 
effectiveness of maritime assets for patrol and search-and-rescue’. Hence, appropriate persons 
who are competent in their respective areas of expertise, drawn from the following core 
government agencies, would be crucial for the operation of the JMCC: Tonga Customs Services, 
Tonga Police, Ministry of Fisheries, Ministry of Infrastructure (Marine and Ports Division) and 
HMAF Navy. The anticipated size of the staff for the JMCC should be five members, comprising 
one representative from each of the mentioned core government agencies.   

The primary role of the JMCC staff would be to assist the Director JMCC in implementing the 
JMCC’s functions so as to meet its strategically-directed outcomes. The staff members provided 
from the agencies do not need to be permanent staff but could be posted on a rotational basis. 
They could be posted to the JMCC for two to four years, and then be replaced from their 
respective agencies. Such a rotation would maximise the number of employees from each agency 
that gain JMCC experience, while building inter-departmental relationships and avoiding 
boredom.  
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JMCC principles  

To ensure the effectiveness of the JMCC and to be able to meet the government’s needs, the 
following principles are proposed to guide the operation of the JMCC and the agencies that 
support it.73 From a strategic perspective, the JMCC would support and protect the government’s 
collective maritime interests, including the enforcement of national and international laws, 
fisheries management and law enforcement, including customs and immigration infringements.   

The JMCC’s activities would reflect a transparent, agreed, whole-of-government approach to 
relevant aspects of the government’s priorities in the above areas. The JMCC would increase the 
work value through maximising cooperation, assistance and information sharing to the benefit of 
the government as a whole, while integrating the work of all stakeholders to support a national 
approach to managing maritime risks. 

The principles supporting a whole-of-government approach should include that: 

• The JMCC is a single, centralised, operationally-independent entity from which all 
maritime patrol activities and search-and-rescue operations are coordinated; 

• The JMCC takes a national, whole-of-government view to all its operations and, in setting 
patrol priorities, will be mindful of the government’s strategic maritime priorities; 

• The JMCC is expected to maintain links across government agencies within the scope of its 
activities;  

• All government maritime patrol and search-and-rescue assets are potentially available for 
use upon request from the JMCC; and  

• Agencies involved in the JMCC (either as providers, users or both) will provide a collective 
approach to the overall government outcomes to be achieved. 

The principles for JMCC operation should include that: 

• Any agency (domestic or international) can call on the services of the JMCC through an 
appropriate government agency;  

• The JMCC has no operational responsibilities other than to coordinate maritime patrols 
and search-and-rescue operations;  

• Threat assessment and risk mitigation strategies remain the function of the assets 
contributing agency;  

• The JMCC can provide advice on observed gaps and issues relating to Tonga’s overall 
maritime domain awareness; and  

• The JMCC does not own but only coordinates maritime patrol and search-and-rescue 
assets and related information. 

 

 

 

Recommendation 4: The Government of Tonga should create a Joint 

Maritime Coordination Centre (JMCC) to coordinate maritime border 

protection and search-and-rescue functions.  The structure of the JMCC 

should comprise a JMCC Council, Host Agency, Director JMCC and JMCC staff. 

 

Recommendation 5: Once established, the JMCC should operate under an agreed 

set of guiding principles, along the lines suggested in this paper. 
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Mission, functions and roles 

At the strategic level, establishment of the JMCC would have two desired functions: to contribute 
to and support relevant agencies in relation to maritime sovereignty and security, marine 
resources management, law enforcement, maritime safety, environmental protection and 
external relations; and achievement of a robust, coordinated, whole-of-government approach to 
maritime patrol and search-and-rescue.   

At the operational level, the JMCC would be responsible for two primary missions, namely to 
support the effective and efficient use of Tonga’s maritime patrol and surveillance assets for the 
purposes of carrying out maritime patrols; and the coordination of search-and-rescue of human 
life-at-sea activities in Tonga’s area of responsibility. In order to successfully carry out these 
missions, the JMCC would need to implement three key roles, which include the collection, 
analysis and dissemination of relevant maritime information; the coordination of maritime patrol 
and search-and-rescue operations; and the coordination and engagement at national levels with 
regional arrangements in maritime patrols, search-and-rescue, and operations such as the Pacific 
Islands Forum’s fisheries maritime surveillance Operation KURUKURU and other maritime 
exercises.74 

To enable the successful implementation of its functions and roles, the JMCC would carry out the 
following activities:  

• Facilitate interagency cooperation and interoperability, including planning and 
communications;  

• Derive maximum benefit from each surveillance and patrol activity; 

• Facilitate wider participation by government agencies in coordinated tasking and access to 
information;  

• Facilitate the effective and efficient flow of relevant maritime-related information between 
stakeholders; and  

• Provide advice on maritime domain awareness, maritime patrol, search-and-rescue, and 
related issues. 

 

 

 

Maritime patrol strategy  

Implementing an effective maritime patrol strategy would be an important part of the JMCC’s 
functions. An inter-departmentally agreed strategy would be required to support the JMCC in 
maintaining a whole-of-government perspective for maritime patrols and search-and-rescue. It 
would also be essential to ensure that the nation’s limited patrol resources are targeted in the 
most effective way and according to the government's priorities for the maritime domain.   

In the first instance, the HMAF Navy would need to decide how many patrol boats are available 
for maritime patrols and then prioritise them against military needs. The HMAF Navy would need 
to plan the use of its patrol boats annually, scheduling known operations (such as KURUKURU), 
exercises, training requirements, maintenance, and its patrol needs. These annual plans would 
only be a guide, based on the availability of patrol boats, as the HMAF Navy’s own requirements 
for its patrol boats can change. For example, a patrol boat might be required at short notice for 
search-and-rescue or other duties.75 Nevertheless, the HMAF Navy and the JMCC would need to 
work closely together to develop an annual, detailed maritime patrol and surveillance plan 
covering Tonga’s EEZ and search-and-rescue region.  

Recommendation 6: Once established, the JMCC should conduct operations 

in accordance with the missions, functions and roles suggested in this paper.   
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Inter-governmental agreements 

The development of bilateral or multilateral maritime patrol or search-and-rescue agreements 
with other Tongan agencies and organisations, and with international authorities or 
organisations of other nations, would be of practical value for Tonga’s maritime patrols and 
search-and-rescue operations. Such agreements would help to fulfil Tongan domestic obligations 
and needs; enable more effective use of all available maritime patrol and search-and-rescue 
resources; build mutual commitment to support the JMCC; resolve sensitive matters in advance 
of time-critical distress situations (especially in search-and-rescue operations); and identify 
types of cooperative matters and efforts which may enhance the support of maritime patrols and 
search-and-rescue operations. 

 

 

 

 

Supporting documents 

There are a number of key documents which would need to be produced, related to the operation 
and support of the JMCC. Importantly, they would provide a whole-of-government set of 
operating policies and standards for agencies involved with the JMCC.  These documents are a 
Governance Framework; a Maritime Risk Management Framework (and associated operating 
policies and service standards); an Information Sharing Agreement; a Communication Plan; and a 
Search-and-Rescue Manual. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The JMCC should also be responsible for keeping these documents up-to-date and ensuring that 
core and interested agencies are familiar with their contents. Reviews of these documents would 
need to be carried out in consultation with the core agencies. Any core or interested agency could 
request a review of all or part of these documents, if and when needed.  

 

Recommendation 9: The JMCC should develop and publish the following:  

• Governance Framework to articulate a whole-of-government approach to 

support the effective coordination of maritime patrols and search-and-

rescue operations;  

• Maritime Risk Management Framework and associated operating policies 

and service standards for prioritising and allocating patrol resources from 

a national perspective;  

• Information Sharing Agreement to enable the JMCC to carry out its 

functions;  

• Communication Plan; and 

• Search-and-Rescue Manual. 

 

Recommendation 7: The JMCC should implement an annual maritime patrol 
strategy. 

Recommendation 8: The JMCC should be tasked with negotiating 

agreements with relevant national and international stakeholders, in 

particular specifying the assistance they are able to provide for maritime 

patrol and search-and-rescue operations. 
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Part 4: Supporting tools  

It is considered crucial for the successful implementation of the JMCC’s functions of enhancing 
Tonga’s maritime security and search-and-rescue response capability for the Tongan 
Government to consider signing the Niue Treaty Subsidiary Agreement, and to provide support 
to its HMAF Beechcraft 18 aircraft.   

Niue Treaty Subsidiary Agreement  

Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing poses a real threat to the Pacific regions, as was 
acknowledged in the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ call for the implementation of a new strategy 
to safeguard the region’s fish stocks, in the form of the Niue Treaty Subsidiary Agreement.76 

The agreement provides a robust, legal framework for countries to share resources and exchange 
fisheries data and intelligence to step up efficiency and save costs when it comes to monitoring 
fishing vessels in Pacific waters. Signatories to the agreement are at the forefront of regional 
cooperative endeavours, and show how Pacific island states with limited resources can find 
innovative ways to move towards solving complex resource protection problems and, through 
that, ultimately strengthen their maritime security.   

The agreement is aligned with the suggestion by Bateman and Bergin that cooperation and 
coordination between the different agencies involved in maritime security, at both the national 
and regional levels, have become more important.77 In 2012, then Australian Parliamentary 
Secretary for Defence, Senator Feeney, asserted that ‘this [Niue Treaty Subsidiary Agreement] 
will significantly improve the region’s ability to conduct multilateral activities, such as Operation 
KURUKURU’.78    

Operation KURUKURU 2012, which followed the adoption of the Niue Treaty Subsidiary 
Agreement in early November 2012, was a large-scale maritime surveillance operation, under the 
auspices of the Pacific Islands Forum, designed to stop transnational crime including 
unauthorised fishing, smuggling and people trafficking, with Senator Feeney noting that:  

OP [Operation] KURUKURU really does show that as a region we can work together to achieve 
tangible outcomes for the people of our nations. This operation covered the Cook Islands, the 
Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu…. Fisheries surveillance and enforcement staff 
from all these nations, as well as from Australia, New Zealand, France and the United States 
worked together over a busy two week period toward the same outcomes.79   

The Tongan Government should take advantage of the benefits available under this maritime 
monitoring, control and surveillance agreement, and join with other Pacific island countries in 
signing the Niue Treaty Subsidiary Agreement, which would become a significant tool for 
enhancing national and regional maritime security.   

 

 

 

HMAF Beechcraft 18 Aircraft 

Air Wing is one of the smallest units of HMAF and has played a significant role in maritime 
patrols and search-and-rescue. It was established in 1996 and acquired two small aircraft; a 
Beechcraft 18 and an American Champion Citabria light trainer. The Beechcraft 18 has been used 
for maritime surveillance, search-and-rescue and medical evacuation, especially from the two 
most northern islands of Tonga. The Citabria trainer aircraft is being used for training flights by 
the unit’s pilots. 

Recommendation 10: The Government of Tonga should sign the Niue 

Treaty Subsidiary Agreement.  
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HMAF Navy has used the combined effect of its patrol boats and the Beechcraft 18 as the basis for 
its maritime patrol activities. The aircraft has done most of the surveillance tasks, while a patrol 
boat has been stationed in the vicinity as a response platform for any requirement from the 
aircraft. It has proven very effective and efficient in terms of cost and the area covered in 
comparison to a patrol conducted by a patrol boat alone. The biggest fine ever issued to an illegal 
foreign fishing vessel in Tonga was in 2004, which eventuated as the result of the concept of 
patrolling carried out by a patrol boat together with the Beechcraft 18.80  

However, in 2007, the Beechcraft 18 aircraft suffered mechanical problems which HMAF could 
not afford to fix because of financial constraints. The unavailability of this aircraft has had an 
enormous adverse impact on the way maritime patrol and search-and-rescue activities have 
since been conducted. In particular, it has increased the cost of such activities because of the 
greater number of sea days required in using patrol boats where an extensive search has been 
required. Bateman and Bergin have suggested that air surveillance is the most effective method 
for the Pacific island countries to monitor large surface areas, including remote and uninhabited 
islands and reefs.81   

The Beechcraft 18 is one of Tonga’s vital assets, capable of making a huge difference to the 
efficiency and effectiveness of maritime patrols and search-and-rescue operations, and one which 
could contribute greatly to the enhancement of Tonga’s maritime security. Hence, it is 
recommended that the Tongan Government considers ways to repair the Beechcraft 18 aircraft 
as a near-term priority.  

 

 

 

 

Part 5: Resource considerations in creation of the JMCC 

Equipment 

The JMCC would not own any maritime patrol or search-and-rescue assets and it would be 
collocated at HMAF Navy headquarters (where no new buildings would be needed to house the 
JMCC and its staff). Hence, the only additional expenses would be the necessary equipment for 
the Centre, such as communications and office equipment.  

Finance 

It is suggested that the budget allocation for search-and-rescue and fuel for maritime patrols 
should be allocated to the JMCC, as well as all financial donations for these programs, such as the 
funds received from the Australian Defence Cooperation Program for these purposes. These 
funds (budget plus donations) are approximately A$400,000, which should be sufficient to 
conduct programmed maritime patrols and anticipated search-and-rescue responses. Each 
agency should be responsible for the salary of their respective staff at the JMCC.   

The financial requirements for the establishment and operation of the JMCC would be for the 
purchasing of communication and office equipment, which is estimated as a one-off cost of 
A$20,000 and an annual operating cost of approximately A$80,000. The funding of these items, 
and any other financial requirements the Centre might incur in the future, could be provided by 
proportional contributions from the agencies in the JMCC Council.82 The other option would be to 
seek additional funding from international donors, such as Australia and New Zealand, if it is 
required.   

Table 4 below shows the estimated costs for the initial establishment of the JMCC. The annual 
funding required for sustaining and operating the JMCC would be less than this initial cost, since 

Recommendation 11: The Government of Tonga should fund repair of the 

HMAF Beechcraft 18 aircraft.   
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the costs for purchasing communication and office equipment, as well as the repair of the 
Beechcraft 18 aircraft, would be one-off costs.   

Table 4: Estimated cost for establishment and operation of the JMCC 

 
Expenditure 

 
Estimated 

cost 
(AUD) 

 

 
Remarks 

Communication & 
office equipment 
 

$20,000 Initial set-up only 

Operating costs $80,000 
 

For maintenance, transport, training and other operating 
requirements of the Centre. 
 

Fuel for maritime 
patrolling and 
search-and-rescue 
activities 
 

$400,000 To be sourced from the existing budget for search-and-
rescue and fuel for maritime patrols allocated to 
government agencies, supplemented by financial 
donations for search-and-rescue and maritime patrols, 
such as the funds received under Australia’s Defence 
Cooperation Program (which recently amounted to 
A$150,000). 
  

Repair of Beechcraft 
18 aircraft 
 

$60,000  

 
Total 

 
$560,000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is also estimated that with an improved surveillance and maritime patrol capability, Tonga 
should be able to increase its general revenue by about 10 per cent from fines/seizures from 
illegal/unauthorised fishing.83 Any such revenue could be used to assist the Tongan Government 
in sustaining and operating the JMCC. 

Recommendation 12: The Government of Tonga should allocate to the JMCC 

the current budget allocations for search-and-rescue and maritime patrols, as 

well as financial donations specifically for these activities from development 

partners.  

 
Recommendation 13: Tonga Customs Services, Tonga Police, Ministry of 

Fisheries, Ministry of Infrastructure, and His Majesty’s Armed Force 

should be responsible for the salary of their respective staffs at the JMCC, 

with other financial requirements to be funded by proportional 

contributions from these agencies. 

 
Recommendation 14: The Government of Tonga should seek international 

donor contributions to assist in meeting the financial requirements of the 

JMCC, as needed. 
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Implementation strategy 

This paper proposes that a strategy to establish a JMCC could be implemented across an 18-
month timeframe, organised into five phases. Phase 1 would be the presentation of the concept to 
all stakeholders, followed by a series of consultation workshops for clarification and 
opportunities for the stakeholders’ input. During this phase, a working committee would also be 
formed, ideally comprising representatives from the Tonga Custom Services, Ministry of 
Fisheries, Tonga Police, Ministry of Infrastructure, Ministry of Crown Law, Prime Minister’s office 
and HMAF. This committee would oversee the implementation of the remaining phases.  

Phase 2 would be the distribution of the policy to the Chief Executives of all relevant government 
agencies and non-government organisations. Phase 3 would be a submission to the Ministry of 
Crown Law in relation to any legal implications. Phase 4 would be a submission to Cabinet for 
approval, and Phase 5 would be preparations for the establishment of the JMCC. One of the 
essential components of this phase would be training focusing on the new organisational and 
process arrangements for maritime patrol and search-and-rescue operations, and the operating 
concept of the JMCC. This training would ideally need to be conducted by experts from either 
Australia or New Zealand and would, therefore, require a request for assistance from one or both 
countries. 

Table 5: Proposed implementation timeline for the JMCC 

 
Goal 

 

 
Leading 

staff 
 

 
Time line 

 
Remarks 

Phase One: 

Induction 
presentation and 
consultation 
workshops 

 

HMAF Months 1-4 Invitations to be extended to all 
interested stakeholders. 

Working Committee to be formed to 
oversee the implementation of the 
remaining phases. 

 

Phase Two: 
Distribution of the 
proposed policy to 
the Chief Executives 
of relevant 
government agencies 
and non-government 
organisations. 
 

JMCC 
working 
committee 

Months 5-6  

Phase Three: 
Submission to the 
Ministry of Crown 
Law for consideration 
of any legal 
implications. 
 

JMCC 
working 
committee 

Months 8-9  
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Phase Four: 
Submission to Cabinet 
for approval. 
 

JMCC 
working 
committee 

Month 10  

Phase Five: 
Preparations for the 
establishment of the 
JMCC 
 
  

Director 
JMCC & the 
JMCC  
working 
committee 
 

Months 11-18 
 
 
 
 

Identify Director JMCC and staff of the 
JMCC. 
Submission of JMCC budget for initial 
financial year. 
Conduct of training.  

Official opening of the 
JMCC 

Director 
JMCC and 
the hoist 
agency, 
HMAF 

Month 18>  

 

 

 

 

 

Part 6: Impact analysis of the establishment of the JMCC  

Benefits 

The primary benefit of the creation of a JMCC would be the enhancement of Tonga’s maritime 
security by ensuring an improved, more efficient and more effective way of conducting maritime 
patrol and search-and-rescue. This would be realised through the implementation of a robust 
whole-of-government policy and framework for the establishment of the JMCC. It is a concept 
that would establish a unified effort between the relevant government agencies to maximise all 
available maritime security and search-and-rescue resources in a collaborative effort, which 
would increase productivity and effectiveness through realising the synergies of teamwork and 
collective ownership.    

As this strategy should result in a more cost-efficient approach to conducting maritime security 
and search-and-rescue, achieving cost efficiencies would also be a significant benefit at a time 
when public spending is under pressure and resources are limited. As the strategy for the JMCC is 
to pool together the nation’s available capabilities and put them to their best use through better 
coordination and cooperation, the end product should be a more efficient and effective outcome. 
Also, pooled funding should foster integrated planning and allow for greater flexibility in support 
of maritime patrol and search-and-rescue activities. 

Implementing a more efficient and cost-effective maritime patrol and search-and-rescue 
management process would also reflect Tonga’s appreciation of its development partners’ 
assistance in these areas, which prospectively would encourage the development partners to 
continue their support and financial assistance. As already discussed, most available assets 
including the Pacific Patrol Boats, training, advisers and funding support, have already been or 
are being donated by the Australian Government. Putting these donations to their best use for 
optimum results would demonstrate Tonga’s appreciation of Australia’s assistance. As the JMCC’s 
primary function would be to capitalise on the efficiencies of combined maritime assets for patrol 
and search-and-rescue, development partners like Australia would be encouraged to continue 
providing assistance to that particular project.   

Increased productivity and effectiveness should also be obtained through the synergies of 
teamwork in the JMCC. The benefits to be gained from unity of effort have been proven time and 
again, reflected in any successful organisation’s aspiration to harness the synergies of team-work. 
The establishment of the JMCC would promote this concept, as it would require a coordinated 

Recommendation 15: The Government of Tonga should consider an 

implementation strategy for the establishment of the JMCC, along the lines 

proposed in this paper. 
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effort across the nation, including both public and private sector organisations, and with 
international partners. Maritime security benefits would be enhanced through the increased 
participation of all maritime stakeholders.84  

The JMCC would introduce governance and accountability mechanisms for the conduct of 
maritime security and search-and-rescue. It would be a significant benefit of the JMCC because 
such mechanisms provide checks and balances to ensure better management and governance in 
the process of achieving strategic and operational objectives. Enhanced governance and 
accountability would also improve the management of finances allocated to maritime activities.  
Historically, when departments struggle to meet their objectives because of limited budgets, 
those not classified as high priority are dropped, and the funds are allocated to other activities 
with a higher priority.   

In Tonga’s case, maritime security and search-and-rescue are not considered a high priority by 
some agencies. However, the JMCC’s only purpose would be to support the effective and efficient 
use of Tonga’s maritime patrol and surveillance assets for the purposes of carrying out maritime 
patrols and the coordination of search-and-rescue in Tonga’s responsibility area. Therefore, this 
paper has proposed that the funds allocated for the purposes of maritime security and search-
and-rescue would be better managed under the JMCC governance and accountability 
mechanisms, to ensure that all allocated funds are utilised only for their specified purposes. This 
would increase the number of maritime patrols conducted, and provide more effective 
surveillance and deterrence.   

The JMCC’s whole-of-government approach would also provide other benefits for individuals, 
agencies and for the government overall, such as development opportunities for individuals to 
learn together and from each other, and maximising information and communication 
opportunities between agencies. Collective decision-making would also be better informed, 
enhanced opportunities would be provided to improve government engagement with individuals 
and communities, and Tonga would have an improved capacity for immediate response in times 
of crisis. 

Risks 

For the purposes of this paper, risk includes both possible threats and opportunities, and the 
potential impact these may have on the ability of the JMCC to meet its objectives. That is, risk 
relates both to challenges and opportunities for the JMCC.85 Hence, the potential key risks that 
the JMCC would face include the challenge of reworking existing relationship structures and 
building a culture of cooperation; and the challenge of bridging differences in organisational 
culture among the stakeholders.  

Rework existing relationship structures and build a culture of cooperation  

The first two steps in the successful establishment of a JMCC would be to obtain the unequivocal 
cooperation of the Chief Executives of the relevant government agencies, and align the necessary 
political interests to support the concept.  It is understandable that the heads of agencies may 
fear losing control over human and financial resources, and may have reservations about making 
them available for implementing a whole-of-government approach to a JMCC.  

The challenge of bridging differences in organisational culture among the stakeholders   

Each agency has its own unique organisational culture, professional or technical language, and 
norms and definitions of success. Each agency also has a perception of other agencies which can 
be based on stereotypes that militate against mutual understanding and collective action. Any 
such differences would clearly be a challenge in trying to achieve the required unity of approach 
to the establishment of a JMCC. Moreover, especially in the initial establishment phases of the 
JMCC, any such differences could act as a disincentive for departments to work collaboratively 
with other government counterparts, in turn hindering the achievement of the JMCC’s objectives.  
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Mitigation measures 

Having an effective and consensually-agreed implementation strategy would mitigate the risks 
identified. The implementation strategy detailed in this paper should assist in enabling the 
process of the establishment of the JMCC to be successful. Hence, its first phase would be an 
awareness strategy (induction presentation and consultation workshop) to inform relevant 
stakeholders about the concept and the benefits of the JMCC to the country’s maritime security 
and search-and-rescue.   

It would also provide the opportunity for the stakeholders to discuss and express their views, 
which would be crucial inputs to the collective ideas for enhancing the policy framework of a 
JMCC. Phase 2, the submission of this policy to the Chief Executives of relevant government 
agencies, would aim to achieve their ‘ownership’ of the JMCC, in order that a whole-of-
government approach could then be progressed with the roll-out of the remaining phases.    

Phase 5 of the implementation strategy, relating to preparations for the establishment of the 
JMCC, would include a training focus on change management, building trust among agencies, and 
establishing the necessary communications and operating processes of the JMCC. Experts in 
these fields from development partners such as Australia and New Zealand would ideally be 
sought to run these trainings sessions. Additionally, change management mechanisms would 
need to be incorporated into the JMCC’s whole-of-government approach to the conduct of 
operations. It is suggested that by conducting such training and incorporating change 
management mechanisms into the operational processes of the JMCC, the challenge of bridging 
differences in organisational culture among the stakeholders would be mitigated. 

Conclusion 

Without significant action, Tonga’s sovereign rights and responsibilities to protect and exploit 
resources within its EEZ will continue to be limited by the gaps which exist in the delineation of 
its EEZ boundaries. The unresolved issue of its EEZ border with Fiji needs to be addressed as a 
crucial step in maintaining peace and stability between these two island nations. Additionally, 
there is an urgent need, under international law, for Tonga to enact appropriate laws governing 
the deep-sea mining industry, not least to protect the state from liability. The existing 
arrangements for the conduct of maritime security and search-and-rescue also feature a range of 
challenges which undermine safety and security within Tonga’s maritime domain.  

Furthermore, the nature of the challenges in the existing maritime security and search-and-
rescue arrangements have, and will continue, to expose Tonga to the risk of even greater 
maritime security challenges unless they are urgently addressed. These maritime security 
challenges often cross jurisdictional boundaries, constantly change and adapt, and offer no 
simple solutions. This paper has argued that Tonga’s strategic objectives can only be optimally 
achieved by the cohesive and synergistic effects of a whole-of-government approach. Hence, it 
has proposed the establishment of a Joint Maritime Coordination Centre, with an implementation 
strategy based on a robust, whole-of-government approach to address the challenges of the 
existing maritime security and search-and-rescue arrangements.  

The recommendations made in this paper are based on a detailed analysis of the problems 
identified in Tonga’s current approach to meeting its rights, obligations and responsibilities 
under UNCLOS, and the requirements to improve Tonga’s maritime security and search-and-
rescue arrangements. They propose policies, strategies and actions necessary to address the 
challenges identified. If the government implements all the recommendations of this paper, 
Tonga would be more capable of fulfilling its national and international obligations and 
responsibilities, and have greatly enhanced maritime security. 
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