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• Pandemics and small islands: Experiences

• UN (WHO) regulations on closure of sovereign borders

• Border closure in islands: Effectiveness

• A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 
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Robert Logan 
Administrator W. 

Samoa (1914-1919)

John Martin Poyer
Governor American 
Samoa (1915-1919)

Knowing of the outbreak, ordered 
complete quarantine; even mail bags 
were quarantined for five days (McLane, 2013: 41)

Knowing of the outbreak, allowed 
Samoan passengers arriving from 

NZ to disembark (Field, 2015) 

Pandemics and small islands: Experiences
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Kool et al 2013: 6

1918-1919 Flu Pandemic

New Zealand Iceland Western Samoa American Samoa

Quarantine

No quarantine 

measures

Quarantine on  

roads and sea 

separating NE 

from SW regions

No quarantine Full quarantine 

Mortality

550/100,000

Deaths spreads 

across country

830/100,000

Deaths spread 

exclusively in SW

22,000/100,000

Worst death rate 

in 1918 pandemic

0/100,000
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Pandemics and small islands: Experiences
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Quarantine policies in islands were effective in 1918, but in 2018?

Pandemics and small islands: Experiences
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UN (WHO) regulations on closure of sovereign borders

“One of the objectives of the IHR (2005) is to minimize 
unnecessary restrictions to travel and trade …” 

International Health Regulations (IHR 2005):

“Continue … not to close borders and not to restrict 
international travel.” 

IHR Emergency Committee on H1N1 pandemic (2009):
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“While the IHR (2005) do not prevent States Parties from 
implementing specific … travel related measures,

they do require States Parties to inform WHO of these 
measures and the justification for their introduction ….

WHO can request the implementing State Party to 
reconsider their application” (2017: 12)

WHO Pandemic Risk Management 2017:

UN (WHO) regulations on closure of sovereign borders
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However, quarantine may delay the spread ... 

Border closure in islands: Effectiveness

“Quarantining entering travelers at international borders did 
not substantially delay virus introduction in past pandemics, 

except in some island countries” – WHO Writing Group, 2006: 81

Delaying the spread of a pandemic matters:

buys time for vaccine development, preparedness, treatment
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Kool et al, 2013: 4 Eichner et al, 2009: 160

Actual reporting on H1N1 spread in 2009-2010 Probability calculation of pandemic spread

Even with borders kept open, a low density of incoming travellers delays spread

Border closure in islands: Effectiveness



Massey University  | massey.ac.nz |  0800 MASSEY

Is border closure an realistic policy option for small islands? 

“One challenge faced by Pacific Island Countries and Territories during 
the H1N1 pandemic was the difficulty in applying advice aimed at the 

global level to the unique local circumstances found in the Pacific.

Several authorities experienced frustration at being advised that 
countries should not institute border closure.” Kool et al, 2013: 6

“Quarantine at the borders of island nations could contribute substantially 
to preventing the arrival of pandemic influenza or at least delaying the 

arrival date ... reduce by more than 99% the risk.” Nishiura et al, 2009: 11

Border closure in islands: Effectiveness
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A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 

“Even in the face of a global pandemic, public health is still 
governed by the principle of national sovereignty; 

nation states retain ultimate authority in decision-making, and 
regional institutions can only offer guidance and support.” Coker, 2006: 887

However, not all small islands have full sovereignty in public policy-
making; many islands are “Sub-National Island Jurisdictions (SNIJs)” 
Baldacchino & Milne, 2009
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List of small sovereign island states

Country Population

1. Antigua & Barbuda 86,000

2. Bahamas 392,000

3. Barbados 285,000

4. Cabo Verde 540,000

5. Dominica 71,000

6. Fed. States Micronesia 106,000

7. Grenada 107,000

8. Iceland 316,000

9. Kiribati 98,000

10. Maldives 329,000

11. Malta 405,000

12. Marshall Islands 53,000

13. Nauru 14,000

14. Palau 18,000

15. St Kitts & Nevis 51,000

16. St Lucia 174,000

17. St Vincent & Grenadines 120,000

18. Samoa 179,000

19. São Tomé e Príncipe 163,000

20. Seychelles 94,000

21. Solomon Islands 523,000

22. Tonga 104,000

23. Tuvalu 13,000

24. Vanuatu 243,000

List of non-self-governing islands

Territory Metropole Population

1. Christmas Island Australia 2,000

2. Norfolk Island Australia 2,000

3. Cocos Islands Australia 1,000

4. Rapa Nui Chile 6,000

5. Faroer Islands Denmark 51,000

6. Greenland Denmark 56,000

7. Aland Finland 29,000

8. Reunión France 865,000

9. Martinique France 386,000

10. Guadeloupe France 404,000

11. New Caledonia France 269,000

12. French Polynesia France 268,000

13. Mayotte France 213,000

14. Saint Martin France 78,000

15. Wallis/Futuna France 16,000

16. St Barthélemy France 9,000

17. St Pierre/Miquelon France 6,000

18. Jersey UK 95,000

19. Isla of Man UK 86,000

20. Guernsey UK 96,000

21. Bermuda UK 62,000

22. Cayman Islands UK 56,000

23. Turks Caicos Islands UK 31,000

24. British Virgin Islands UK 28,000

List of non-self-governing islands (cont’d)

25. Anguilla UK 16,000

26. St Helena, Asc/TdC UK 8,000

27. Montserrat UK 5,000

28. Falkland Islands UK 3,000

29. Br. Indian Ocean Terr. UK 3,000

30. Pitcairn UK 50

31. Guam USA 160,000

32. US Virgin Islands USA 107,000

33. American Samoa USA 55,000

34. Nth. Mariana Islands USA 52,000

35. Svalbard Norway 3,000

36. Curaçao Netherlands 153,000

37. Aruba Netherlands 103,000

38. Sint Maarten Netherlands 34,000

39. Bonaire Netherlands 17,000

40. Sint Eustatius Netherlands 4,000

41. Saba Netherlands 2,000

42. Cook Islands New Zealand 15,000

43. Niue New Zealand 1,000

44. Tokelau New Zealand 1,000

A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 

• Small < 500,000 people

• 24 sovereign island states

• 44 SNIJs
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Hypothesis

SNIJs will tend to follow their metropole’s pandemic response 
policy, whereas sovereign small island states will tend to have 

pandemic policies that reflect their island’s circumstances. 

Method

Collecting pandemic response policies of the two groups of 
small islands and conduct a mixed content analysis in a 

compare and contrast fashion  Hsieh & Shannon, 2005

A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 
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Confirmed pandemic policy

Reference to pandemic policy

Unknown

5
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27

Confirmed pandemic policy

Reference to pandemic policy

Unknown

Pandemic Response Policies in 
Small Sovereign Islands (n=24)

Pandemic Response Policies in 
Non-Self-Governing Islands (n=44)

A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 
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State of affairs

• We are still working on accessing 23 policy documents whose existence is 
suggested, but not actually seen. Following up via personal contacts.

• We are also working to positively confirm that those islands that have no 
mention of such a policy, really do not have one.

• We have begun text analysis.

Interested? We work on a shoestring and personal networks: 
well-connected barefoot researchers are welcome!

A research project: What pandemic response are islands planning? 
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Examples of pandemic response policies considering border closure… or definitely not
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Example of local histories 

being point of departure for 

contemporary pandemic 

response policy making


