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145 It's a question that might have occurred to you on many occasions when you see 

Chinese shopkeepers in the Pacific working until 7.30, 8 o'clock at night and staying 

on despite the face that they get robbed so regularly. There have also been a number of attacks on shopkeepers as a group, specifically 

anti-Asian riots that have played out in the Solomon Islands and Tonga (2006) 

and Papua New Guinea (2009). In Tonga, even though the Chinese shopkeepers 

dominate the retail trade to a greater extent than any other Pacific nation, you 

can't quite make a direct case that the 2006 riots specifically targeted these new 

arrivals. There were ocher factors at play, particularly protests against the monarchy. 

A mixture of resentment, poverty, the shops acting as a proxy for dissatisfaction with 

the regime, be it the monarchy in Tonga proving unwilling to cede its power in a 

timely manner, or the inept Somare administration, which barely governed PNG 

cowards the end of its final term. There's also an element of opportunism. At the 

time of the Sandline affair when there were similar riots in Port Moresby, looting 

Chinese shops was colloquially referred co as 'going shopping'. 
But it's not co say that these communities are unaware chat their reputation is 

bad, and that it's getting worse due to the actions of a minority in their community. 

They're very well aware of this, as this quote indicates: After they were caught [two Fujian migrants who bungled an attempt to assassinate 

Jason Tan, the owner of] Mart in Port Moresby], it affected everyone. People would 

say that che worst sores of people are here; Chinese killers have come into our country. 

Our reputation was destroyed. Wherever Chinese people go, particularly Fuqingese, 

our name is worse than pig shit. There's too much illegal migration, and there are 

too many new arrivals. 
Some scholars, particularly Benjamin Riley, John Henderson and Susan 

Windybank back in the early 2000s, tried to draw a link between chis migration and 

the Chinese state.4 In the case of wealthier countries, such as Japan, you do see state 

support for migration because it earns large amounts of remittances that feed back 

into the Chinese sub-national economy. From the perspective of China's diplomatic 

representatives in the embassies throughout the Pacific, these new migrants are far 

from a welcome manifestation of Chinese power, soft or otherwise.5 Interviewees 

in Port Moresby complained chat: 'Even when someone gets killed, they're no use. 

They'll just send out a notice celling you to take extra care, and not to go out.' While 

barbed wire, guard dogs and security guards are part of life for these new arrivals, 

particularly in Melanesia, they often look back co an idyllic time of about fifteen 

years ago when there weren't quite so many Chinese, when 'people used co get up 

and give me their seat on the bus, and that doesn't happen anymore.' 
One interviewee tried co explain this apparent lack of concern from their 

embassy in structural and historical terms: 'All they can do is host visitors, conduct 

ceremonies, there's no capacity to do much in PNG. China is still coo poor ... 

and besides, this country isn't that important. It was only after Taiwan [tried to] 
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buy their allegiance that they gave it some attention.' A report entitled 'China's 
Emergence: Implications for Australia' cabled by the Australian senate in March 
2006 claimed that: 'China has a stronger diplomatic presence in the South Pacific 
than any ocher country ... This indicates chat they have more diplomats than 
any other country, rather than more diplomatic missions.'6 Despite relying on 
Windybank and unnamed DFAT officials as the source of this revelation, a range 
of subsequent writers unquestioningly cited it. In interviews with Chinese embassy 
officials, it becomes.;i.pparent that China's diplomatic representation in the Pacific 
is paltry, and they are woefully understaffed. In many Chinese embassies in the 
Pacific, there are less than ten occupants, including support staff such as drivers and 
cooks. In PNG, the Economic Counsellor's Office, which is meant to oversee all 
of China's trade, investment and development assistance, had just two staff when I 
visited with a research team in February 2014.7 

Where do all of these new migrants come from? The majority of migrants to the 
South Pacific, particularly PNG and Tonga, come from Fujian. One reason why this 
province only makes up less than 3% of the Chinese population but accounts for 
nearly one third of Chinese migrants abroad is recent history. If you head ease from 
Fujian, you hit Taiwan. Under Mao there was a lack of investment in Fujian because 
he feared chat it would become a staging post for Taiwan reinvading the mainland. 
So there was no investment in rural infrastructure that formed the basis for the 
economic boom that occurred in the rest of China during the 1970s and 1980s. In 
Fujian, they were left to fend for themselves. Their economy was in poor shape, so 
what options were available? Migration. 

The main source of recent migration to the Pacific is a city called Fuqing, nor 
far from the provincial capital of Fuzhou. Migration to the Pacific from Fuqing is a 
relatively recent phenomenon, following earlier waves of migration to Japan, the US, 
Canada, Australia, South Africa and Argentina. Here's their take on the Chinese 
central government's level of support for them: 

It was the millennium, China was boasting about having met the basic needs of 
society, but then your English countrymen wanted to know, if life over there is 
so great, why are people risking their lives to come here? [Then President) Jiang 
[Zemin) was furious. He got on the phone to the Customs Bureau and told them 
to crack down on people smuggling. If two or three people from your village were 
caught, then no one in the village could get a passport. That's what our government 
is like. One person does something, and another one pays for it. In the past, the 
emperor would issue a decree to punish a clan for one person's treason. Now, damn 
them, it's the whole village. The ban stayed for 7 years. 

This was in response to a tragedy chat unfolded on the docks at Dover, where 54 
men and four women - largely from Fuqing - suffocated to death in an 18-metre 
long container. This unfortunately happened at the same time that President Jiang 
Zemin was visiting Great Britain. It didn't play well, but nor did it stop the wave 
of out-migration, as banned villagers used informal channels to access the required 

The Drivers of Current Chinese Business Migration 
147 

passports and visas. These migrants aren't afraid to bre k . cavalier attitude to the laws of the· h a a few regulanons, and a 
a ban on the sale of home brew ir lomelc~untry extends to the Pacific. In Madang, f was arge Y ignored in their sho h o lawmakers and the pleasure of spakman (d k d ) h ps, to t e annoyance 

Above all, these migrants are frontier ca r~c:li:;s s t roughouc the p~o~ince. 
entrepreneurialism that perhaps h , b p . . They embody a spmt of raw 
century. During the course of asn cf een _seen s_mce the United States in the 19th 

most o my mterv1ews when th . d d I'd some time in the Pacific the con . Id , ey JU ge spent 
k , versatron wou usually be .d d h h new of any region or country wh Ch. . gu1 e to w et er I ere mese migrants h d ' • d have been responsible for sending one the f S 'd a n t yet amve . I may 
for this I am truly sorry Tu1·s ·11· way o a1 or, on the Rai Coast, and . WI mgness to go where h 'll captured perfectly in recent interviews conducted by C~~ ers w1 noht ve~cure was who were told:s mese researc ers m Japan, 

All you need is courage. The one thin the [F k h. 
zones have is work, and the wages are t her ~ us ima] ea~thquake and radiation 
to find jobs On any given d . h g h. ecause of this, lots of us went there 
two or thre~ J'.~bs If you I afiy mht e earr quake zone, you should be able to find · s eep ve ours a day and d ' 'd 
sphe_nthe~ting, you can work for the rest of the time and :::nr~s~0 a;~; from one houhr 
w ic is about twice your average wages And b f , yen per mom , · • I . · ecause o the GFC · h its a most impossible to gee a full day's work. , rn ot er areas, 

Another source of support for these mi rants . h . which has benefited handsome! fi . g m1g t be the subnanonal state, 
y rom remmances and donations Th F . C government received over two billi . . e uqmg icy But in the Pacific ch· d , on yuan m overseas donations from 1978 to 2011 9 1s oesn t seem to be the A . . · case. s one mterv1ewee noted. 

The Fujian Province Overseas Chinese Affairs Offi ,o h . (PNG]; they jusc don't see ic. The on! ce . as no eyes for chis place 
They look down on PNG I I hy fiy see_J~pan, America, Australia and Canada. 
h . con y as ve m1ll1on or so peopl f II Th undreds of thousands of F · . e, a rer a . . . ere are 
5000 yuan ($800) per mon~~.1:fa~:tan~s i~ Ja~an,_ a~d if_each o~ chem sends back 
there might be over a thousand . un reds ho mill1ons m remmances. In PNG, m1grancs, an t ey earn less. 
So in terms of both the central st d h I 

are left to fend for themselves Th a~e, an t be). ohcal state, migrants from Fuqing 
. ere s an esta is ed discour . Ch· quality or suzhi which has bee d h se m ma around , n use to argue t at people t d . . riots, such are the ones which h fl d . h argete m anti-Asian 

d , ave are m t e Pacific are of I 1· d on t deserve the full protection of the Ch. 11 F, ow qua icy an they 
h mese state UJ·ianese m· d , muc for the state either· the fceel' . I . igrants on t care . . , mg 1s mucua . 

. M1grat1on from Fuqing to the Pacific challen es m . 
migration is a relatively linear process either l anyi°f our :5sumpt1ons - that 
co~nt.ry, or from poorer countries to ;ealthier o~:. ~u;~r to ur an a:eas "".ithin a 
their Journey involves a shift from an b l'fc many Fuqmg migrants, 
from a country where all their . ~r a: I e to a remote rural existence, and 

matena nee s are met to villages without power 



148 China and the Pacific: The View from Oceania 

or running water. Another common sense notion, that there is always a conscious 
decision to migrate, is also challenged by this research. Among Fuqing migrants, 
there's agency but not full agency. A final story to illustrate this. 

On Karkar Island, a remote volcanic island off the north coast of Madang 
province, I met a shopkeeper called Loki. After working for a couple of years with 
a relative in Madang town, he set up a shop in an area that had no power and no 
water. Loki is an interesting character; thoughtful, fleshy and a touch melancholic. 
Sitting in a shop £or twelve hours a day, surrounded by barbed wire, keeping an eye 
out to make sure he wasn't being robbed. This was not how he'd hoped his life would 
pan out; he wanted to be an architect, and he even trained to be one in Xi'an. He's 
an extremely intelligent man, but there's a narrative around what it means to 'be a 
good man' (haohan) in this part of China. Haohan goes forth and makes a fortune to 
support a big family, something you can't do on an architect's salary. When everyone 
around you is pushing you to do it, you sit in the shop for twelve hours a day. So 
what's driving you? As is the case in much of China, providing the best education 
and best life you can for your children. Loki, like many people from Fuqing, was 
in breach of the one-child policy, with three sons and two daughters. You pay your 
fine and you're done with it, but providing them all with education, health care and 
a house is not cheap. 

It's also driven by status. Successful rural-to-urban migration within China will 
typically involve building a two- or three-story house back in your home village. 
But in Fuqing, these are six- or seven-storey dwellings, often with a spire on top to 
make it slightly larger than the structure next door. Until the neighbours rebuild, a 
few years later. It's doubtful that anyone needs a six-storey house. Typically, the first 
two floors have some furniture, usually hidden by dust covers. The top floors are 
just dust. Another trend found in other parts of China, but taken to an extreme in 
Fuqing, is that they provide their own rural infrastructure, right down to the village 
school, health clinic, and even the main road. Each entrance to a village in Fuqing 
features a plaque commemorating the building of the village road, and individual 
donations are in the order of 10,000 yuan, rising to over 50,000 yuan ($10,000). 

Many are also driven by faith, not something many in Samoa would be aware 
of, but certainly something Samoans would understand. A significant number 
of Fuqing migrants send money back to their village church, and some grand 
structures are the result - not a common sight in nominally communist China. 
The mystery of why Fuqing migrants labour so long and hard is partly down to a 
blending of the Protestant work ethic with traditional Chinese mores of respecting 
your ancestors and prioritising male heirs. It's a heady combination that drives much 
of this entrepreneurial activity. 

An earlier paper introduced the phrase 'assimilable stock', which was used to 
appraise the worth of the first generation of Chinese migrants to the Pacific. Perhaps 
the main fault line for these new arrivals is the question: are they real migrants or 
just sojourners? Will they stay in the Pacific and make it their home? A lot of the 
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resentment these migrants face arises from this doubt and ·t . 
P 

· . . , 1 runs up agamst a 
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~~r er ~nes :o rmg the corpse of his dead friend from Shenzhen to a village near 
o_ngqmg, It refers to a custom of Chinese expatriates returning to their hometown 

to·1~1e. As was t~e case for an earlier generation, it is likely that Pacific communities 
:1 star_tbto em prac~fithe new arrivals when they see evidence that they are looking 

conrn ute to ac1 c communities and put down some roots. 
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