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Foreword 
Beyond the limited results of the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Copenhagen in December 2009, it is clear Pacific peoples 
have always had to deal with challenges from, and adapt to, their 
physical environment. Indeed, central to the rich and fascinating history 
of the Pacific are the narratives of migration as one such response. 

For some Pacific people, migration has been driven by the search 
for economic opportunity, education, or family ties within or beyond the 
region. For other people, migration has been forced on them by factors 
as diverse as overcrowding, competition for limited resources (including 
land), and conflict. For others, migration has been driven by a 
deterioration of the physical environment in which they live. This 
deterioration may have been from fast-moving events such as geological 
activity that causes earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and tsunami or from 
slower-onset events such as rising sea levels and tidal surges that 
contaminate fresh water and erode the infrastructure and socioeconomic 
viability of life in part or all of an island nation. 

While it might be tempting to characterise climate change as a new 
and self-standing phenomenon, it is more important that it be seen as but 
one of a set of interrelated factors affecting human security and human 
development in the region. As such, it is the complex interaction 
between people and the environment that needs to be better analysed 
and addressed if Pacific peoples are to be given practical – and 
principled – support. 

Above all, it is the human dimensions of dignity, human security, 
and human rights that should inform and guide the policies, strategies, 
and activities of all those involved in these issues in the Pacific region. 

The diverse collection of papers in this book makes a timely and 
helpful contribution to the ongoing discourse on, and our understanding 
of, climate change and migration in the Pacific region. 

Richard Towle, Regional Representative 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
Canberra, March 2010 
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Introduction 
This volume largely contains an edited version of selected papers 
presented at the Climate Change and Migration in the South Pacific 
Region: Policy Perspectives Conference. The Institute of Policy Studies, 
Victoria University of Wellington, hosted this conference on 9–10 July 
2009. In addition, the volume contains a chapter from John Campbell 
for which the Institute of Policy Studies is grateful. 

The conference brought a multi-disciplinary focus to bear on the 
issue of climate change–related migration. In keeping with this multi-
disciplinary focus, about 150 people, including diplomats, regionally 
based policy advisors, academics, researchers, civil society 
representatives, and representatives from the wider community, attended 
the conference. 

The aim of the conference was two-fold: first, to examine potential 
drivers and dynamics of regional migration in a climate change–affected 
world; and second, in terms of preparing for climate change–related 
migration at the regional level, to move from the descriptive to the 
prescriptive. At the end of the day, states need to prepare for, and 
respond to, the population movement arising from environmental shocks 
and stressors caused by climate change. Regional policy-makers will 
play a critical role in developing and implementing these responses. 
With this in mind, contributors to the conference and this volume were 
asked to identify potential policy settings, concepts, and frameworks to 
inform policy responses to an issue that has the potential to be the most 
pressing humanitarian challenge of the 21st century. 

In the first chapter, Philippe Boncour and Bruce Burson overview 
the issues raised by climate change–related migration across a range of 
policy areas. They outline key challenges facing policy-makers and 
identify as major obstacles the lack of scientifically credible data on 
potential migration flows and the failure of the international policy 
framework for addressing climate change to make express reference to 
human mobility and humanitarian consequences. Boncour and Burson 
also highlight areas requiring research and policy attention. 
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John Campbell, in chapter 2, develops a typology of regional human 
mobility patterns likely to eventuate as a result of climate change. 
Campbell draws on historical examples of environmentally induced 
displacement and migration in the region to chart the social and 
economic issues that have arisen in respect of each and identifies a 
range of policy responses to address these issues. 

John Barnett and Natasha Chamberlain, in chapter 3, challenge the 
common perception that climate change migration represents a 
challenge to only stability and prosperity. They draw on the relationship 
between migration and development and note the positive role migration 
can play in enhancing the adaptive capacity of individuals, households, 
and communities. Barnett and Chamberlain argue that appropriate 
policy interventions can, and should, be directed towards maximising 
the benefits of labour migration to adaptive capacity. 

In chapter 4, Marianne Elliott and David Fagan on behalf of Oxfam 
New Zealand, note that climate change has the potential to affect almost 
every issue linked to poverty and development in the region. They 
remind us that policies to address climate change–related migration 
must be considered among a portfolio of necessary responses – not least 
of which is the ever more urgent need to take effective steps to mitigate 
climate change. Elliott and Fagan note the important role of civil society 
organisations in climate change mitigation and adaptation initiatives 
across the region, including in relation to displacement issues and 
identify a need for policy to empower these organisations. 

Richard Bedford and Charlotte Bedford, in chapter 5, present a 
detailed analysis of recent research on population dynamics in Kiribati 
and Tuvalu. They draw on census and demographic data from these 
countries and New Zealand to identify hypothetical migration scenarios 
in response to progressive environmental degradation. Bedford and 
Bedford show how temporary circular labour migration schemes already 
in place can be used to achieve longer-term regional resettlement 
outcomes. They remind us that existing policy mechanisms can be 
applied successfully to meet the human mobility challenges climate 
change poses in the region. 
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and communities. Barnett and Chamberlain argue that appropriate 
policy interventions can, and should, be directed towards maximising 
the benefits of labour migration to adaptive capacity. 

In chapter 4, Marianne Elliott and David Fagan on behalf of Oxfam 
New Zealand, note that climate change has the potential to affect almost 
every issue linked to poverty and development in the region. They 
remind us that policies to address climate change–related migration 
must be considered among a portfolio of necessary responses – not least 
of which is the ever more urgent need to take effective steps to mitigate 
climate change. Elliott and Fagan note the important role of civil society 
organisations in climate change mitigation and adaptation initiatives 
across the region, including in relation to displacement issues and 
identify a need for policy to empower these organisations. 

Richard Bedford and Charlotte Bedford, in chapter 5, present a 
detailed analysis of recent research on population dynamics in Kiribati 
and Tuvalu. They draw on census and demographic data from these 
countries and New Zealand to identify hypothetical migration scenarios 
in response to progressive environmental degradation. Bedford and 
Bedford show how temporary circular labour migration schemes already 
in place can be used to achieve longer-term regional resettlement 
outcomes. They remind us that existing policy mechanisms can be 
applied successfully to meet the human mobility challenges climate 
change poses in the region. 
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In chapter 6, Deborah McLeod, on behalf of the Ministry of Pacific 
Island Affairs, deals with an important issue that is often overlooked in 
debates on climate change–related migration, namely, the impact of 
migration on host families and communities. McLeod summarises a 
recent study carried out among Pacific host communities. The study 
shows the heavy burdens these communities face when assisting others 
with their resettlement in New Zealand. She identifies a need for 
policies to support host families to carry out this function. 

Finally, in chapter 7, Bruce Burson considers the predicament of 
people displaced by climate change from the standpoint of protection 
regimes under international law. In so doing, he highlights significant 
gaps in the legal framework. Burson recognises that a new international 
treaty to close these gaps may be politically unfeasible, but identifies 
existing frameworks and concepts that provide a coherent human rights 
sensitive road-map for policy-makers. He notes that the region already 
faces protection challenges and that poorly planned policy should not 
exacerbate or lead to new protection challenges. 

It is hoped that this succinct and policy-focused volume will help 
move thinking forward on what must be considered a near-term policy 
issue. Difficult issues arise and gaps exist, but the analyses in this 
volume remind us that concepts, frameworks, and polices in place 
across a variety of disciplines can be adapted to deal with many of the 
future regional migration and displacement challenges. We do not need 
to wait for states to sign up to new treaty arrangements – something that 
looks ever more unlikely in the wake of the 2009 United Nations 
Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen. 
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Climate Change and Migration in the 
South Pacific Region: Policy Perspectives 
Philippe Boncour and Bruce Burson 

Introduction 

Climate Change and Migration in the South Pacific 
Region: Policy Perspectives Conference 
This chapter introduces key issues that were discussed at the Climate 
Change and Migration in the South Pacific Region: Policy Perspectives 
Conference. It sets the context with a series of questions and provides a 
framework to help guide discussion.1

The links between climate change, environmental degradation, and 
migration are manifold and not always clearly perceived. Moreover, 
many of the issues they raise are potentially controversial. The 
conference focused on the possibility of climate change–related 
migration in the South Pacific, one of the regions of the world predicted 
to be most affected by the impacts of climate change. The conference 
used regional examples of situations where adverse environmental 
events and processes had resulted in migration and displacement as a 
lens through which to consider the wider human mobility and 

 

                                                 
1 This chapter was originally distributed as a background position paper to 

participants at the conference in July 2009. The opinions expressed in this 
chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) or the Institute for 
Policy Studies. The designations used and the presentation of material 
throughout the book do not imply the expression of any opinion on the part 
of the IOM and Institute for Policy Studies concerning the legal status of 
any country, territory, city, or area or of its authorities or concerning its 
frontiers or boundaries. 
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humanitarian issues raised by climate change globally. The conference 
also considered policies at the national level (for example, whether it is 
possible to achieve a holistic government approach on these matters) 
and international level (for example, why the humanitarian impact of 
climate change and, more specifically, environmentally induced 
migration, are not included in the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)). 

Terms used in this chapter 
To begin, we first clarify our use in this chapter of the terms migration, 
displacement, human mobility, environmental migrants, and climate 
change–related migration. 

Migration typically describes a process of population movement, 
across an international border or within a state and encompassing any 
kind of movement of people, whatever the movement’s length, 
composition, and causes (for example, the migration of refugees, 
displaced people, uprooted people, and economic migrants’ (IOM, 2004, 
p 41; Kliot, 2004, p 76). Often migration is divided into categories of 
‘forced’ or ‘voluntary’, but in the context of environmentally induced 
migration, the boundary between these groups becomes blurred. Instead, 
one can try to imagine a continuum from clear cases of forced migration 
to clear cases of voluntary migration, with a large ‘grey zone’ in 
between (IOM, 2009, p 5). Exceptional cases are those of movement for 
survival due to imminent or acute environmental disaster, for which the 
term displacement might be more appropriate.2

Importantly, no internationally accepted term exists for people 
moving for environmental reasons. In an effort to capture the 
complexity and breadth of the phenomenon, the International 

 More generally, these 
and other phenomena related to the movement of people are subsumed 
under the larger concept of human mobility. 

                                                 
2  The IOM (2004, p 19) defines displacement as ‘[a] forced removal of a 

person from his/her home or country, often due to … armed conflict or 
natural disasters’. 
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Organization for Migration (IOM) has advanced the following working 
definition of environmental migrants:3

Context of the conference 

 
Environmental migrants are persons or groups of persons who, 
predominantly for reasons of sudden or progressive changes in 
the environment that adversely affect their lives or living 
conditions, are obliged to leave their homes or choose to do so, 
either temporarily or permanently, and who move either within 
their country or abroad. 
The term climate change–related migration (as a subcategory of 

environmentally induced migration) is used in this chapter to describe 
this new, relatively uncharted territory of migration. The term 
recognises that climate change in a narrow sense is unlikely to generate 
population movements, but rather does so through associated events and 
processes that affect the relationship between societies and their 
environment. 

To outline the context in which the conference was set, we addressed 
three questions around which the different sessions of the conference 
were organised. 
• What are the challenges in integrating migration in the climate 

change debate? 
• Why now? 
• Why the South Pacific region? 

What are the challenges in integrating migration in the 
climate change debate? 
Until comparatively recently, the impacts of climate change on 
migration had remained largely beneath the domestic and international 
policy radar. This is despite the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) noting in its First Assessment Report that, ‘the gravest 
                                                 
3  This definition was put forward at the 94th IOM Council and appears in 

IOM (2008, p 399) and various other publications. 
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effects of climate change may be those on human migration’ (IPCC, 
1992, pp 102–103). Three reasons for this can be identified. 

First, the causes of climate change–related migration are complex. 
Environmental factors have long had an impact on global migration 
flows. Environmental events and processes, both fast- and slow-onset, 
including cyclones, floods, desertification, soil erosion, and changing 
coast lines, can induce migration. Environmental factors, however, 
interact with numerous other conditions in places of origin and 
destination, including levels of development, human rights and conflict, 
politics, and governance, as well as factors at the individual and 
household levels such as age and gender. Climate change adds another 
layer to an already complex nexus between migration and the 
environment. This makes it difficult to establish clear-cut causal 
linkages between climate change and migration or to isolate 
environmental factors as exclusive drivers of any particular migration 
phenomenon. Given the ‘hard-evidence’ focused context in which 
climate change policy generally exists, the lack of reliable data, and the 
unambiguous causalities in this area may have driven a misperception 
that the possible human mobility and humanitarian consequences of 
climate change do not constitute a major policy problem. Linked to this 
is the fact the consequences of climate change for migration, although 
predictable in many cases, may not manifest themselves immediately. 
This may have fostered an impression that, if at all, climate change–
related migration is a policy problem of the distant future. 

Second, migration, and climate change–related migration even more 
so, is a truly cross-cutting phenomenon (Morton et al, 2008, p 5). This 
complexity means no one policy community can claim exclusive 
ownership and drive it up the policy agenda. Furthermore,  
climate change–related migration raises difficult policy issues related to 
immigration, development, the environment, and humanitarian 
assistance. Successful policy intervention in this area, therefore, requires 
policy co-ordination and a whole-of-government approach that can be 
difficult to engineer. 
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Third, with increased economic migration4

Why now? 

 and a rise in the 
numbers of people claiming refugee status in the 1990s, migration has 
increasingly been discussed in security terms (Story, 2005, p 4; Volger, 
2002, p 188). In the context of a general ‘securitisation trend’, the 
movement of people across borders too has increasingly been seen as a 
‘security threat’. Similarly, climate change, through the potential of its 
consequences to cause violent conflict, has also been increasingly 
framed in security terms (see Barnett and Adger, 2007; Brown et al, 
2007; Matthew, 2008; Schubert et al, 2008). This may mean the 
likelihood for migration to be constructed as a positive policy solution in 
the climate change context may become subordinate to the ‘high politics 
of security’ (Brown et al, 2007, p 1,154). In other words, migration is 
seen as part of the problem, not part of a solution. However, it is beyond 
any doubt that individuals, and sometime whole communities, have 
adopted migration as an adaptation strategy in the face of environmental 
degradation and climate change for millennia (Brown, 2008, p 21). 

Scientific consensus is crystallising around a realisation that climate 
change, more specifically, anthropogenic climate change, is real and 
constitutes a near-term threat. Furthermore, there is a growing 
recognition that climate change and variability will exacerbate both the 
sudden and gradual environmental events and processes driving current 
patterns of migration and displacement. 

In 2009, the challenges before the international community came 
firmly into the political and public consciousness, as the United Nations 
Climate Change Conference 2009 in Copenhagen drew ever nearer. This 
conference represented a critical milestone in the efforts to deal with the 
dangers posed by climate change at national, regional, and international 
levels. 

                                                 
4  The IOM (2004, p 21) defines an economic migrant as ‘[a] person leaving 

his/her habitual place of residence to settle outside his/her country of origin 
in order to improve his/her quality of life’. 
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However, neither the human mobility implications of climate 
change nor its broader humanitarian consequences are acknowledged by 
the UNFCCC or its Kyoto Protocol. This omission is of great concern to 
the humanitarian community, because the international community 
cannot systematically consider and properly address migration and 
displacement triggered by climate change unless they are duly 
acknowledged within the UNFCCC process. 

Although the text of the UNFCCC speaks to the mitigation of and 
adaptation to climate change, the idea that migration represents a 
potential adaptation strategy has not prominently featured in the context 
of the UNFCCC. Where adaptation is linked to a particular context, it 
typically relates to ecological adaptation5 or planning for adaptation.6 
There are also few instances in the climate change literature of 
migration discussed as a potential adaptation strategy.7

Overall, an explicit recognition of the human mobility and 
humanitarian consequences of climate change is needed in the successor 
agreement to the Kyoto Protocol. Leaving stark implications of climate 
change for human mobility, affecting millions of people all over the 
world, out of the document that will be shaping and guiding the 
international response to climate change for the years to come would be 
a major gap. A window of opportunity exists to place the human 
mobility and humanitarian consequences of climate change at the heart 

 

                                                 
5 See Articles 2 and 4(1)(e) of the UNFCCC (United Nations, 1992). 
6 See Article 4(1)(b) of the UNFCCC (United Nations, 1992). 
7 See Adger et al (2007, p 736). In many other instances, it is not 

acknowledged or explored in any detail. For example, when discussing 
small island developing states, the UNFCCC Secretariat (2007, p 25) notes 
that the habitability and thus sovereignty of some states is threatened due to 
the reduction in island size or complete inundation. However, this stark 
vulnerability is not separated out from other vulnerabilities of a lesser order 
of magnitude. See also UNFCCC Secretariat (2007, p 42), which notes that 
migration might result, but does not deal with the profound policy issues 
raised. 
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of the international policy debate on climate change. We hope the 
peoples of the South Pacific can be part of shaping this discussion. 

Why the South Pacific region? 
The South Pacific is not alone in facing climate change. It will affect all 
countries in some way at some time. But given the low elevation of 
many South Pacific states and their exposure to changing ocean weather 
patterns, it is likely this region will feel the effects of climate change 
before many others. In 2008 alone, the region experienced natural 
disasters of a kind likely to be exacerbated by climate change. For 
example, a devastating tropical cyclone (Gene) resulted in substantial 
damage to agriculture, infrastructure, and utilities in Fiji and required 
the Fijian government to provide FJ$1.7 million worth of food rations 
(Relief Web, 2008). Unusually high sea levels and swells have resulted 
in the displacement of people in Kiribati, the Solomon Islands, the 
Marshall Islands, and the Federated States of Micronesia (OCHA, 
2008). Salt water intrusion into fields and crops and the contamination 
of freshwater aquifers have been reported in the Solomon Islands 
(Webb, 2008, p 3). Low-lying atoll states such as Kiribati and Tuvalu in 
the region are projected, at a certain threshold level of climate change, 
to face the risk of being completely overcome by the sea or otherwise 
rendered uninhabitable. 

Some states that see their territory threatened by climate change and 
consequent sea level rise are exploring the possibility of purchasing land 
in other states as a potential long-term solution for their populations. 
With regard to migration, some countries in the region are likely to 
produce some demand for migration to New Zealand. Indeed, we can 
already see examples within the region of communities migrating 
internally to avoid complete inundation by rising sea levels, such as the 
relocation of 2,600 islanders from the low-lying Carteret Islands to 
Bougainville, Papua New Guinea (Perry, 2006). These and other 
population movements in the Federated States of Micronesia and 
Vanuatu all point towards a future where migration may be an 
unavoidable response to climate change for households, communities, 
and even entire nations. 
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The South Pacific region, therefore, is in the vanguard of regions 
already having to grapple with the human mobility consequences of 
adverse events and processes that, if not already caused by climate 
change, are likely to be exacerbated by climate change in the coming 
years. The IPCC illustrates this in its Fourth Assessment Report (IPCC, 
2007). Importantly, this cannot be simply dismissed as ‘bad luck’ due to 
the ‘accident’ of one’s geographical location. Given the significant 
anthropogenic nature of current climate change and the inequities in 
carbon emissions that are at the root of this change, a moral obligation 
exists on part of the international community to face up to these 
challenges. We believe, therefore, that the time has come to firmly put 
the issue of migration and displacement at the heart of the debate around 
the policy responses to climate change. As a region, the South Pacific, 
therefore, provides a suitable lens through which to examine wider 
policy issues raised by migration in the context of climate change. 

Key policy challenges 
The key policy challenges include: 
• understanding the potential scale and patterns of climate change–

related migration 
• understanding the complexity and multi-causality of climate 

change–related migration 
• managing climate change–related migration 
• finding workable definitions and solutions under international law. 

Understanding the potential scale and patterns of 
climate change–related migration 
The number of people predicted to be at risk of being displaced due to 
climate change–related environmental events and processes is 
something of a wild-card in this area. Quite simply, there is no 
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climate change by 2050 (Brown, 2008, p 11).8

It is likely that mass displacement will occur in many parts of the 
world as a result of sudden-onset events (for example, storms, cyclones, 
and flooding) made more intense or more frequent or both as a result of 
climate change. However, an even greater number of people are likely to 
migrate by reason of slow-onset processes, both at early and more 
advanced stages of environmental degradation (for example, sea-level 
rise, coastal erosion, desertification, and declining soil fertility). At early 
stages of environmental degradation, individuals and households may 
engage in temporary or circular forms of migration, such as seasonal 
rural–urban migration. Where environmental degradation is more severe 
or irreversible or both, affected populations may need to relocate 
internally or to another country and may become permanent in that new 
location. Climate change–related migration may take place internally, 
regionally, or internationally. Most empirical research, however, 
suggests internal migration, mainly as rural–urban migration or cross-
border movement between neighbouring countries, is likely to be the 
predominant pattern.

 To put this figure in 
perspective, it equates to what the IOM estimates to be the total number 
of migrants worldwide (IOM, no date). Some estimates have, like much 
of climate change debate, a sensationalist element to them that can have 
negative effects on public and political opinion. This dearth of accurate 
statistical and substantive information on the possible migratory 
consequences of climate change impedes our ability to adequately 
prepare for and comprehensively respond to the humanitarian and 
protection needs of environmental migrants. The extent to which 
migration occurs in the coming decades, in large measure, will depend 
on which of the IPCC’s emission scenarios comes to pass (IPCC, 2000). 
We need, as a first step, to obtain an accurate picture of the potential 
scale and patterns of climate change–related migration. 

9

                                                 
8 Citing Myers (1993). 
9 See, generally, Leighton (2007, 1998). 
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Key issues in this context include the following. 
• How many people will migrate and where? 
• What migration patterns and volumes emerge in response to 

different environmental stressors? 
• How can migration and environment data sets be enhanced and/or 

harmonised? 
• How can household surveys be better utilised? 

Understanding the complexity and multi-causality of 
climate change–related migration 
As outlined above, migration decisions are influenced by social, 
economic, and political factors as well as individual characteristics such 
as age, gender, education, skills, risk-taking capacity, capacity to face 
new situations, and the like. The extent to which environmental factors 
determine migration depend on the underlying adaptive capacities of 
individuals, communities, and countries. A need exists to better 
understand how people cope with the ‘shocks and stresses’ of climate 
change and climate variability and, in particular, the extent to which 
migration forms part of the adaptation strategy (Kniveton et al, 2008, 
p 37). In this regard, it is important to note there is a lack of 
contemporary empirical studies as to how perceptions of climate change 
have influenced migration decisions made by individuals, households, 
and communities (Kniveton et al, 2008, p 33). It is clear, however, that 
not everyone can use migration as an adaptation strategy; it depends on 
resources, information, and other social and personal factors. Often, it is 
precisely the most vulnerable and most severely affected who are not in 
a position to migrate. 

More specifically, differentiated gender impacts must be expressly 
factored into the policy-making process. In general, women are expected 
to be particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change as a result 
of existing gender inequalities that limit their access to information and 
decision-making power. This increased vulnerability is also a function 
of women’s frequently insecure property rights and access to resources, 
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as well as of their reduced mobility in situations of environmental stress, 
because of their childcare and eldercare responsibilities.10

Additionally, there are regionally specific gender implications 
(UNDP, 2008). In some Pacific communities (for example, among the 
Carterets in Papua New Guinea and in some outer islands in Yap in the 
Federated States of Micronesia

 

11

                                                 
10 See generally IUCN (2008, p 57), OHCHR (2009), and UNIFEM (2008). 
11  Cited by Dr Cheryl Anderson in UNDP (2008, p 22). 

), systems of land management and/or 
holding are matrilineal. Furthermore, women in the Pacific have 
traditionally collected seafood from inshore areas. As a result, coastal 
erosion may affect women differently than it affects men, who are 
traditionally engaged in deep-sea fishing. In each case, loss of land 
would have a potentially significant impact on families and communities 
as a whole and on gender relations within these communities. It is, 
however, important not to see Pacific women as only victims of climate 
change. Women have significant roles in traditional methods of disaster 
risk reduction and may possess valuable knowledge about changes to 
their physical environment (Campbell, 2006). 

Furthermore, the impact of climate change is also likely to be 
particularly acute for many indigenous communities. Indigenous 
communities are also particularly vulnerable, because as well as often 
having limited access to information and decision-making power, they 
often inhabit marginal land and rely on the ecosystem and ecosystem 
services, which are susceptible to climate change. Systems of traditional 
knowledge may also be disrupted. For example, in some parts of the 
Solomon Islands livelihoods are already beginning to be affected by 
changes to wind patterns, which are disrupting traditional sources of 
knowledge about crop planting (IFRC, 2008). Indigenous communities’ 
displacement from traditional places of settlement may involve 
significant heritage and cultural loss, creating a profound sense of 
alienation and trauma. 
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Key issues in this context include the following. 
• What are the causal links between migration, environmental events 

and processes, and climate change? To what extent is the 
environment the primary driver? 

• How do climatic and environmental drivers interact with social, 
political, and economic motivations for migration? 

• What are the gendered impacts of climate change and how do they 
affect migration? 

• What might be the impact of climate change on indigenous people 
and communities? 

Managing climate change–related migration 
In view of the varied and complex challenges at hand, migration 
management responses to the impacts of climate change and 
environmental degradation on migration and displacement must operate 
on several tracks. 

First, given the environmental scenarios expected to arise with 
climate change, the effectiveness of humanitarian response mechanisms 
to displacement and its negative impacts needs to be reinforced as much 
as possible. In addition, proactive approaches, in terms of preparedness 
and disaster risk reduction, must be prioritised. 

Second, although migration is still predominantly seen as a worst-
case scenario, and there are indubitably cases where this holds true, 
migration should also be recognised as an adaptation strategy. In fact, 
attempts to stem migration at all cost might increase rather than decrease 
people’s vulnerability to the environmental pressures acting on them. If 
it is accepted that at least some people or communities will adopt 
migration as a possible coping strategy in the face of environmental 
degradation, then it is, in our view, open to debate whether migration, in 
the context of climate change, should be characterised as solely a failure 
of adaptation. Whether this is so, depends largely on the point at which 
migration takes place in relation to the underlying environmental event 
or process, and the other non-migratory options (if any) available. 
Regardless, room exists to increase the adaptive capacities of 
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individuals, households, and communities. Appropriate policies are 
needed to facilitate migration as an adaptation in and of itself, while 
simultaneously trying to limit forced migration. 

The role of sustainable development is crucial in this equation. The 
developmental basis of communities and countries is decisive for any 
national or regional policies on adaptation to climate change (including 
the National Adaptation Programme of Action created within the 
UNFCCC process) and on migration. Migration itself can be mobilised 
as an adaptation or development strategy; for example, where migrant 
remittances contribute to income diversification for households 
otherwise relying on diminishing ecosystem services. 

More globally, other questions that arise in this context include 
whether potential risk linked to climate change becomes a factor in 
national-level migration policy making. If so, what weight should it be 
given? Can seasonal or other time-bound policies be implemented? 
Would these policies be effective considering the long time-frame 
needed to reverse climatic processes such as desertification and sea-
level rise? 

Key issues in this context include the following. 
• What policies and initiatives (from prevention and mitigation to 

return and reintegration) currently exist to address internal and 
international migration? 

• What lessons can be learned from existing government responses? 
• How can we reduce vulnerability to disaster-induced displacement? 
• How can migration be used as part of adaptation strategies? 
• How can capacity be built to implement such policies? 

Finding workable definitions and solutions under 
international law 
As noted in the introduction to this chapter, people migrating for 
environmental reasons do not fall squarely within any one particular 
category of ‘forced’ or ‘voluntary’ migration. Therefore, they do not fit 
neatly into the categories provided by the existing international legal 
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framework. Terms such as ‘environmental refugee’12 or ‘climate change 
refugee’ have gained much popular currency, but do not have any legal 
basis in international refugee law.13 Moreover, concerned agencies 
(including the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees) agree these terms are to be avoided, because they are 
misleading and could undermine the international legal regime for the 
protection of persons falling within the ambit of the United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 1951 (IOM, 2009, pp 4–
5; UNHCR, 2008, p 7).14

The situation of those migrating or displaced due to environmental 
factors raises significant and complex issues of international law. 

 It is largely for this reason that the IOM 
proposes the working definition of ‘environmental migrants’ that we 
quoted in the introduction to this chapter. 

Definitions matter because they determine entitlement to rights and 
establish the threshold for accessing any protection regime (Dun and 
Gemenne, 2008, p 11). Should protection be limited to situations of 
forced migration or displacement? But given the complexity of the task 
of deciding, hard and fast, what constitutes ‘forced migration’ in the 
context of climate change, is this realistic and practicable or will it 
inevitably leave many without rights and protection? 

                                                 
12 The term came to prominence following a UNEP report (see El-Hinnawi, 

1985, p 4). 
13 Note, however, that there may be exceptional cases in which environmental 

factors combine with discriminatory modes of governance and constitute 
persecution. See Burson (2008). 

14 Furthermore, regional instruments such as the 1969 Organisation of 
African Unity (OAU) Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of 
Refugee Problems in Africa and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on 
Refugees have expanded refugee definitions to cover ‘events seriously 
disturbing public order’. Although these instruments were not intended to 
cover displacement as a result of natural disasters per se (see, for example, 
Espiell at al, 1990, p 96; Cuellar et al, 1991, p 493; Muzenda 1995, p 51), 
they may provide some impetus for further progressive regional 
interpretation of the refugee definition. 
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Particular challenges arise in the context of shrinking or disappearing 
states – a phenomenon predicted under some scenarios to manifest in the 
South Pacific. 

The following are but a few examples of the existing international 
legal concepts and instruments and some associated problems that may 
provide guidance to policymakers. 

Human rights: There is little doubt that climate change events and 
processes will impact on human rights in different ways (International 
Council on Human Rights Policy, 2008; OHCHR, 2009). Respect for 
human rights must be an integral part of any policy response to deal 
with the migration and displacement consequences of climate change, 
no matter how the motivations for movement are defined. 

The work of treaty-monitoring bodies has meant the content of the 
civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights recognised under 
binding multilateral treaties is better understood and an expanded set of 
standards has been developed to guide rights-sensitive policy making. 
The potential for existing international human rights, humanitarian, or 
refugee law to offer protection to the rights of those migrating or 
displaced due to climate change needs to be fully explored. 

Statelessness: The international law regime on statelessness15

                                                 
15 The primary international instruments are the 1930 Hague Convention, the 

1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, and the 1961 
Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness. The principles underlying 
these instruments are supported by other treaties such as the 1957 
Convention on the Nationality of Married Women, the 1979 Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, and the 
1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child. See also the 1997 European 
Convention on Nationality. 

 is 
designed to deal with issues of deprivation of nationality following state 
succession or conflict of nationality law. The law has not been designed 
to deal with questions arising where no successor state exists and the 
predecessor state has disappeared, as may occur in relation to some 
small island states. In the context of climate change, does the law 
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require that all or just the habitable parts of the territory disappear?16

Self-determination: Complete loss of territory will have a significant 
impact on the rights of affected peoples to self-determination,

 If 
these states are declared to continue to exist in some legal sense, their 
populations will not be, by law, stateless, to which the international 
regime largely responds. These populations’ lack of an effective 
nationality means they may well be considered de facto stateless people, 
for whom the protection regime is weaker. 

17

Some aspects of internal self-determination can be accommodated 
through the democratic process of the host country and its existing 
obligations under international human rights law.

 which 
has internal and external aspects (Joseph et al, 2004, p 146; Nowak, 
1993, p 22). Internal aspects relate to people’s freedom to pursue 
economic, social, and cultural development, including participation in 
political processes. External aspects relate to people’s freedom from 
foreign domination and the right to freely determine their political status 
and place in the international community. 

18 But how will these 
rights survive in full with the complete loss of territory without 
sovereignty being established over other territory. Similarly, how can 
displaced peoples exercise their right to freely dispose of their natural 
resources, including maritime resources.19

                                                 
16 The best known formulation of the basic criteria for ‘statehood’ includes 

criteria such as the existence of a defined territory and a permanent 
population. See Crawford (1979, p 36) and Grant (1999, p 5). 

17 Article 1(1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) and on the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), ‘all peoples have the right to freely determine 
their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 
development’. 

18 In particular, the ICCPR and ICESCR. 
19 See Article 1(2) of the ICCPR and the ICESCR. As Paskal (2007, p 5) 

asks, ‘Does this require Tuvalu, for example, to tether a boat to its former 
island and keep a few people there to continue to claim these rights?’. 

 Finally, cultural identity is 
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intimately bound with particular territory, the loss of which is likely to 
pose a challenge for the protection of cultural development. 

Internal displacement: The Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement,20 although technically non-binding, soft law, have been 
influential in shaping how states respond to the predicament of the 
internally displaced. Importantly, the guiding principles have been one 
source of inspiration behind the African Union Kampala Convention on 
Internally Displaced Persons. This Convention shows how soft-law 
instruments can, in time, solidify harden into hard-law instruments.21

• What rights do environmental migrants have? How can those people 
migrating or displaced for environmental reasons be best protected? 

 
Hard-law policy instruments may be not be attractive to states, 

particularly when the potential scale of the obligations assumed is 
unknown. A ‘soft-law track’, following a ‘framework’ and ‘protocol’ 
approach, may be a more workable route to ensure the rights and 
protection of those migrating or displaced due to environmental factors. 

Key issues in this context include the following. 

• What definitions and concepts are needed? Do they already exist 
under international law? 

• What are the strengths and limitations of existing definitions under 
international law? How can these definitions be improved? 

                                                 
20 ‘[I]nternally displaced persons are persons or groups of persons who have 

been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual 
residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of 
armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human 
rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an 
internationally recognized State border’ (UNCHR, 1998). This definition 
could foreseeably cover all those forcibly displaced within their country 
due to the effects of climate change. 

21 Similarly, the Cartagena Declaration was the product of a colloquium 
attended by experts and representatives from 10 Central American 
governments. Although strictly non-binding, this declaration has been 
influential in setting policy in the region. 
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• Does calling the people displaced in this context ‘refugees’ weaken 
the term’s currency or does a failure to do so weaken the case for 
their legitimate claims for protection? 

• What is the role of hard-law compared with soft-law instruments in 
this debate? 

Conclusion 
Having embarked on a review of some of the critical issues, how best, 
then, to ensure effective and equitable responsibility sharing in respect 
of climate change–related migration? One of the most significant 
obstacles that had to be overcome to secure the UNFCCC involved 
reconciling divergent state interests (Bodanksy, 1993, pp 475–477). It 
seems clear from this experience that trying to create a global binding 
agreement may not be the best, or at the very least, the most feasible 
course. It seems clear from this experience that trying to create a global 
binding agreement may not be the best or, at the very least, the most 
feasible course. It also must be open to debate whether a regional 
approach is the best approach in terms of reaching international 
agreement on climate change–related migration. What, we ask, does 
‘region’ mean in this context, and how might different actors within a 
region share responsibility for the issue? More fundamentally, given the 
truly global nature of climate change and historical provenance of 
current greenhouse gas emissions, is it appropriate or fair to take a 
regional approach? At the same time, it may be possible to draw on 
existing regionally situated arrangements of inter-communal and inter-
island co-operation in the wake of natural disasters (Campbell, 2006, 
p 23). 

A fundamental issue to consider is whether it is desirable to frame 
this issue in such zero-sum terms. Would a hybrid model involving 
global, regional, and, importantly, bilateral features perhaps be better 
suited? The most effective burden-sharing arrangements are likely to 
occur at the regional level, but the fact all states will, to some extent, be 
affected by climate change means, ideally, the agreement should also 
contain an element of global management. Also, the South Pacific states 
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are not individually or collectively responsible for the current build-up 
of dangerous atmospheric levels of greenhouse gas emissions. 

To conclude, it is, in our view, vitally important that in seeking to 
find policy solutions to an issue of global importance the bilateral 
dimension is not overlooked. At the end of the day, it is individual states 
that, in the exercise of their own sovereign rights and taking into 
account historical, cultural, and other ties, will have to decide the 
contours of their policy response to climate change–related migration. 
Bilateral state co-operation is an important feature of contemporary 
global migration management and must be enhanced in this particular 
context. Nevertheless, to be truly effective and equitable, such bilateral 
arrangements must be informed and guided by relevant regional and 
global arrangements and processes. In particular, they must be guided 
by the UNFCCC and a successor agreement to the Kyoto Protocol, in 
which we hope to see the human mobility implications and humanitarian 
consequences of climate change expressly acknowledged and that 
together will guide the overarching political approach and mechanisms 
for practical implementation of relevant programmes to assist the 
affected populations. 

We believe that by disaggregating the issues of ‘who goes where 
and when?’ and ‘who pays?’ while aligning them in an interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing series of global, regional, and bilateral 
responses under the umbrella of the UNFCCC, it is possible to envisage 
responsibility-sharing arrangements with variable but broadly balanced 
commitments and responsibilities. 
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Climate Change and Population 
Movement in Pacific Island Countries 
John Campbell 

Introduction 
Since the mid 1980s, when the issue of climate change was first 
broached beyond the scientific community, Pacific Island countries have 
expressed concern. In 1987, the South Pacific Regional Environment 
Programme engaged a working group from the Association of South 
Pacific Environment Institutions.22

                                                 
22 The South Pacific Regional Environment Programme is now known as the 

Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme. 

 The group reported to the second 
governmental meeting of the South Pacific Regional Environment 
Programme the following year (ASPEI, 1988). On the international 
stage, Bikenibeu Paeniu, the prime minister of Tuvalu, gained world 
attention after he spoke at the Second World Climate Conference in 
1990 (Paeniu, 1991). Environmentalist organisations have adopted small 
island states, in particular atoll countries, to illustrate the urgency of 
mitigating the problem of climate change by reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. Despite this, action to slow the building of atmospheric 
concentrations of greenhouse gases has been slow and patchy. This was 
evidenced at the 15th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) held in 
Copenhagen in late 2009 where concrete emissions reduction schedules 
could not be agreed on. Because of this inertia, it is likely that negative 
effects of climate change will be unavoidable. To avoid severe impacts 
many communities will have to develop strategies to adapt to those 
impacts. Migration is one form of adaptation and in extreme scenarios 
may be the only option. Accordingly, serious policy issues need to be 
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addressed to ensure climate-induced migration is effective and, in the 
most serious cases, as least disruptive as possible. At the conclusion of 
the Copenhagen talks, Anote Tong, the president of Kiribati, expressed 
his frustration at the lack of progress. He said Kiribati would have no 
choice but to begin planning for adaptation, including relocation, if all 
else failed (Radio New Zealand International, 2009). 

In this chapter, I examine some possible migration responses to 
climate change in Pacific Island countries. I draw on examples of 
population movement in the Pacific region to identify policy issues that 
arise in each instance. It is important, however, to begin with some 
cautionary observations. 

First, there are still uncertainties about climate change and its 
effects, although the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is 
becoming increasingly unequivocal that global warming is happening 
and sea levels are rising (IPCC, 2007). 

Second, insufficient information is available to identify locations 
where climate change effects are likely to be so severe that those 
locations become uninhabitable, let alone to determine when such an 
outcome will be manifested. 

Third, as Epeli Hau’ofa (1993) pointed out in his seminal work, 
‘Our sea of islands’, people from the Pacific region have always been 
great travellers and the 20th century, and now 21st century, have seen 
them spread their horizons to the entire globe. Migration is no new 
thing. From this perspective, much climate change–induced migration 
may be treated, not necessarily as a problem, but as a positive response. 
However, it is important to note that not all countries in the region have 
had the same migration experiences in the postcolonial era. For some 
countries, particularly in Melanesia, the options for migration have been 
severely restricted by limited access to Australia and New Zealand. 
However, migration, at certain thresholds of climate change, may be 
seen as forced migration, and that is not such a common experience in 
the Pacific region. Moreover, there is precious little experience of 
communities being forced to permanently abandon their homelands. 
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Climate change effects in Pacific Island 
countries 
Climate change is the term used to describe a process in which 
increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are 
causing the world to become warmer. The increases are the result of 
emissions of gases from industrial and agricultural processes and energy 
use, and they have increased considerably in recent decades. In addition 
to warming temperatures, climate change is likely to cause sea levels to 
rise as surface waters warm and expand and ice on land melts and flows 
to the sea, and extreme climatic events may happen with greater 
frequency and/or intensity (IPCC, 2007). 

The most popular image of climate change effects in Pacific Island 
countries is that of small islands, particularly atolls, being inundated 
(‘drowned’). Indeed, inundation poses significant threats to coastal and 
atoll communities (Mimura et al, 2007). However, for many such 
communities, other effects may also force communities to take adaptive 
action and indeed may occur sooner than the effects of sea-level rise. 
Two outcomes of global warming may be more-frequent droughts and 
tropical cyclones of a greater magnitude than experienced currently. 
These effects may also negatively affect the habitability of many 
locations in the Pacific region. For example, atolls depend on a very thin 
fresh water table that can easily be depleted, resulting in fresh-water 
shortages and reductions in quality, with negative impacts on both 
public health and agriculture. 

There may be impacts on agriculture throughout the region, just not 
in coastal areas. Highland Papua New Guinea, the most densely 
populated and fastest-growing part of the country, for example, is 
particularly prone to drought. During the last major drought in 1997, 
some 1.2 million people required food relief (Allen and Bourke, 1997). 
If droughts were to be longer or occur more frequently, the livelihoods 
of very large numbers of people would be placed under significant 
duress. 

As well as droughts, extreme rainfall events are likely to become 
increasingly intense and frequent, causing flooding that may make 
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riverine communities increasingly marginal. For those who inhabit 
deltas, such as the Rewa in Fiji, tropical cyclones that are marked by 
increased rainfall and storm surge, as well as extreme winds, may have 
particularly severe impacts on food production and settlement security. 
Climate change in Pacific Island countries, then, may affect a wide 
variety of environments and the communities that inhabit them. In most 
cases, livelihoods will be adversely affected, and in extreme scenarios 
some places may become uninhabitable. 

Types of human mobility linked to climate 
change 
Notions associated with environmental drivers of migration such as 
environmentally forced migration, climate-induced migration, and 
especially ‘climate refugee’ are contentious (Laczko and Aghazarm, 
2009). This reflects, perhaps, a rejection of environmental determinism 
among social scientists and a tendency to consider pull factors as more 
important in migration decision making than push factors. For many 
people working with refugees, the notion of an environmental refugee 
simply does not conform to the internationally accepted definition of 
‘refugee’ in the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees. Despite this, degradation of a given resource base often leads 
to the increasing economic marginality of those dependent on the 
resource, and increasing economic marginality is often a significant 
factor in migration decision making. In the case of climate change, we 
also have the possibility of some habitats becoming unsuitable for 
human settlement. It is likely, then, that climate change will have 
substantial implications for migration. 

Table 2.1 shows a classification of climate-induced mobility types 
that are likely to emerge in the Pacific region. The two broad categories 
of climate migration require different approaches in terms of research, 
policy development, and implementation of climate change adaptations. 

The first category is migration from communities adversely 
affected, but not affected to the extent that continued human habitation 
is rendered impossible. This may be considered climate-induced 
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migration. In such cases where, for example, climate change increases 
economic marginality or reduced subsistence and cash livelihoods, 
migration can help to reduce population pressure on a degraded resource 
base by lowering the population and, perhaps more importantly, 
migrants can provide remittances to complement the reduced incomes of 
those who remain at home. 

The second category is migration from communities where 
continued habitation becomes impossible. Such a situation would 
require entire communities to relocate. In this case, the migration may 
be considered forced, rather than induced, climate migration, and may 
lead to community fragmentation, social disintegration, and the loss of 
culture. 

Within each category, it is also important to distinguish internal 
relocation from international relocation. International relocation is most 
likely to result from inundation of countries and territories comprised 
only of atolls, namely Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Tokelau, and 
Tuvalu. However, as stated later in this chapter, the assumptions that 
Pacific Island countries with high islands will be able to accommodate 
internally displaced people may not be easily sustained. 

As Table 2.1 shows, subcategories for these migration types are 
based on the ‘distance’ of the movement or the thresholds that migrants 
or relocatees are required to cross from those associated with traditional 
land boundaries to international borders. At the least disruptive end is 
what I have termed proximate migration or relocation. This may be 
migration to a different site on a community’s communal lands or to 
nearby lands belonging to other communities. At the other extreme is 
distant relocation, migrants separated from communal lands by long 
distances, large stretches of ocean, and, at the extreme, the legal 
boundaries of countries that lie outside the Pacific Islands region. For 
this reason, I also distinguish internal from international relocation as 
each has important and different policy considerations. 
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Table 2.1: Summary of climate migration options in Pacific countries 

Migration 

Type of mobility 

Induced Forced 

Individual and 
families migrate 

Communities  
relocate 

Internal   

Proximate (own 
lands) 

Not likely Least disruptive 

Proximate (others’ 
lands) 

Not likely Land can be 
problematical 

Distant (mostly 
rural→urban) 

Most likely Difficult to sustain 
community  

External    

Regional (other 
Pacific Island 
countries) 

Possible Possible to sustain 
community and 
lifestyle but land 
problematic 

International Most likely Very unlikely to 
sustain community and 
lifestyle 

Policy implications 
The various types of climate change migration outlined in Table 2.1 
show that a variety of policy responses is likely to be necessary. 

For internal climate migrants, much of the policy will need to be 
derived within the country concerned. Although, because migration is a 
form of adaptation to climate change, the costs of migration should be 
met through international adaptation funding mechanisms. 

International migration and relocation require a different level of 
policy development involving co-operation among countries within the 
region and between countries in the region and possible destinations 
further afield. 
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Internal mobility 
Much of the relocation and migration that results from environmental 
degradation, at least initially, will be internal and managed within the 
country where the mobility takes place. This does not mean, though, that 
Pacific Island countries should bear the costs, although it will often be 
difficult to determine exactly what these costs are and where they are 
likely to fall. New financial mechanisms are likely to be necessary to 
enable internal mobility responses to climate change to be developed 
and implemented. 

Forced relocation 
Forced migrants who require community relocation will need land to be 
allocated in some form for their new settlement. Where relocation is 
proximate, the main concerns will be to provide a settlement location 
and appropriate infrastructure. In many cases, proximate relocatees, 
even when they have moved onto land that was not customarily their 
own, will be able to still use existing gardens and other resources (such 
as the sea or rivers) and land for these purposes will not be necessary. 

For distant relocation, larger tracts of land will be needed to enable 
the relocated communities to have access to subsistence and cash 
agricultural activities. In addition to land, arrangements will be needed 
for access to river and sea resources. In such cases, the number of 
suitable sites may be limited. For example, recent attempts to relocate 
people from the Carteret Islands (which are subsiding) to Bougainville 
failed when, despite land being made available for the building of 
houses, the relocatees were unable to gain access to land on which to 
grow crops (‘Climate change refugees return to Bougainville atolls’, 
2009). 

It is important to emphasise that land plays a crucial role in the 
cultural, social, economic, and spiritual life of most Pacific 
communities. With the exception of Tonga, where land belongs to the 
Crown, all Pacific Island countries have most of their lands in 
customary ownership (AusAid, 2008). Moreover, throughout the region 
the relationship between people and their land is often so strong that the 
two are considered inseparable (see, for example, Lieber, 1974; Ravuvu, 
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1988; Teaiwa, 2005). Accordingly, the implementation of relocation 
schemes may be fraught and problematical for both those forced to leave 
their traditional lands and those required to make land available for the 
relocatees. Hence, there are several policy implications. 

First, countries may have to develop instruments that enable or 
facilitate relocation where and when it is deemed to be necessary. Such 
instruments will need to satisfy the needs of both the relocated and host 
communities. For example, host communities will need to be adequately 
compensated and their proprietary rights to land may have to be 
protected while at the same time the relocatees will need to have secure 
rights to land and aquatic and marine resources. These sensitive issues 
should not be left to the last minute but be worked on in advance. 

Second, there would need to be protection from future generations 
challenging the rights of access of these relocated communities. 
Cagilaba (2005) provides the example of Soladamu on Kadavu in Fiji. 
In that case, most villagers moved inland and upwards following 
inundation by storm surges from several tropical cyclones in the 1970s. 
The move was enabled through the application of traditional methods 
between the relocatees and the host community. However, by the turn of 
the 21st century, younger people from the community that provided the 
land were threatening litigation, based on the lack of a formal deed, to 
obtain the land back. 

Other issues also arise. For example, any such allocation of land is 
likely to be of a finite and clearly defined and surveyed area (which is 
contrary to most traditional boundaries in the region). If the relocated 
community outgrows its limits, what then are the options to provide 
space for the growing numbers? The village of Naikeleyaga in Kabara, 
eastern Fiji, is a case in point. 

The people of Naikeleyaga originally lived two kilometres south of 
their present location in a village known as Qaliqali. Following a 
devastating tropical cyclone in 1936, they were relocated at the behest 
of the colonial government to their present site, which is land formerly 
owned by people from Tokalau, a nearby village. Forty years later, 
Bedford (1976) reported that steady population growth had rendered 
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Naikelyaga too small in area to support its population. A request to the 
Tokalau people for more land, however, was turned down. 

There are costs, even with the most proximate relocations. In nearly 
all cases relocation involves moving up in elevation from a flood-prone 
(river or coastal) location. One of the most important considerations is 
rather prosaic but important: how to get fresh water for consumption, 
cooking, and washing up hill. As Cagilaba’s (2005) study reveals, 
significant gender implications are likely as women in this case were 
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Lea, 2002; Jones, 2007). As well, much of the urban growth is 
accommodated by an increase in squatter settlements where 
infrastructure is inadequate, houses are insufficiently tropical cyclone 
resistant, water supply is low in quantity and quality, and many 
settlements are on low-lying flood-prone lands or unstable slopes. 
People migrating to urban areas to help offset climate change impacts 
through employment and remittances may be placing themselves at even 
greater risk than they were exposed to in their villages of origin. 

Policy responses to internal climate-induced migration are most 
likely to be needed then in terms of urban planning, infrastructure 
development, and housing and employment opportunities for migrants. 
Several issues need to be overcome for this to be achieved, given the 
difficulties experienced to date. Despite the fact this migration is an 
adaptive response to climate change, it will be difficult to distinguish 
climate-induced migrants from other migrants, and, indeed, climate 
change may be only one of the factors involved in a person’s decision to 
migrate. This would make it difficult for governments to allocate 
housing as a climate change–adaptation response and, in turn, to obtain 
financial support from international adaptation funds. Yet, the costs of 
increased urbanisation are indeed likely to be very high and should be 
included in adaptation funding. It follows that, given these difficulties, a 
critical need exists for ways of measuring the quantum of climate 
migrants and the costs associated with their mobility to be developed as 
a basis for international adaptation funding. 

External mobility 
Much of the global interest in climate mobility is based on the 
possibility that many countries that are less badly affected by climate 
change may have to accept large numbers of so-called ‘climate refugees’ 
with the highest estimates up to 200 million by mid century (Myers, 
2002). Campbell (2009) estimated there could be between 665,000 and 
1,750,000 climate migrants in the Pacific region by mid century when 
the total population is projected to reach in excess of 18 million (SPC, 
2009). Just how many international migrants and relocatees there will be 
from the Pacific region will depend, first, on how many are forced or 
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induced to move, and secondly, on how effectively internal mobility or 
relocation can provide for their needs. While we now have a 
considerable research base on migration from several Pacific Island 
countries to places such as Australia, New Zealand, and the United 
States (Bedford, 2008), there is little in the way of historical experience 
to inform us about processes of community relocation. There have been 
only three cases during the colonial era, and only one case was of the 
complete removal of a population (comprising several communities) 
from their home island, Banaba (Ocean Island), to Rabi in Fiji in 1946. 
The other two relocations were partial, and communities remained on 
their home island. A small caretaker population has been re-established 
on Banaba, but most Banabans are located in Fiji. 

Forced international relocation 
Forced international relocation is probably the most difficult solution to 
the problem of climate change–forced migration. As noted, there have 
been only three cases of ‘international’ relocation since territorial 
boundaries were placed around Pacific islands in the colonial era. All 
three cases were in the immediate post–World War Two period and 
involved the relocation of communities from the then Gilbert and Ellis 
Islands Colony. Two communities were relocated to islands in Fiji 
(Polynesians from Tuvalu to Kioa and Micronesians from Banaba to 
Rabi) and the third community (Micronesians) to the Western Province 
in the Solomon Islands. The British Colonial Service enabled these 
relocations, which were essentially internal relocations within the 
boundaries of the Western Pacific High Commission or between the 
Western Pacific High Commission and the Colonial Government of Fiji. 
The relocations have not been without problems, and tensions continue 
to exist between the relocated people and the destination landowners 
(Campbell, 2010). It is much less likely that within-region relocation of 
entire communities will be easily facilitated in the post-independence 
era. Most new constitutions in the Pacific enshrined communal land 
ownership in law, and Pacific Island countries proudly defend their 
sovereignty. 
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Nevertheless, although environments and cultures throughout the 
region differ significantly, a case may be made that these differences are 
much less profound than those between Pacific Island countries and the 
world beyond (for example, former and current colonisers such 
Australia, France, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States). Some of these same issues regarding land are likely to arise with 
internal relocation and the same policy principles arise. However, in the 
case of international relocation within the region other issues will arise 
that need to be addressed. 

The political status of the relocatees needs to be considered. Would 
they, for example, remain citizens of the country they have been forced 
to abandon? If this were the case, what political status would they have 
in the host country? As Fraenkel (2003) has observed, Micronesian 
communities relocated to Fiji and the Solomon Islands are marginalised 
minorities in the new lands, even after several generations. Interestingly, 
Banabans on Rabi are represented by a member of parliament in 
Kiribati, of which the island Banaba is a part (and that also has a 
representative). 

Nevertheless, a Pacific-oriented solution would enable community 
structures to be maintained along with housing styles and the like, 
together with access to food and marine resources that are more 
familiar. Of course, this would all be subject to countries agreeing to 
take relocatees and would need the approval of the destination 
landowners. All the same, the bond with the home land would be 
broken. In the case of the Banabans, Teaiwa (2005) writes of the 
unyielding sense of loss that has resulted from the disruption of the 
strong link between the people and the Banaban land or ‘mud’. 

The final possible group of destinations is perhaps the former or 
current colonial powers of the Pacific Island countries or countries on 
the Pacific Rim. New Zealand and Australia are often singled out as the 
most likely host nations for forced climate migrants from Pacific Island 
countries (see, for example, Loughry and McAdam, 2008). However, it 
is highly unlikely that the laws and lore from the places of origin and 
communal ways of living that still remain important in contemporary 
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Pacific Island societies, especially in rural areas, could be sustained. 
Indeed, it is probable that the climate-forced relocation of communities 
outside of the region would be difficult to sustain. In addition to the 
neoliberal economic ideologies promoting individualism and private 
property rights, issues of citizenship and sovereignty would remain 
problematic. In New Zealand, there would also need to be some form of 
accommodation of the concerns of the tāngata whenua (indigenous 
people, Māori) who might feel their land claims were threatened by 
resettlement schemes for communities from outside the country. 

Wherever the international destination for relocation, it is highly 
likely that carefully planned and negotiated arrangements are likely to 
result in much more satisfactory outcomes than would be the case if 
relocation responses were reactive and unplanned. Such an outcome 
may lead to the need for temporary accommodation in makeshift camps, 
community fragmentation, loss of dignity and cultural identity, and, in 
some cases, loss of sovereignty. It follows then that procedures that 
enable the continuation of some form of community coherence will need 
to be developed. These procedures require several elements. 

First, bilateral and multilateral negotiations (between origin 
governments and possible destination governments) would be needed. 
For the countries of the Pacific region, it is likely other Pacific Island 
countries in the first instance and Australia and New Zealand in the 
second would be desirable relocation sites. The Pacific Islands Forum 
might provide an institutional basis for multilateral discussions in the 
early stages. 

Second, multilateral co-ordination along the lines provided by the 
United Nations High Commission for Refugees is likely to be needed. 
Pacific Island communities are only a small proportion of the global 
population, and considerable pressure to find and allocate sites for a 
great number of communities around the world to be relocated is likely. 
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Third, negotiation between the communities involved in the 
relocation process both at the origin and destination would be needed. 
While intergovernmental arrangements will be necessary to enable 
communities to relocate across borders, it will also be important for 
communities from the origin and destination sites to engage in dialogue 
to reduce tensions that may otherwise arise. 

Fourth, immigration access would need to be made available for 
early migrants to help establish conditions for relocation. Full-scale 
relocation is not yet necessary. However, there would be considerable 
value in providing early access to community members to destination 
countries in order for them to begin the process of resettlement and 
establish the community networks necessary to facilitate relocation 
(McAdam and Loughry, 2009). Moreover, they would be able to engage 
and build relationships with the destination community. Given the high 
levels of exposure of atoll countries, these countries should be 
prioritised. 

Relocation is a relatively uncommon process apart from that 
undertaken at the proximate level. Where relocation involves the 
international resettlement of whole communities extremely heavy 
cultural, social, political, psychological, and economic costs are likely. 
Figure 2.1 shows the increases in hypothetical costs of relocation. 

Figure 2.1 shows that rather than costs being a function of distance, 
it is likely that costs will increase in a stepwise manner as boundaries 
are crossed. These boundaries include land ownership, island or 
provincial boundaries, and international borders. To offset the costs of 
the international relocations, in particular, is likely to be difficult and 
have heavy resource requirements. 
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Figure 2.1: Costs (cultural, social, political, psychological, and economic) 
of community relocation based on differing thresholds of resettlement 
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Climate migration 
One of the most useful forms of adaptation might be that which enables 
community members to migrate to metropolitan countries, temporarily 
or permanently, and enable them to earn wages and salaries. Migrants 
could then remit some of their wages and salaries back to their 
community to offset the reduced livelihoods caused by climate change. 
Such migration might be played out under several scenarios. 

Increased access to labour markets in Pacific Rim countries would 
enable migrants from areas identified as being adversely affected by 
global warming to seek work. Such access could be for temporary or 
permanent migrants. As climate change impacts are likely to increase 
through time, the need for support from migrants for those who remain 
in the community of origin is likely to grow for generations to come. 
The utility of international migration as a form of climate change 
adaptation may decline over time with remittance decay, as generations 
descended from migrants become removed from their home 
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communities. However, the rate of decline or whether decline occurs at 
all in relation to Pacific migrants is uncertain (Connell and Brown, 
2005). 

Another type of climate migrant scheme might include temporary 
migration to enable people from localities severely affected by climatic 
extremes such as drought, tropical cyclones, and floods, to earn money 
in overseas countries that would help offset the disaster losses. There 
may be pressure points in such schemes. For example, environmental 
degradation brought about by climate change might require greater local 
input into livelihood generation, and the loss of too many active 
members of a population might have adverse effects on the generation 
of local livelihoods. 

Several Pacific Island countries have migration access, particularly 
to New Zealand and the United States, through being territories, 
independent in free association with former colonial powers. 
New Zealand also has arrangements with Samoa and has significant 
populations of Fijians and Tongans. Most of the countries and territories 
in Micronesia (with the exception of Kiribati and Nauru) have access to 
the United States. There are also significant Pacific Island diasporas in 
Australia, mostly from Fiji and Polynesian countries with access to 
New Zealand, the residents of which have access to Australia. However, 
several countries do not have such access, including the atoll nations of 
Kiribati and Tuvalu and the Melanesian countries of Papua New Guinea, 
the Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu. The Melanesian group has a 
significant range of vulnerabilities. Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands 
have a great share of their populations in coastal locations. The 
highlands of Papua New Guinea are its most populous region and are 
highly prone to drought. 

Given Australia and New Zealand’s linkages with the Pacific 
Islands region, their inclusion in the Pacific Islands Forum, and their 
proximity, especially to the islands south of the equator, it would seem 
Australia and New Zealand might be expected to support greater access 
for climate migrants. Yet, both countries are particularly parsimonious 
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in providing access to migrants from Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the 
Melanesian states. 

Increasing populations of Pacific Island migrants in Australia and 
New Zealand and migrants from non-traditional source areas may create 
policy issues relating to the provision of employment, housing, and 
social services. This would be particularly important for migrants from 
countries that do not have existing networks at their destination. It is 
also important that migrants are assisted to train for the workforce in 
their country of destination, and, as the president of Kiribati pointed out, 
funding such training should be the responsibility of the international 
community (Tong, 2009). 

Time-frames 
For most, if not all, communities, climate change effects have not yet 
been sufficient to cause forced relocation and it may be some time 
before they do. At the same time, it is still difficult to distinguish 
climate-induced migrants from economic and other types of migrants. 
There is still time for anticipatory or proactive migration and relocation 
policies to be developed to enable a reduction in the disruption that 
climate change may otherwise cause. 

Negotiations regarding climate relocation and migration need to 
start as early as possible. Some issues may be intractable and require a 
long period of consultation if solutions are to be found. These issues 
occur at nearly every scale of migration. At the proximate level, 
communities may need to begin discussions about the possibility of 
some form of relocation and when and how it might occur, which 
destination site might be appropriate, and how all parties might be 
compensated. Government mediation may be necessary, and 
governments may also have to negotiate reparations for the various 
parties with international adaptation funding agencies. Procuring land 
for urban expansion will require negotiations between governments 
(locally or nationally) and urban landowners. 

It is likely many communities will relocate following disastrous 
outcomes from extreme events, especially, but not limited to, tropical 
cyclones. From a policy perspective, government involvement in 
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social services. This would be particularly important for migrants from 
countries that do not have existing networks at their destination. It is 
also important that migrants are assisted to train for the workforce in 
their country of destination, and, as the president of Kiribati pointed out, 
funding such training should be the responsibility of the international 
community (Tong, 2009). 

Time-frames 
For most, if not all, communities, climate change effects have not yet 
been sufficient to cause forced relocation and it may be some time 
before they do. At the same time, it is still difficult to distinguish 
climate-induced migrants from economic and other types of migrants. 
There is still time for anticipatory or proactive migration and relocation 
policies to be developed to enable a reduction in the disruption that 
climate change may otherwise cause. 

Negotiations regarding climate relocation and migration need to 
start as early as possible. Some issues may be intractable and require a 
long period of consultation if solutions are to be found. These issues 
occur at nearly every scale of migration. At the proximate level, 
communities may need to begin discussions about the possibility of 
some form of relocation and when and how it might occur, which 
destination site might be appropriate, and how all parties might be 
compensated. Government mediation may be necessary, and 
governments may also have to negotiate reparations for the various 
parties with international adaptation funding agencies. Procuring land 
for urban expansion will require negotiations between governments 
(locally or nationally) and urban landowners. 
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supporting rehabilitation activities should assist communities to relocate 
rather than rebuild in the same exposed areas. This includes evaluating 
the environmental, economic, social, and cultural suitability of 
alternative sites. Such work must be participatory and not imposed in a 
top-down manner if the outcomes are to be sustainable. Participatory 
work can be time-consuming and often requires considerable lead time 
before projects can be implemented. Planning might enable sites to be 
identified and preparations made to enable rapid building in the less-
exposed location before the extreme event occurs. Of course, ideally, 
communities would be best to relocate before disaster occurs, but there 
is often considerable inertia and strong ties to the land and house site, so 
little likelihood that communities will move until after major 
devastation. 

Conclusion 
The global community is beginning to pay greater attention to migration 
and relocation as forms of climate change adaptation as the plight of 
those most vulnerable worsens under growing concentrations of 
greenhouse gases. Under the UNFCCC process, the Adaptation Fund 
Board has been established to fund adaptation in those countries most at 
risk. Under the board’s rules, it can fund only ‘concrete’ adaptation 
activities. Although the term ‘concrete’ is not defined, it appears the 
board’s aim is to fund finite sets of activities that have clear outcomes 
and completion points. 

This chapter has looked at one set of adaptive responses – climate-
induced migration. It has shown significant costs are associated with 
most forms of climate migration, especially where community 
relocation is forced by climate change effects. 

Funding to support climate-induced migrants may be difficult to 
obtain. Would it include airfares for individual migrants and their 
families? Would it fund regular return trips home? Would it fund 
housing costs at the destination? Of course, it might be more pertinent to 
ask why people should have to migrate at all to overcome resource 
losses caused by the actions of others. Similar questions may be asked 
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of community relocation as an adaptive last resort. Would funding be 
made available in perpetuity where relocation is to land that is held in 
communal ownership and cannot be sold, but only leased? 

The effects of climate change may fall heavily on communities in 
Pacific Island countries. Given that the social, cultural, psychological, 
and economic costs of adaptation may be very high, especially where 
migration and relocation are required, it is critical that greater progress 
is made towards reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This must remain 
the priority goal of climate change policy among all greenhouse gas 
emitting countries. Even then, it is highly likely that some negative 
effects are not avoidable. 

In terms of adaptation responses involving population movement, 
the chapter identified two sets of responses that may need to be 
facilitated and funded. On the one hand, climate change–induced 
migration may be seen as a voluntary form of individual or household 
migration with earnings in new destinations being used to offset losses 
caused by climate change in the home community. Apart from climate 
being a key influencing factor, this form of migration is not new; we can 
learn from experience. On the other hand, climate-forced community 
relocation is, but for a handful examples, a new phenomenon in the 
Pacific region. It is essential that research, planning, negotiations, and 
the development of appropriate funding mechanisms begin as soon as 
possible, because it will take considerable time to find the least 
disruptive solutions. 
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Introduction 
Although there is considerable debate about the influence of 
environmental change on migration, there is an emerging consensus that 
sudden- or slow-onset changes in environmental conditions can be 
indirect factors in decisions to move, but that social processes that create 
poverty and marginality are more important factors than environmental 
changes per se (Black, 2001; Castles, 2002). It is also recognised that 
decisions to move in response to environmental change (real or 
perceived) are rarely entirely ‘forced’ or ‘voluntary’ (Hugo, 1996), and 
that the consequences of migration for migrants and the sustainability of 
the places they move between are highly dependent on the social and 
ecological contexts in each place (Locke et al, 2000). 

Changes in social-ecological systems affected by climate change 
will affect people’s perceptions of the risks and benefits of staying 
compared with migrating. If climate change exacerbates morbidity and 
mortality, reduces incomes, and decreases access to important forms of 
natural capital, people may be more likely to choose to migrate to places 
they perceive offer a better life. Therefore, grounds for concern exist 
about increased movements of people in response to climate change 
(Warner et al, 2008). 

Nevertheless, estimates of numbers of future migrants impelled by 
climate change are highly uncertain, varying between 200 million and 
1 billion people by 2050 (Christian Aid, 2007; Myers, 2002). These 
estimates are based on broad-scale assessments of exposure to risk and 
not systematic evidence about the sensitivity of migration to 
environmental change or the degree to which adaptation might minimise 
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climate impacts (Barnett and Webber, 2009; Kniveton et al, 2008). 
These and other epistemological difficulties mean such estimates should 
be treated cautiously, and all such attempts to quantify the flows of 
migrants impelled by climate change are unlikely to produce meaningful 
results. 

One problem with discussions about climate change and migration 
is that they overwhelmingly present migration as a problem for 
developed countries, assuming migration poses risks to the places 
migrants move to and that these destination places will be in developed 
countries. Such discussions ignore altogether the implications of 
migration impelled by climate change for the people left behind. This is 
particularly the case in sensationalist accounts of ‘climate refugees’ 
from Pacific islands (see, for example, the examination of these in 
Farbotko, 2005). Such discussions also risk undermining initiatives to 
enable adaptation (Barnett and Adger, 2003). Further, they ignore the 
evidence from studies of the effects of migration on development. These 
studies show that migration is pursued by hundreds of millions of people 
around the world because it frequently improves the lives of migrants, 
their families, and the communities they move from and to (de Haan, 
1999; de Haas, 2005; Skeldon, 2002). Migration is, therefore, a strategy 
that can help migrants, their families, and the communities they move 
between to adapt to climate change. It is this issue that is the focus of 
this chapter. 

Migration and climate change in the Pacific: 
Key issues 
It is an obvious, but largely overlooked, point in the discussion about 
migration and climate change in the Pacific that very significant barriers 
exist to migration. Such barriers include the cost of travelling over large 
stretches of water, problems associated with obtaining entry into new 
countries (in the case of international migration), and problems 
associated with accessing housing, services, and work in new 
destinations. 
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The Pacific region is somewhat different from the Asian and 
African regions. For example, in Asia and Africa people can travel long 
distances overland at relatively little expense (compared with the cost of 
travelling by ship or plane in the South Pacific) and can cross borders 
and multiple locations relatively easily (whereas in the South Pacific 
people must travel through ports and airports). 

The story of Pacific Island migration is one of concentrated 
migration from a select few countries – largely from Polynesia and the 
states governed in free association with New Zealand and the United 
States – to a select few destinations – largely Australia, New Zealand, 
and the United States (Bedford, 1999). Most countries also experience 
significant rural to urban migration. Migration decisions are influenced 
by economic and social difficulties at the place of origin and perceptions 
of better employment and other opportunities elsewhere (Connell and 
King, 1990). 

Once migrants from the Pacific Islands have established themselves 
in their new destinations, they help others in their social networks to 
overcome the barriers to migration. Thus, migration from places where 
the legal barriers are minimal (for example, from Niue to New Zealand 
or from rural to urban areas) tends to follow distinct patterns as people 
move to places where they have family and friends who can help them 
settle. In the case of international migration, family and friends can help 
to good effect with the process of settlement and to some degree with 
the costs of transport, but they can often do little to help potential 
migrants overcome the legal barriers to entry. On balance, though, the 
financial and legal barriers to movement mean most people in the 
Pacific region are unlikely to be able to move to another country. 
Therefore, the discourse on hordes of refugees moving to Australia or 
New Zealand is inaccurate. The barriers are less, however, when moving 
internally, particularly for movements within large islands such as in 
Papua New Guinea or between nearby islands (such as between Vanua 
Levu and Viti Levu). We might expect, therefore, that if climate change 
does exacerbate population mobility in the South Pacific, much of this 
will be within islands and within island groups, rather than between 
countries. 
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Therefore, a more probable outcome of climate change in the South 
Pacific is not international migration, but rather a deterioration of living 
standards, rising morbidity and mortality, and increasing rural–urban 
migration. Those who argue the worst consequence of climate change 
will be the movement of people may be missing the point – the people 
who can cross borders may be relatively well off compared with those 
who cannot. 

It is important, too, not to lose sight of the fact many people in the 
South Pacific do not wish to leave and have a legal and moral right to 
remain in the places from which they come and that sustain their 
cultures and psycho-social needs (Mortreux and Barnett, 2009). For 
such people, migration would be an impact of climate change. 
Furthermore, focusing too much on migration ignores the fundamental 
need to seek deep cuts in emissions and to assist people and 
communities to adapt to the changes that are now unavoidable so they 
can continue to lead dignified lives in the places they call home. 
Migration, nevertheless, may play a key role in assisting people in the 
South Pacific to adapt to climate change. 

Migration and adaptive capacity 
Adaptation to climate change means a response to avoid or adjust to an 
undesirable outcome such that people are not worse off. The capacity of 
people and groups to adapt to climate change is a function of several 
factors, including their access to financial resources, information, 
education and health care, social resources, infrastructure, and 
technology (Adger et al, 2007). Migration can make positive 
contributions to many of these determinants of adaptive capacity. For 
example, migration seems to lead to net gains in wealth in both sending 
and receiving areas (de Haan, 1999; Lucas, 2005), suggesting that 
voluntary migration can enhance the financial factors in capacity to 
adapt to climate change. 

Many of the benefits of migration for the adaptive capacity of 
communities of origin arise through remittances. Globally, the volume 
of remittances may be double the volume of official development 
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assistance – and remittances currently exceed aid flows in many 
countries in the region. Remittances account for approximately 15% of 
gross domestic product in Kiribati, 25% in Samoa, and 40% in Tonga 
(Browne and Mineshima, 2007). Remittances are in many ways more 
reliable capital flows than official development assistance or foreign 
direct investment. Remittances smooth the consumption of basic needs 
such as food across seasons; they sustain access to basic needs in times 
of livelihood shock such as drought; they can finance the acquisition of 
human, social, physical, and natural capital; and they can increase 
demand for goods and so stimulate local production. Elsewhere in the 
world, migration boosts incentives to pursue education, because 
education is a determinant of success in moving (Katseli et al, 2006). 
However, it is not clear if this factor explains the relatively higher rates 
of educational attainment in countries that have high rates of out-
migration (such as Samoa and Tonga) compared with countries that do 
not (such as Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu). 

Returning migrants can enhance the capacity of their communities 
of origin to adapt to climate change by bringing an understanding of the 
world and of climate change risks and responses, consolidating social 
networks. transmitting goods and services, and transferring new skills 
(such as banking). Returning migrants may also act as agents for 
positive change, for example against corrupt practices or for changing 
attitudes about gender. Migration can also reduce per capita demands on 
goods and services from ecosystems in sending regions, which in places 
such as Funafuti is essential for enabling ecosystems to adapt. 

Migration expands the social networks of households, which can 
help in emergencies. This has long been a factor in resilience to disasters 
in the Pacific. Campbell (1990), for example, documents how, after 
cyclones, communities on different islands in the Banks Islands in 
Vanuatu would assist each other by redistributing food and, at times, 
dispersing people to other islands. This mutual assistance is based on 
extended networks maintained through marriages of people from 
different islands. More recently, but on a smaller scale, considerable 
migration within home islands was observed in Tokelau during cyclone 
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Ofa (Hooper, 1990), and remittances from Samoans living abroad 
increased massively after the cyclone (Paulson, 1993). 

Suggested policies with respect to labour 
migration 
The benefits of labour migration to adaptive capacity can be maximised 
through policy interventions. An association probably exists between 
vulnerability and communities that do not have access to migration as a 
development strategy given that migration is a key and often benign way 
for communities to increase their access to capital, technology, and 
information (Barnett and Webber 2009). Therefore, the region’s most 
vulnerable groups could be the focus of international migration policies. 
Efforts might be made, for example, to help particularly isolated, 
resource-dependent communities to overcome the barriers to migration, 
so they can harness the benefits of migration for adaptation. 

Given the risk of unintended consequences, however, a cautious 
approach to policy development is required. The best approach to 
developing such policies is to begin with discrete trials, selecting a few 
places initially and examining the social and environmental 
consequences. 

A second possible policy with respect to enhancing the benefits of 
labour migration for adaptation is to target training packages to 
encourage the development of skills that are scarce in developed 
countries. Australia, for example, has a shortage of agricultural labour, 
so a scheme now exists that offers temporary working visas to labourers 
from the Pacific Islands. The scheme has not been overly successful yet, 
largely because the costs of labour from the Pacific are higher than 
expected, and because of delays associated with government procedures 
(ABC, 2009). Nevertheless, it is significant that no major public 
opposition to the scheme occurred, suggesting Australians are less 
opposed to the influx of people from the Pacific Islands than is 
commonly assumed. The barriers to further labour migration to 
Australia, therefore, do not seem to be political, but rather 
administrative and, albeit to a lesser degree, economic. 
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A risk remains that donors seeking to support adaptation in the 
Pacific region will invest their funds in practices that are, in fact, 
maladaptive. It is, therefore, important to note that a critical issue 
regarding remittances and contributions from expatriate Pacific 
communities is that such communities have a great deal of knowledge 
about developmental initiatives that are important, and where, how and 
by whom such initiatives should be implemented. Such communities 
have first-hand experience of how investments and aid can get diverted 
and rendered ineffective, and will not invest their own funds and efforts 
into processes they do not think will be successful. 

Therefore, in terms of the effectiveness of transfers for adaptation, 
supporting expatriates to assist communities in their home regions is 
likely to deliver more efficient and effective outcomes than the usual 
types of aid. For this reason, a third policy option would be to build or 
support networks among diaspora and to encourage them to support 
their communities of origin, for example by offering matched funding 
and assistance with visas, shipping, and financial transfers. These 
exchanges are frequent, if largely unreported. In Melbourne, for 
example, the Tuvaluan community raises funds through an annual fatele 
(singing and dancing event) to which the community sells tickets and 
then sends the proceeds back to Tuvalu. A community of migrants from 
Niue, now settled in Perth, sends back money and equipment to aid 
recovery after disasters and, recently, to improve their home village’s 
access to the internet (Tauevihi, 2009). 

Conclusion 
Migration impelled by climate change is generally cast as a risk to 
stability and prosperity, which research can anticipate and to which 
there is a need to react to increasing flows. This view is empirically 
limited, epistemologically flawed, morally questionable, and a poor 
basis for making policy (Barnett and Webber, 2009). It is perhaps more 
constructive to think about migration as one of a set of policy tools that 
can help the most vulnerable by providing them with choices and by 
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(singing and dancing event) to which the community sells tickets and 
then sends the proceeds back to Tuvalu. A community of migrants from 
Niue, now settled in Perth, sends back money and equipment to aid 
recovery after disasters and, recently, to improve their home village’s 
access to the internet (Tauevihi, 2009). 

Conclusion 
Migration impelled by climate change is generally cast as a risk to 
stability and prosperity, which research can anticipate and to which 
there is a need to react to increasing flows. This view is empirically 
limited, epistemologically flawed, morally questionable, and a poor 
basis for making policy (Barnett and Webber, 2009). It is perhaps more 
constructive to think about migration as one of a set of policy tools that 
can help the most vulnerable by providing them with choices and by 
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increasing the human, financial, and social capital they require to be 
able to adapt to climate change. 
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From Community to Copenhagen: Civil 
Society Action on Climate Change in the 
Pacific 
Marianne Elliott and David Fagan 

For a highly vulnerable country like Tuvalu, we cannot just sit 
back and watch our homeland slowly disappear. If necessary, 
we will use whatever legal means available to us to seek the 
necessary restitution for all damages created by climate change. 
Hopefully, the international community will respond before 
such action is necessary. But time is running out fast. Climate 
change could well be the greatest challenge that humanity has 
ever known. I make a very strong plea to all to act quickly and 
responsibly, to ensure that countries like Tuvalu do not 
disappear. 

Prime Minister of Tuvalu, Apisai Ielemia (2007) 

Introduction 
Climate change in the Pacific, and elsewhere, is a process affecting 
people.23

Looking at climate change in the Pacific from a human security 
perspective provides a comprehensive framework for understanding 

 The impacts of climate change diminish human security by 
undermining rights to a secure life and livelihood, food, water, health, 
and shelter. Culture and traditional ways of life are also threatened. By 
failing to tackle climate change with urgency, developed countries such 
as Australia and New Zealand are violating the human rights of millions 
of the world’s poorest people, including people in the Pacific (HREOC, 
2008; Oxfam International, 2008). 

                                                 
23 This chapter was written on behalf of Oxfam New Zealand. 
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impacts and vulnerabilities and, crucially, emphasises the empowerment 
of those affected. Such an approach places individuals and communities 
at the centre of decision making and ensures responsiveness to the 
particular needs and concerns voiced by those most affected. 

The effects of climate change will feed into an already complex 
nexus of factors historically contributing to migration in the Pacific. 
While migration in search of opportunities abroad is likely to continue 
and increase, the potential exists for the impacts of climate change, most 
notably sea-level rise, to lead to ‘forced’ migration. Now is the time to 
begin discussions with those most likely to be affected about their 
preferences and needs in relation to future migration caused, in part or in 
whole, by climate change. 

This chapter shows how civil society groups in the Pacific are 
already engaging in proactive initiatives in response to the current and 
projected impacts of climate change. It argues that civil society and 
community-level actors are often best placed to ensure responses to 
climate change benefit those most in need and incorporate the input of 
women and traditional knowledge in developing effective solutions. 
Adaptation finance structures agreed to in the context of global 
negotiations must ensure adaptation funds are accessible to the kinds of 
community-level initiatives highlighted in this chapter. 

Impacts of climate change in the Pacific 
The developing nations of the Pacific are at the frontline of global 
climate change. Natural weather variability in the Pacific means 
developing island countries in the region already face severe human 
security threats and economic losses from extreme weather events. For 
countries such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, Tokelau, the Marshall Islands, Fiji, 
Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, and the Federated States of Micronesia, 
climate change is not something that could happen in the future, but 
something being experienced now. The people of these nations are 
among the world’s most vulnerable to changes in rainfall and extreme 
weather events such as storm surges and king tides. Projected increases 
in sea-level rise and the intensity of natural disasters such as cyclones 
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impacts and vulnerabilities and, crucially, emphasises the empowerment 
of those affected. Such an approach places individuals and communities 
at the centre of decision making and ensures responsiveness to the 
particular needs and concerns voiced by those most affected. 

The effects of climate change will feed into an already complex 
nexus of factors historically contributing to migration in the Pacific. 
While migration in search of opportunities abroad is likely to continue 
and increase, the potential exists for the impacts of climate change, most 
notably sea-level rise, to lead to ‘forced’ migration. Now is the time to 
begin discussions with those most likely to be affected about their 
preferences and needs in relation to future migration caused, in part or in 
whole, by climate change. 
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will exacerbate these vulnerabilities. In a region where half the 
population lives within 1.5 kilometres of the sea, few will be untouched 
by the consequences of climate change. 

Poverty, vulnerability, and climate change in the Pacific 
Climate change has the potential to affect almost every issue linked to 
poverty and development in the Pacific. It is also likely to exacerbate the 
vulnerabilities of already marginalised sections of society, including 
women and indigenous communities, and threaten the sustainability of 
traditional subsistence lifestyles. The impacts of climate change, 
therefore, must be seen in the context of existing poverty and 
vulnerability in the region. 

Factors such as high levels of subsistence production and 
remittances from abroad mean using income alone to measure poverty 
in the Pacific can be misleading. But a broader focus on access to 
opportunities and basic needs makes it clear that extreme poverty in the 
region exists and is increasing. The Australian Agency for International 
Development (AusAid) recently estimated that 3 million people in the 
Pacific live in extreme poverty (receiving less than US$1 a day) and 
found that poverty had increased over the past decade (AusAid, 2008, 
p 4). Access to water and sanitation were cited as a key issue. In nations 
such as the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, around a third of 
the population does not have access to clean water. Poverty of 
opportunity, including limited employment prospects and substandard 
health and education services, also affects many citizens of developing 
Pacific Island countries. 

Cyclones and storm surges 
Cyclones cause major damage to infrastructure in Pacific countries. 
Cyclone Heta, which hit the small island state of Niue in 2004, caused 
massive social and economic disruption to the island, which has a 
population of only 1,550 people. The damage bill of NZ$37.7 million 
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(Government of Niue, 2004) was nearly twice the value of Niue’s 
annual gross domestic product for that year.24

Fisheries and coral 

 
Pacific countries have long been faced with natural disasters such as 

cyclones and storm surges. However, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) in its Fourth Assessment Report says it is likely 
that ‘future tropical cyclones (typhoons and hurricanes) will become 
more intense, with larger peak wind speeds and more heavy 
precipitation associated with ongoing increases of tropical sea-surface 
temperatures’ (IPCC, 2007b, p 46). In addition, the IPCC predicts that 
sea-level rise is ‘expected to exacerbate inundation, storm surge, erosion 
and other coastal hazards, thus threatening vital infrastructure, 
settlements and facilities that support the livelihood of island 
communities’ (IPCC, 2007b, p 52). 

The Secretariat of the Pacific Community has noted that climate change 
threatens Pacific fisheries in a variety of ways: changes to the 
abundance and distribution of tuna; a decline in coral reef and coastal 
fishing; damage to port and wharf infrastructure; greater costs for 
fishing at sea; and difficulties developing freshwater aquaculture (SPC, 
2008, p 5). 

Fringing coral reefs are a major resource for many Pacific Island 
communities. These reefs provide the environment for subsistence 
fishing and are a major draw card for hundreds of thousands of tourists 
each year. The IPCC projects that the progressive acidification of oceans 
will negatively affect marine shell-forming organisms (for example, 
corals) and their dependent species, threatening a resource that is often 
integral to Pacific Island communities (IPCC, 2007b, p 52). 

Over the past decade, bleaching has hit reefs in Polynesia (Tahiti), 
Micronesia (Palau), and parts of Melanesia (Papua New Guinea and the 
Solomon Islands). Isolated reefs of the Cook Islands and Tonga have 

                                                 
24 Niue’s gross domestic product was estimated at NZ$17.2 million in 2003 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2009). 
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also been affected (Salvat, 2002). Once bleaching occurs, if the 
conditions causing the bleaching do not change, corals are likely to die. 

Health impacts 
Because temperature is a crucial factor in the malaria transmission 
cycle, warmer temperatures can mean the spread to new areas of 
mosquito-borne diseases such as malaria and dengue fever. The spread 
of malaria in more mountainous regions in the Pacific has been 
documented. For example, in Papua New Guinea’s Western Highlands 
Province, the number of recorded malaria cases increased from 638 in 
2000 to 4,986 in 2005.25

Water issues 

 
Climate change and natural disasters present major threats to health 

sector infrastructure, particularly related to the water supply and 
physical damage to clinics and hospitals. 

Even in the ‘liquid continent’ of the Pacific, water issues are becoming a 
concern, as shown during the last major El Nino event in 1997–98. In 
Fiji, drought wiped out some two-thirds of the 1998 sugar crop. In 1998, 
Papua New Guinea’s coffee harvest was badly affected by drought and 
Australia spent more than AUS$30 million supplying food aid to 
isolated areas in Papua New Guinea (National Drought Mitigation 
Center, 1997). 

Beyond normal weather variability, longer term trends are for 
higher temperatures.26

                                                 
25 For discussion, see Potter (2008). 

 According to the IPCC, by mid century, climate 

26 ‘These natural fluctuations include the El Nino Southern Oscillations … in 
the Pacific Ocean. In El Nino years – those when cold surface water is not 
apparent in the tropical eastern Pacific – global temperature is considerably 
warmer than normal. A particularly strong El Nino occurred in 1998 
resulting in the warmest year on record across the globe. In La Nina years – 
when cold water rises to the surface of the Pacific Ocean – temperatures 
can be considerably colder than normal … A La Nina was present 
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change is expected to reduce water resources in many small islands to 
the point where they become insufficient to meet demand during low-
rainfall periods (IPCC, 2007b, p 52). In addition, in coastal areas sea-
level rise is expected to exacerbate water resource constraints due to 
increased salinisation of groundwater supplies (IPCC, 2007b, p 49). 

Vulnerability and gender 
The results of a changing climate are likely to affect different groups 
within Pacific communities in different ways. Due to differences in 
traditional gender roles, women are likely to be among those most 
vulnerable. Women and children, for example, are often responsible for 
collecting water. As climate change leads to water resources becoming 
scarcer, this responsibility could become a heavier burden. 

Natural disasters, in particular, typically have a greater impact on 
more vulnerable groups such as women. The impact of the 2005 Indian 
Ocean tsunami, though not climate related, is indicative: Oxfam found 
that in some areas 80% of fatalities were women (Oxfam International, 
2005). 

The New Zealand International Aid and Development Agency 
(NZAID) funded a Housing and Land Rights Network fact-finding 
mission to tsunami-affected areas of Tamil Nadu, India, and Sri Lanka. 
The mission found that (Habitat International Coalition, 2005): 

women suffered the greatest brunt of the tsunami disaster, but 
… relief and rehabilitation policies had not taken into account 
special needs of vulnerable populations including women, 
children, migrants, refugees, internally displaced persons, 
minorities and disabled people. 
NZAID (2009) has also noted that in the Pacific, especially in 

Melanesia, disasters often impact heaviest on women. This is because 
disasters increase the burden on traditionally female carers who must 

                                                                                                        
throughout 2007 and much of 2008; despite this temporary cooling, 2008 is 
currently the tenth warmest on the global record’ (Met Office, 2008). 
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The results of a changing climate are likely to affect different groups 
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vulnerable. Women and children, for example, are often responsible for 
collecting water. As climate change leads to water resources becoming 
scarcer, this responsibility could become a heavier burden. 

Natural disasters, in particular, typically have a greater impact on 
more vulnerable groups such as women. The impact of the 2005 Indian 
Ocean tsunami, though not climate related, is indicative: Oxfam found 
that in some areas 80% of fatalities were women (Oxfam International, 
2005). 

The New Zealand International Aid and Development Agency 
(NZAID) funded a Housing and Land Rights Network fact-finding 
mission to tsunami-affected areas of Tamil Nadu, India, and Sri Lanka. 
The mission found that (Habitat International Coalition, 2005): 

women suffered the greatest brunt of the tsunami disaster, but 
… relief and rehabilitation policies had not taken into account 
special needs of vulnerable populations including women, 
children, migrants, refugees, internally displaced persons, 
minorities and disabled people. 
NZAID (2009) has also noted that in the Pacific, especially in 

Melanesia, disasters often impact heaviest on women. This is because 
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produce food and care for families despite facing injury, relocation, and 
loss of property in a disaster. 

Climate change policy perspective: Human security and 
human rights 
Given the range of impacts that climate change is likely to have in the 
Pacific, a holistic analytical framework is essential for effective policy 
development. Oxfam proposes a human security approach to this 
framework to link issues such as food security, health issues, conflict 
arising from resource scarcity, and the impacts of natural disasters. 
Oxfam argues that human rights principles must be put at the heart of 
international climate change policy making. Protecting the right of each 
person in the Pacific to life’s essentials should be central to policy 
decisions on climate change by Australia and New Zealand. 

A human rights and human security approach focuses on the 
individuals, groups, and communities who are affected by climate 
change and insists they must be given the opportunity to participate 
effectively in decisions that affect them. Climate change is a matter of 
human security, because it undermines people’s rights to life, security, 
food, water, health, shelter, and culture (Oxfam International, 2008). A 
human security and human rights approach demands effective civil 
society and community involvement in all responses to climate change 
in the Pacific. 

Responding to climate change in the Pacific 
There is an urgent need to ensure a fair and ambitious global deal is 
agreed at the 15th Conference of Parties in Copenhagen in December 
2009. The fairest and most cost-effective way of dealing with climate 
change in the Pacific is to ensure the most extreme climate impacts are 
avoided altogether. This requires developed countries to take the lead in 
Copenhagen and commit to deep emissions reductions – at least 40% 
below 1990 levels by 2020. Oxfam argues that developed countries, 
responsible for most historical emissions, must also, as part of their 
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‘double duty’, contribute finance to help developing countries mitigate 
their emissions and adapt to the effects of climate change. 

Reducing emissions 
While civil society and community involvement in reducing global 
greenhouse gas emissions is necessary, states also need to act, and to act 
quickly in reducing emissions. The Alliance of Small Island States was 
a leader in calling for ambitious emission reduction targets to be agreed 
at Copenhagen. The Alliance is calling for a long-term target of 
stabilising greenhouse gas concentrations at below 350 parts per million 
of carbon dioxide equivalent and for temperature increases over pre-
industrial levels to be limited to 1.5ºCelsius. 

Some representatives of the small island developing states in the 
Alliance of Small Island States have also been critical of the increasing 
focus on adaptation in international negotiations, arguing that this 
downplays the need for urgent mitigation action by industrialised states 
to cut their greenhouse gas emissions and take responsibility for 
avoiding further, more extreme climate impacts. Speaking at an Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees seminar on 
climate and forced displacement in December 2008, Simad Saeed of the 
Maldives said (UNHCR, 2008): 

Adaptation is an excuse used by industrialised countries to do 
nothing. If the politicians of today don’t want to deal with this, 
the politicians of tomorrow will have to. 

Funding low-carbon pathways to development 
The science (and politics) of climate change require both rich and 
developing countries to reduce their emissions. This can only be 
achieved through co-operative efforts – a joint venture founded on 
fairness. By pursuing carbon-intensive economic growth, rich countries 
are responsible for most historical emissions and, until recently, have 
continued to emit vastly more than developing countries have emitted. 
The urgent need to curb emissions around the globe to avoid dangerous 
climate change has left developing countries with very little ‘carbon 
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space’ in which to pursue development along traditional carbon-
intensive pathways. 

To ensure developing countries are not impeded in their ability to 
bring their citizens a similar standard of living to that achieved by 
already developed countries, rich countries must contribute to the 
additional finance and technology developing countries require to 
develop in a low-carbon world. In small island developing countries 
with very low emissions, such as those in Pacific, developed countries 
should provide all funding for mitigation actions. 

Promoting low-carbon development in the Pacific 
Compared with other developing countries, small island developing 
states in the Pacific generate very little greenhouse gas emissions from 
burning fossil fuels – less than 0.06% of global totals. In rural areas and 
outlying islands across the Pacific, villagers often cook over open fires 
or using kerosene. But energy is increasingly expensive in poorer 
communities, and some fuels can have adverse environmental effects 
(for example, gathering fuel wood from local forests can be 
unsustainable). A lot of electricity in the Pacific also comes from diesel-
powered generators. The intersection of climate change, high oil prices, 
and rural poverty means island nations are looking more to renewable 
and sustainable energy sources. 

In April 2008, non-governmental organisation activists, government 
officials, and energy researchers gathered in Port Vila, Vanuatu, for a 
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme regional 
workshop on renewable energy. Workshop participants shared 
information on the most effective examples of solar, wind, biogas, and 
mini-hydro systems. 

Civil society organisations in the Pacific are also actively engaged 
in shaping a low-carbon future. Members of civil society in Pacific 
nations are working to develop the capacity of their communities to play 
an important role in the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations. A recent Climate Action 
Network Southern Capacity Building Programme led to members of the 
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Tuvalu Climate Action Network and the Cook Islands Climate Action 
Network being invited to participate in the Bonn UNFCCC negotiations. 
Following the programme, a proposal was put forward to run a 
workshop to enhance the capacity in the Pacific node of the Climate 
Action Network global network. The objective of the workshop is to 
share experiences and find a common voice for the Pacific to move 
forward in influencing the UNFCCC climate change negotiations for a 
post-2012 agreement. 

The Pacific Energy and Gender network is working with 
government and community organisations to increase gender awareness 
among people planning energy projects. However, co-ordinator Koin 
Etuati, who works with the South Pacific Applied Geoscience 
Commission, says the Pacific Energy and Gender network is also 
promoting new solar technologies that can benefit people at the village 
level (Oxfam NZ/Australia, 2009, p 22): 

There’s lots of potential to increase the use of solar technology 
in rural areas. Our network is looking at ways to ensure that the 
new technologies can benefit all members of the community, 
especially the women who use a lot of energy for their daily 
household work. 
Enabling developing countries to undertake a rapid transition to a 

low carbon future also requires support in the region to prevent 
deforestation, given that deforestation accounts for around 17% of 
global greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2007a, p 28, Figure TS.1b). 

Adaptation 
While every effort must be made to avoid and mitigate the effects of 
climate change in the Pacific and elsewhere, a certain level of adaptation 
is required because the effects of climate change are already being 
experienced. Civil society and community-level actors must play an 
integral role in the planning and implementation of adaptation strategies 
in the Pacific to ensure the best use of adaptation funds and the effective 
use of traditional knowledge. Women in Pacific Island communities 
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must also be included in decision making at all levels as they are often 
in the best position to provide workable solutions for adaptation. 

National Adaptation Programmes of Action are required to estimate 
adaptation costs and map vulnerability in Pacific Island countries. These 
programmes will strengthen advocacy efforts to secure funding for 
adaptation measures. Although adaptation funding must be additional to 
development assistance, adaptation should be fully integrated into 
national-level development planning to ensure maximum effectiveness 
and efficiency. National governments must also do their part to ensure 
the needs of the most vulnerable communities and individuals are met. 
This means developing programmes that are accessible and developed 
from the bottom up, not imposed from the top down. To enable input 
from vulnerable individuals, groups, and communities, governments 
should ensure the: 
• provision of adequate information 
• creation of participatory structures through which vulnerable 

individuals, groups, and communities can communicate their 
adaptation needs 

• rapid and simplified access to financial and capacity-building 
resources (Oxfam International, 2009a). 
A greater proportion of adaptation funding must be allocated to 

basic resilience programmes at the community level in the Pacific to 
ensure vital resources are not soaked up by consultants and scientific 
studies before reaching those most in need. Funding must be available 
for action as well as planning. A central priority for adaptation work 
should be supporting civil society and community actors in their efforts 
to develop community resilience through disaster risk reduction and the 
‘climate proofing’ of villages. A focus is also needed on developing 
community responses to issues of food and water security to ensure 
continuing access to the staples of life. 
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More adaptation efforts to be focused on food security 
and water supply 
A central priority for programme work in the Pacific should be 
supporting Pacific partners with food and water security. Food and 
water supplies are affected by the changing climate in economies 
already buffeted by rising prices for energy and imported foods. 

Many Pacific peoples maintain robust systems of food production 
through gardening, fishing, and hunting, using the resources of the 
forest, the reef, the ocean, and their customary land to maintain food 
security. But this food security is threatened by the changing climate. 
For example, to feed the family, people in Kiribati have long relied on 
fishing and staple crops such as breadfruit and babai (swamp taro) – a 
plant that grows very slowly and only in swampy land. But extreme 
weather events such as storm surges have inundated village babai pits 
and low-lying agricultural land, increasing salinity as the flood waters 
recede. A drought in 2007–08 cut the production of copra – a major 
income earner for rural communities – as coconut trees failed to bear 
fruit. Urbanised populations also face challenges because of land and 
coast degradation, changes to the coastal environment, and the 
importation of cheap, nutritionally poor food imports (Barnett, 2007, 
p 32). 

The effects of cyclones, storm surges, and heavy rains affect low-
lying agricultural land in particular. In April 2008, the Governor of 
Pohnpei (one of the four states in the Federated States of Micronesia) 
declared a state of emergency for municipalities in Pohnpei’s outer 
islands because of saltwater incursion into taro fields. The president of 
the Federated States of Micronesia, Emanuel Mori, told the United 
Nations General Assembly in September 2008: 

The nexus between food security and climate change cannot be 
overlooked. In Micronesia, the farmlands and the inhabitants 
occupy the low-lying fringes and islands barely a few meters 
above sea level. Taro patches, which provide the main staple of 
our people for centuries, are now under threat by sea-level rise. 
Already, many islands have experienced inundations of their 
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taro patches and other food crops by salt water, resulting in 
decreasing production and crop destruction. 
In Tuvalu, members of the Tuvalu Climate Action Network are 

starting to look at climate adaptation initiatives to address issues such as 
coastal erosion and food security (Oxfam NZ/Australia, 2009, p 27): 

With our root crops like pulaka [taro], it takes years to be 
harvested. But with the current sea surges, the salty water gets 
in the pulaka pits, which makes it harder to grow. We’re 
looking at getting species from other countries to help with this. 
Our coconut trees on the coast fall down because of erosion. 
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations has 

released a major study on food security and climate in the Pacific with 
detailed case studies on Vanuatu, the Marshall Islands, and the Cook 
Islands. The study documents how, without adaptation measures, 
damage to the food sector by 2050 could represent 2–3% of Fiji’s and 
17–18% of Kiribati’s 2002 gross domestic product (FAO, 2008, p vii). 

Using local knowledge for adaptation 
Around the Pacific, there are several innovative projects at community 
level to ‘climate proof’ villages and develop community resilience in the 
face of climate impacts and natural disasters. The Red Cross and the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme have 
produced useful resources and tool kits for local communities to assess 
vulnerability and develop local adaptation programmes (Nakalevu, 
2006). 

Climate researchers Patrina Dumaru and Lavinia Tawake are 
engaged in a major project in Fiji to build community resilience to 
climate change. The people of Korotarase have joined with the people of 
five other Fijian villages in an innovative programme of community 
climate adaptation. The villagers are working to climate proof their 
homes and communities in preparation for the impacts of tidal surges, 
coastal erosion, or flooding caused by heavy rain after cyclones. 
Dumaru argues that local solutions to the impacts of global warming 
need to be developed (Oxfam NZ/Australia, 2009, p 27): 
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We’re trying to encourage people to go with nature rather than 
fight against nature. For example, to protect their coastline from 
erosion, the villagers are looking at soft technologies like 
planting mangroves rather than harder solutions like building 
seawalls. 
In Tuvalu, climate activists are working on community-level 

responses to flooding of agricultural land, drawing on local knowledge 
(Oxfam NZ/Australia (2009, p 27): 

What we’re doing as [non-governmental organisations] is 
coastal management programs, such as planting mangroves 
with the communities. We also do disaster risk management 
plans so people can survive using their own traditional ways 
rather than methods that they’re not familiar with. 
Some Pacific governments as well as community-based indigenous 

people’s organisations have recognised the value of traditional 
knowledge and environmental monitoring. For example, the major 
regional South Pacific Sea Level and Climate Monitoring Project (2007, 
p 5) noted that this issue should be taken up in future phases of the 
project: 

A number of Pacific Island countries commented on the 
desirability of combining modern scientific research with 
traditional anecdotal knowledge gained over generations of  
life on the islands. From careful and sustained observation  
of the natural environment, islanders have learned how changes 
in the natural environment such as extra mango crops in a 
season, can ‘forecast’ major changes in the weather like more 
frequent and severe cyclones. There is keen interest among both 
older and younger generations of islanders to record this 
traditional knowledge and to integrate it with scientific 
approaches. 
In many instances government departments have relied on local 

knowledge. One example comes from the Papua New Guinea National 
Disaster Centre, which sent a team in 2007 to survey drought prone 
islands in the outlying Trobriand Islands of Papua New Guinea’s Milne 
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Bay province. On Kuyawa Island, the population is less than 300 and 
the narrowest part of the island is only 50 metres. National Disaster 
Centre investigators spoke to a 50-year-old man, and found the island 
had lost about 10 metres of beach front. The shoreline the man 
remembered from his childhood was now under shallow water (PNG 
National Disaster Centre, 2007, p 4). 

When planning adaptation activities, consideration should be given 
to older people’s local knowledge and awareness of the changes in 
climatic patterns over many decades: knowledge of changes to 
coastlines, forests, weather, places to access water, as well as practical 
adaptation measures such as how to secure food resources during a 
disaster and how to construct housing to resist cyclone damage. 

Climate displacement and migration 
With growing climate impacts predicted over the coming decades, 
displacement – both internal and between islands and nations – is likely 
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with many people believing God will not forsake them. In interviews, 
the elderly gave different responses to those of younger people who 
have more flexible skills for migration. Annie Homasi from Tuvalu says 
the slow pace of action on climate change by large industrialised 
countries has the potential to cause uncertainty and even division in the 
local community. People are fearful they may have to relocate from 
their homes:27

Community groups and non-governmental organisations can play an 
important role in mitigating the trauma and practical difficulties 
associated with displacement by ensuring people who are displaced 
from their traditional homes receive effective support in their 
resettlement. Bodies such as the Pacific Conference of Churches have 
publicly highlighted the issue of displacement to promote debate and 
long-term planning to cope with worst case scenarios. Celine Hoiore, 
the general secretary of the Église protestante Ma’ohi (the Protestant 
Church Ma’ohi in French Polynesia) and the deputy moderator of the 
Pacific Conference of Churches, states:

 

There’s quite a debate at home, maybe even a division, between 
the older generation and the young people. Because they go 
overseas for school, the young ones say ‘Yeah, we have to 
move’. But the older ones say ‘This is me, my identity and my 
heritage – I don’t want to go. 

28

                                                 
27 Nic Maclellan, interview with Annie Homasi, Tuvalu Climate Action 

Network in Auckland, August 2008. 
28 Nic Maclellan, interview with Celine Hoiore, general secretary of the 

Église protestante Ma’ohi, in Auckland, August 2008. 

 
Pacific churches are calling on governments to address 
resettlement issues because the consequences are urgent. Are 
Australia and New Zealand willing to accept islanders? Are 
other Pacific Island countries willing to welcome displaced 
people? 
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The Pacific Conference of Churches has stressed the spiritual and 
cultural devastation that comes when indigenous people are forced to 
leave their land. Celine Hoiore says:29

Some people have raised the possibility of expanded systems of 
migration to Australia and New Zealand, but Pacific leaders have 
suggested it might be more appropriate to call for support from Australia 
and New Zealand to help people resettle to other Pacific Islands. These 
islands may provide a more suitable cultural context for displaced rural 
communities.

 
It’s a matter of people with both land and culture. The land  
and the people go together. You can’t exist without your 
country, so the question of displacement becomes a question  
of your very existence as a human being. Therefore Pacific 
churches have reaffirmed the idea that the moana (ocean) and 
the land are God’s creation over which we have stewardship 
 – a responsibility to act to preserve the environment. 

30

Planning for relocation and resettlement 

 

Much of the literature on displacement associated with climate change 
fails the obvious test of asking the affected communities what they 
want. Developing a policy on climate displacement, as with any 
community development work, must involve the affected communities 
in setting priorities and making decisions. 

The potential for forced displacement because of climate change 
demands extensive and long-term community participation and debate. 
Betarim Rimon of the Ministry of Environment in Kiribati says (Oxfam 
NZ/Australia, 2009, p 27): 

                                                 
29 Nic Maclellan, interview with Celine Hoiore, general secretary of the 

Église protestante Ma’ohi, in Auckland, August 2008. 
30 Nic Maclellan, interview with Fei Tevi, general secretary of Pacific 

Conference of Churches, in Melbourne, August 2008. 
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In Kiribati, we are talking about relocation over time rather than 
forced displacement. We think about relocation as a long, 
thought out, planned process. 
The president of Kiribati, Anote Tong, reaffirmed this statement in 

his address to the opening session of the 2008 United Nations General 
Assembly (Tong, 2008): 

The relocation of the 100,000 people of Kiribati, for example, 
cannot be done overnight. It requires long term forward 
planning and the sooner we act, the less stressful and the less 
painful it would be for all concerned. 
Most of the discussion about climate-related migration in the Pacific 

focuses on the threat to island communities and the need for Pacific Rim 
countries to change migration policies and open their borders. But 
resettlement is not simply a material infrastructure process (providing 
transport, food, and shelter), it is also a social process. Issues of co-
operation, voice, and justice need to be addressed. As resettlement 
expert Anthony Oliver-Smith (2008) notes: 

Getting where you’re going doesn’t solve all problems. Finding 
a new location is just the start – the real problems come when 
people start to settle. 
Moving to a new location within a country or across international 

borders is just the first step. International experience on resettlement 
raises a host of dilemmas for communities on the move. The failure of 
resettlement in developing countries comes not just from inadequate 
inputs of resources (money, staff, and political will), but from the 
inherent complexity of resettlement as a social process involving human 
beings with hopes, dreams, aspirations, and, especially, memories. 

Funding for adaptation 
The effects of climate change are already apparent in the Pacific. Some 
of the most recent contemporary science (Schellnhuber, 2008, 
pp 14,239–14,240) reveals that climate change is occurring on a scale 
and at a speed that is exceeding the upper range of IPCC predictions 
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(IPCC, 2007a, p 776). Therefore, access to funding for adaptation 
programmes in the Pacific is becoming increasingly urgent. 

Pacific Island countries have asked for greater funding to be 
allocated for adaptation programmes, as they have insufficient resources 
to address the adverse effects of climate change. Oxfam estimates that at 
least US$50 billion is needed every year, scaling up to US$100 billion 
by 2020, to fund adaptation in developing countries on top of existing 
aid commitments (Oxfam International, 2009b, pp 23–24). Applying a 
measure of responsibility for emissions and capability to pay, 
New Zealand’s fair share of this is about NZ$250 million to 
NZ$500 million every year.31

New and additional finance 

 
Oxfam also supports the establishment of a single global climate 

finance mechanism. This mechanism would replace the numerous 
multilateral and bilateral financial mechanisms, shortening the time 
Pacific Island nations have to spend dealing with the associated 
bureaucracy. The structure of the delivery mechanism must also ensure 
Pacific Island nations can access funds easily. 

It has been estimated that between US$290 million and 
US$530 million is required in the Pacific just to complete the most 
urgent and immediate adaptation actions (McGoldrick, 2007). National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action submitted to date identify the 
minimum requirements for adaptation in Samoa, Vanuatu, Kiribati, 
Tuvalu, and the Solomon Islands. These nations averaged funding 
requirements of more than US$11 million each. The $35 million 
Australia was due to spend in 2008/09 in the Pacific would not even 
cover the most pressing adaptation needs of three of the region’s most 
vulnerable and least developed countries – Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the 
Solomon Islands. 

Adaptation finance must be accounted for separately from development 
assistance, because developed countries’ responsibility to finance 

                                                 
31 At a current exchange rate of NZ$1 = US$0.6801. 

Civil Society Action on Climate Change in the Pacific 

 79 

(IPCC, 2007a, p 776). Therefore, access to funding for adaptation 
programmes in the Pacific is becoming increasingly urgent. 

Pacific Island countries have asked for greater funding to be 
allocated for adaptation programmes, as they have insufficient resources 
to address the adverse effects of climate change. Oxfam estimates that at 
least US$50 billion is needed every year, scaling up to US$100 billion 
by 2020, to fund adaptation in developing countries on top of existing 
aid commitments (Oxfam International, 2009b, pp 23–24). Applying a 
measure of responsibility for emissions and capability to pay, 
New Zealand’s fair share of this is about NZ$250 million to 
NZ$500 million every year.31

New and additional finance 

 
Oxfam also supports the establishment of a single global climate 

finance mechanism. This mechanism would replace the numerous 
multilateral and bilateral financial mechanisms, shortening the time 
Pacific Island nations have to spend dealing with the associated 
bureaucracy. The structure of the delivery mechanism must also ensure 
Pacific Island nations can access funds easily. 

It has been estimated that between US$290 million and 
US$530 million is required in the Pacific just to complete the most 
urgent and immediate adaptation actions (McGoldrick, 2007). National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action submitted to date identify the 
minimum requirements for adaptation in Samoa, Vanuatu, Kiribati, 
Tuvalu, and the Solomon Islands. These nations averaged funding 
requirements of more than US$11 million each. The $35 million 
Australia was due to spend in 2008/09 in the Pacific would not even 
cover the most pressing adaptation needs of three of the region’s most 
vulnerable and least developed countries – Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the 
Solomon Islands. 

Adaptation finance must be accounted for separately from development 
assistance, because developed countries’ responsibility to finance 

                                                 
31 At a current exchange rate of NZ$1 = US$0.6801. 

Civil Society Action on Climate Change in the Pacific 

 79 

(IPCC, 2007a, p 776). Therefore, access to funding for adaptation 
programmes in the Pacific is becoming increasingly urgent. 

Pacific Island countries have asked for greater funding to be 
allocated for adaptation programmes, as they have insufficient resources 
to address the adverse effects of climate change. Oxfam estimates that at 
least US$50 billion is needed every year, scaling up to US$100 billion 
by 2020, to fund adaptation in developing countries on top of existing 
aid commitments (Oxfam International, 2009b, pp 23–24). Applying a 
measure of responsibility for emissions and capability to pay, 
New Zealand’s fair share of this is about NZ$250 million to 
NZ$500 million every year.31

New and additional finance 

 
Oxfam also supports the establishment of a single global climate 

finance mechanism. This mechanism would replace the numerous 
multilateral and bilateral financial mechanisms, shortening the time 
Pacific Island nations have to spend dealing with the associated 
bureaucracy. The structure of the delivery mechanism must also ensure 
Pacific Island nations can access funds easily. 

It has been estimated that between US$290 million and 
US$530 million is required in the Pacific just to complete the most 
urgent and immediate adaptation actions (McGoldrick, 2007). National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action submitted to date identify the 
minimum requirements for adaptation in Samoa, Vanuatu, Kiribati, 
Tuvalu, and the Solomon Islands. These nations averaged funding 
requirements of more than US$11 million each. The $35 million 
Australia was due to spend in 2008/09 in the Pacific would not even 
cover the most pressing adaptation needs of three of the region’s most 
vulnerable and least developed countries – Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the 
Solomon Islands. 

Adaptation finance must be accounted for separately from development 
assistance, because developed countries’ responsibility to finance 

                                                 
31 At a current exchange rate of NZ$1 = US$0.6801. 

Civil Society Action on Climate Change in the Pacific 

 79 

(IPCC, 2007a, p 776). Therefore, access to funding for adaptation 
programmes in the Pacific is becoming increasingly urgent. 

Pacific Island countries have asked for greater funding to be 
allocated for adaptation programmes, as they have insufficient resources 
to address the adverse effects of climate change. Oxfam estimates that at 
least US$50 billion is needed every year, scaling up to US$100 billion 
by 2020, to fund adaptation in developing countries on top of existing 
aid commitments (Oxfam International, 2009b, pp 23–24). Applying a 
measure of responsibility for emissions and capability to pay, 
New Zealand’s fair share of this is about NZ$250 million to 
NZ$500 million every year.31

New and additional finance 

 
Oxfam also supports the establishment of a single global climate 

finance mechanism. This mechanism would replace the numerous 
multilateral and bilateral financial mechanisms, shortening the time 
Pacific Island nations have to spend dealing with the associated 
bureaucracy. The structure of the delivery mechanism must also ensure 
Pacific Island nations can access funds easily. 

It has been estimated that between US$290 million and 
US$530 million is required in the Pacific just to complete the most 
urgent and immediate adaptation actions (McGoldrick, 2007). National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action submitted to date identify the 
minimum requirements for adaptation in Samoa, Vanuatu, Kiribati, 
Tuvalu, and the Solomon Islands. These nations averaged funding 
requirements of more than US$11 million each. The $35 million 
Australia was due to spend in 2008/09 in the Pacific would not even 
cover the most pressing adaptation needs of three of the region’s most 
vulnerable and least developed countries – Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the 
Solomon Islands. 

Adaptation finance must be accounted for separately from development 
assistance, because developed countries’ responsibility to finance 

                                                 
31 At a current exchange rate of NZ$1 = US$0.6801. 



Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 80 

adaptation in developing countries is additional to and distinct from 
their role in providing Overseas Development Aid. Adaptation financing 
is distinct from Overseas Development Aid because of the origin of the 
responsibility – the funding required for adaptation is owed as 
compensatory finance from polluting countries to those most vulnerable 
to the effects of that pollution. It should also be additional because 
funding for adaptation should not be diverting or re-branding aid 
funding that is much needed to support children to go to school or to 
help the poorest farmers establish livelihoods for themselves and their 
families. 

The Pacific’s call for ‘new and additional funding’ is based on the 
recognition that existing development challenges need ongoing financial 
and human resources. Indeed, Pacific Island Forum (2008) leaders have 
argued that extra funding for climate activities should be targeted in line 
with the United Nations Millennium Development Goals: 

through ‘no regrets’ or ‘low regrets’ actions in affected sectors 
that are already facing development challenges, including food 
and water security, health issues, and limited capacity to deal 
with extreme events such as tropical cyclones, flooding, and 
droughts, thereby simultaneously delivering on sustainable 
development aims. 

Access to adaptation finance 
At the international level, the Alliance of Small Island States (2008) has 
stressed: 

Vulnerable developing countries especially the [small island 
developing states and least developed countries] should be 
given priority access to any financing for adaptation given their 
unique vulnerability, limited capacity to adapt and negligible 
contribution to climate change. 
A core issue for small island Pacific states is their capacity to deal 

with a complex array of multilateral and bilateral climate initiatives. As 
well as global funds established under the UNFCCC process – such as 
the Least Developed Countries Fund, the UNFCCC Special Climate 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 80 

adaptation in developing countries is additional to and distinct from 
their role in providing Overseas Development Aid. Adaptation financing 
is distinct from Overseas Development Aid because of the origin of the 
responsibility – the funding required for adaptation is owed as 
compensatory finance from polluting countries to those most vulnerable 
to the effects of that pollution. It should also be additional because 
funding for adaptation should not be diverting or re-branding aid 
funding that is much needed to support children to go to school or to 
help the poorest farmers establish livelihoods for themselves and their 
families. 

The Pacific’s call for ‘new and additional funding’ is based on the 
recognition that existing development challenges need ongoing financial 
and human resources. Indeed, Pacific Island Forum (2008) leaders have 
argued that extra funding for climate activities should be targeted in line 
with the United Nations Millennium Development Goals: 

through ‘no regrets’ or ‘low regrets’ actions in affected sectors 
that are already facing development challenges, including food 
and water security, health issues, and limited capacity to deal 
with extreme events such as tropical cyclones, flooding, and 
droughts, thereby simultaneously delivering on sustainable 
development aims. 

Access to adaptation finance 
At the international level, the Alliance of Small Island States (2008) has 
stressed: 

Vulnerable developing countries especially the [small island 
developing states and least developed countries] should be 
given priority access to any financing for adaptation given their 
unique vulnerability, limited capacity to adapt and negligible 
contribution to climate change. 
A core issue for small island Pacific states is their capacity to deal 

with a complex array of multilateral and bilateral climate initiatives. As 
well as global funds established under the UNFCCC process – such as 
the Least Developed Countries Fund, the UNFCCC Special Climate 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 80 

adaptation in developing countries is additional to and distinct from 
their role in providing Overseas Development Aid. Adaptation financing 
is distinct from Overseas Development Aid because of the origin of the 
responsibility – the funding required for adaptation is owed as 
compensatory finance from polluting countries to those most vulnerable 
to the effects of that pollution. It should also be additional because 
funding for adaptation should not be diverting or re-branding aid 
funding that is much needed to support children to go to school or to 
help the poorest farmers establish livelihoods for themselves and their 
families. 

The Pacific’s call for ‘new and additional funding’ is based on the 
recognition that existing development challenges need ongoing financial 
and human resources. Indeed, Pacific Island Forum (2008) leaders have 
argued that extra funding for climate activities should be targeted in line 
with the United Nations Millennium Development Goals: 

through ‘no regrets’ or ‘low regrets’ actions in affected sectors 
that are already facing development challenges, including food 
and water security, health issues, and limited capacity to deal 
with extreme events such as tropical cyclones, flooding, and 
droughts, thereby simultaneously delivering on sustainable 
development aims. 

Access to adaptation finance 
At the international level, the Alliance of Small Island States (2008) has 
stressed: 

Vulnerable developing countries especially the [small island 
developing states and least developed countries] should be 
given priority access to any financing for adaptation given their 
unique vulnerability, limited capacity to adapt and negligible 
contribution to climate change. 
A core issue for small island Pacific states is their capacity to deal 

with a complex array of multilateral and bilateral climate initiatives. As 
well as global funds established under the UNFCCC process – such as 
the Least Developed Countries Fund, the UNFCCC Special Climate 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 80 

adaptation in developing countries is additional to and distinct from 
their role in providing Overseas Development Aid. Adaptation financing 
is distinct from Overseas Development Aid because of the origin of the 
responsibility – the funding required for adaptation is owed as 
compensatory finance from polluting countries to those most vulnerable 
to the effects of that pollution. It should also be additional because 
funding for adaptation should not be diverting or re-branding aid 
funding that is much needed to support children to go to school or to 
help the poorest farmers establish livelihoods for themselves and their 
families. 

The Pacific’s call for ‘new and additional funding’ is based on the 
recognition that existing development challenges need ongoing financial 
and human resources. Indeed, Pacific Island Forum (2008) leaders have 
argued that extra funding for climate activities should be targeted in line 
with the United Nations Millennium Development Goals: 

through ‘no regrets’ or ‘low regrets’ actions in affected sectors 
that are already facing development challenges, including food 
and water security, health issues, and limited capacity to deal 
with extreme events such as tropical cyclones, flooding, and 
droughts, thereby simultaneously delivering on sustainable 
development aims. 

Access to adaptation finance 
At the international level, the Alliance of Small Island States (2008) has 
stressed: 

Vulnerable developing countries especially the [small island 
developing states and least developed countries] should be 
given priority access to any financing for adaptation given their 
unique vulnerability, limited capacity to adapt and negligible 
contribution to climate change. 
A core issue for small island Pacific states is their capacity to deal 

with a complex array of multilateral and bilateral climate initiatives. As 
well as global funds established under the UNFCCC process – such as 
the Least Developed Countries Fund, the UNFCCC Special Climate 



Civil Society Action on Climate Change in the Pacific 

 81 

Change Fund, and the global UNFCCC Adaptation Fund – there is a 
growing array of bilateral initiatives. 

Oxfam has called for the development of a representative and 
effective global multilateral adaptation finance mechanism, carefully 
designed to be accessible and meet the needs of the most vulnerable. 
Such a mechanism is needed to replace the numerous multilateral and 
bilateral mechanisms that exist. 

A coherent finance mechanism is essential to ensure the limited 
capacity of small island Pacific countries is not further strained while 
negotiating the rules for, and accessing and reporting on, adaptation 
finance. Pacific government representatives, like the representatives of 
other developing country governments, have expressed concern that a 
beefed-up UNFCCC Adaptation Fund will be managed by the Global 
Environment Facility Secretariat. 

The Global Environment Facility Secretariat is dominated by donor 
countries, and the concern is that administrative and reporting 
requirements for countries to access funding will be extensive. Such 
requirements place great burdens on small island developing states, 
which are constrained in the resources they have to finalise timely 
Global Environment Facility funding proposals. At the local level, 
Pacific government departments face competing political agendas and 
say the administrative procedures of donor countries can be a significant 
burden. 

It is also important that adaptation finance is not tied to the political 
self-interest of contributing countries or to unacceptable conditions. A 
multilateral fund would ensure recipient countries are not held hostage 
to the political whims of donor countries. 

Adaptation finance for communities 
One repeated concern civil society representatives raise is that 
significant resources are funding climate change consultancies and 
scientific studies with little community engagement. Another concern is 
that government agencies involved in climate change programmes tend 
to spend much of their time reporting to a variety of donors who are 
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running their own adaptation programmes rather than to the local 
community. 

Representatives from non-governmental organisations argue that 
mechanisms that allow more funding to reach village-level activities are 
needed, instead of funding being soaked up in bureaucracy, technical 
studies, and reporting. A larger proportion of funding from adaptation 
funds need to be allocated to the implementation of basic resilience 
programmes at the community level. 

As one person has wryly noted:32

                                                 
32 Nic Maclellan, interview series in Auckland, August 2008. 

 
There’s a need to find ways to get funding down to ground level 
through the rainforest canopy of bureaucrats and consultants. 
Furthermore, new resources being allocated to climate adaptation 

programmes do not always draw on the lessons from decades of 
development activity. A central principle must be that adaptation 
programmes must be consistent with the values, needs, and rights of 
affected communities. It is vital local communities are asked what 
support they need, rather than being told what they should receive. 

Many non-governmental organisations have stressed that adaptation 
programmes are being conducted in similar ways to most development 
work (that is, top down with limited community engagement). For 
example, the government of Kiribati has a National Water and 
Sanitation Co-ordination Committee that is undertaking important work 
to address water issues related to climate change, but no non-
governmental organisations or community representatives are involved. 

A crucial task is to create better mechanisms to allow 
communication and decision making among donors, governments, and 
affected communities. Support for climate action networks in the Pacific 
could enhance civil society co-ordination and provide a focal point for 
engagement between governments and non-governmental organisations. 
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Policy recommendations 
The impacts of climate change have the potential to derail and even 
reverse efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals in the 
Pacific unless urgent action is taken to ensure those who are most 
vulnerable to climate change impacts receive the support they need and 
deserve. This chapter shows how civil society and community-level 
actors are often best placed to ensure responses to climate change 
benefit those most in need and incorporate the input of women and 
traditional knowledge in developing effective solutions. Yet, to be 
successful, actions to support climate measures at the community level 
must be supported within a wider suite of policy responses at national 
and regional levels in the Pacific region and in neighbouring developed 
countries, including New Zealand and Australia. 

Oxfam calls on the New Zealand government to implement the 
following policy options to support urgent adaptation and mitigation 
measures in the Pacific region. 
• The New Zealand government must set higher medium- and long-

term emissions reduction targets to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions: Preventing catastrophic climate change in the Pacific 
means keeping warming as far below 2ºC higher than pre-industrial 
temperatures as possible. To achieve this, wealthy, polluting 
countries such as New Zealand must reduce their emissions by at 
least 40% below 1990 levels by 2020 and at least 95% by 2050. 

• The New Zealand government must support developing countries to 
follow low-carbon pathways to development: Catastrophic climate 
change can be avoided only through co-operative efforts in which 
wealthy countries such as New Zealand take responsibility for 
reducing their own emissions and providing vital support to 
developing countries to pursue low-carbon development pathways. 
Oxfam estimates that developing countries require at least 
US$100 billion each year to finance mitigation activities. 
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• The New Zealand government must provide new and additional 
money for adaptation focused on the Pacific: Oxfam has estimated 
that at least US$50 billion is needed each year, scaling up to 
US$100 billion by 2020, to finance adaptation efforts in developing 
countries. New Zealand’s fair share of this is about NZ$250 million 
to NZ$500 million each year of new and additional funding to 
Overseas Development Aid. Oxfam also calls on New Zealand to 
support the establishment of a single global climate finance 
mechanism. This single mechanism would minimise the time 
Pacific Island nations have to spend dealing with bureaucracy to 
access the numerous multilateral and bilateral mechanisms. 

• More adaptation resources should be directed towards local 
communities and responses to climate change should draw on local 
knowledge: In assisting Pacific communities to adapt to the impacts 
of climate change, a larger proportion of funding needs to be 
allocated to basic resilience programmes at the community level, 
rather than to consultants and scientific testing. 

• Adaptation efforts should be focused on livelihood, food, and water 
security: Ensuring access to sustainable sources of food and water 
must be a central priority in efforts to assist Pacific communities to 
adapt to climate change. It will also be important to ensure Pacific 
peoples can pursue sustainable livelihoods at a community level. 
Focusing on these key areas will help to develop community 
resilience in the face of climate change impacts and natural 
disasters. 

• The New Zealand government should prepare for climate 
displacement: The potential for ‘forced’ climate displacement 
among the Pacific Islands population of about 9 million people 
demands urgent debate on what future resettlement and relocation 
might involve. It is vital local communities have the opportunity to 
participate in this debate. New Zealand needs to engage in dialogue 
with Pacific Island governments, plan to address issues of ‘forced’ 
climate migration, and develop immigration policies that support 
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Pacific communities who are displaced from their homes as a result 
of climate change–related environmental stressors. 

• Pacific governments must ensure women and men participate 
equitably in all decision making about climate change and that their 
different needs are reflected in adaptation efforts: Women are 
among the groups of people who are disproportionately affected by 
climate change because they tend to depend more on the natural 
environment for their livelihoods than men and they bear the brunt 
of the impact of climate-related disasters and diseases such as 
malaria. Yet women are often left out of the conversation about 
climate change. An effective climate change strategy requires 
governments to recognise that women have specific needs in 
climate change policies and to insist on greater participation by 
women in decision making at all levels. 
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International Migration and Climate 
Change: A Post-Copenhagen Perspective 
on Options for Kiribati and Tuvalu 
Richard Bedford and Charlotte Bedford 

Introduction 
The tiny Pacific nation of Tuvalu captured many hearts in 
Copenhagen as a symbol of the life and death consequences of 
the United Nations climate change negotiations. … What is at 
stake over the next decade is not a sinking island but the very 
viability of life on this fragile atoll state. The land mass of 
Tuvalu will still exist in 2020 but it may be unable to support 
the population. 

(Hayward-Jones, 2010, p 2) 
The Copenhagen climate change conference in December 2009 
produced few ‘wins’ for any of the 192 participating countries. Indeed, 
influential journalist Gwynne Dyer (2010, p A11) concluded his 
reflections on the year with the statement, ‘If there is one thing that 
2009 is remembered for, it may be for the historic failure at 
Copenhagen’. For some of the small Pacific states that participated, 
especially the atoll countries of Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Marshall 
Islands, failure to reach agreement on significant cuts in greenhouse gas 
emissions in the next few years, with an objective of containing the rate 
of global warming to less that 2ºCelsius, was effectively agreement by 
default to the eventual destruction of their island ecosystems. As the 
editorial in the New Zealand Herald on New Year’s Day 2010 put it 
(‘New decade fresh with possibilities’, 2010, p A10): 

the significance of all human contributions, and the seriousness 
of climate change, did not convince the world to act at 
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Copenhagen last month. Might the case be proven beyond 
doubt at a cost to Pacific communities? 

An important intervention 
Notwithstanding the widespread disappointment at the content of the 
Copenhagen Accord, there was one potential ‘win’ for Kiribati and 
Tuvalu that can be sheeted back to the climate change conference. Fiji’s 
interim minister of foreign affairs, Ratu Inoke Kubuabola, announced in 
Copenhagen that Fiji would consider taking ‘climate change refugees 
from Tuvalu and Kiribati in the future’ (Radio New Zealand, 2009). 
Although acknowledging that Fiji does not yet have an official policy on 
the admission of migrants displaced by progressively worsening 
environmental conditions due to climate change, Ratu Kubuabola went 
on to say: 

Because we have historical ties with both these two countries, 
and also Fiji is the gateway to these two countries … you can 
understand we have a number of ties. A number of Tuvaluans 
live in Fiji and also Kiribati people. 
In the 1940s, Fiji’s colonial administration accepted immigrants 

from two islands in what was then the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony 
(now, respectively, the independent countries of Kiribati and Tuvalu) 
because of pressures on their coral island ecosystems. 

In the case of the small island of Vaitupu in the Ellice Islands (now 
Tuvalu), it was perceptions of future pressure of a growing population 
on scarce land resources at a time when Tuvaluans were expanding their 
coconut plantations to take advantage of high post-war prices for copra 
(Bedford, 1967, 1968; Kock, 1978; Paton, 2009). In the Gilbert Islands 
(now Kiribati), it was the pressure of phosphate mining on the landscape 
and subsistence economy of the raised coral island of Banaba (Ocean 
Island) that prompted the colonial government to seek an island in Fiji 
for the resettlement of the Banabans (Maude, 1946; Macdonald, 1982; 
Williams and Macdonald, 1985; Sigrah and King, 2001). 
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Although the drivers of the migration to Fiji from the two islands in 
the former colony were very different, with the Vaitupuans taking 
advantage of an opportunity and the Banabans being required to 
relocate, the destinations were similar. Both the Banabans and the 
migrants from Vaitupu occupied ‘high’ islands off the east coast of 
Vanua Levu in Fiji from the late 1940s – Rabi (Banabans) and Kioa 
(Vaitupuans). 

Sixty years later, at the beginning of the second decade of the 21st 
century, it is the military government of Fiji that is considering whether 
to provide new homes for more Micronesians and Polynesians from the 
central Pacific. If Fiji’s interim government does adopt a policy that will 
allow I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans to move to Fiji from islands that are 
becoming unproductive and, longer-term, uninhabitable, because of 
environmental changes linked to global warming, then it will be the first 
government in the region to signal an intention to resettle such migrants. 

There is no consensus yet on a label for migrants who are obliged to 
leave their country because it has been rendered uninhabitable by 
changes in the environment. However, for Kiribati and Tuvalu the signs 
are clear – if their fragile fresh-water lenses that sustain plant life on the 
low coral atolls and reef islands suffer sustained inundation by salt 
water, then it will not be possible to continue to derive a livelihood from 
the land there. Ray Watters (2008, p 298) concluded, in his reflections 
on more than 40 years of research in the Pacific, including substantive 
inquiries into the societies and economies of islands in Kiribati and 
Tuvalu, ‘it is likely that the whole population will have to be resettled 
because, as a result of global warming, the atolls will be subjected to 
salination and later be submerged by rising sea levels’. In effect, the 
peoples of Kiribati and Tuvalu will have no choice but to find homes 
elsewhere. 

The New Zealand government has not committed formally to 
accepting migrants from Pacific countries because of the impact of 
global warming on their environments and associated livelihoods. Cook 
Island Māori, Niueans, and Tokelauans living in their island homes can 
come to New Zealand at any time because they are all New Zealand 
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citizens by right. Neither the government of Australia nor the 
governments other independent Pacific states have made any 
commitments to resettling people displaced by progressively worsening 
environmental conditions due to climate change. Fiji has taken the lead 
in what must eventually become a regional response to a critical human 
dimension to the impact of global warming on countries comprising 
only low-lying atolls and reef islands. 

The framing of a regional response was initiated in the Pacific 
Islands Forum’s Niue Declaration on Climate Change. That declaration 
recognises ‘the importance of retaining the Pacific’s social and cultural 
identity and the desire for Pacific peoples to continue to live in their 
own countries where possible’ (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 
2008). Where it is not possible for Pacific peoples to live in their own 
countries, then clearly alternative homes in the region will need to be 
found. 

Ratu Inoke Kubuabola made it clear at the Copenhagen conference 
that Fiji supported Tuvalu’s proposal for a strong, legally binding 
agreement on the reduction of greenhouse gasses at a level that might 
allow the atoll territories to survive. However, he recognised that Pacific 
states have to be realistic given that negotiations are still in train and a 
legally binding multilateral agreement on moves to mitigate the effects 
of global warming is still a long way off. It is unlikely such an 
agreement will be reached in time and at a level that will allow the atoll 
territories to avoid sustained salt-water pollution of their fresh-water 
lenses and thus secure a future for their island ecosystems. The 
migration of atoll dwellers in the face of significant damage to their 
residential and agricultural areas is already a reality in parts of the 
region, and Fiji’s interim foreign minister has taken a pragmatic step, 
recognising this is likely to become much more common over the next 
two decades. In effect, he has initiated the next stage of the climate 
change debate in the Pacific – a debate that must have a regional 
dimension if sensible solutions are to be found for migration that is 
induced by environmental changes that threaten the livelihoods of the 
total populations of a small number of Pacific countries. 
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An old story with a new twist 
Migration that is induced by environmental change is not a new 
phenomenon in the Pacific. Reference is made frequently to population 
movement as an adaptation to natural hazards, including the annual 
seasonal round of hurricanes in the western Pacific, periodic droughts, 
volcanic activity, earthquakes and associated tsunami, and occasionally 
much more severe frosts than normal in the Papua New Guinea 
highlands. Resettlement of entire communities from one country in 
another country in the region was a response that was more common in 
the 1950s and 1960s when most Pacific countries were colonies. Several 
resettlement schemes involved the relocation of I-Kiribati both within 
their own country (see, for example, Bedford, 1967; Maude, 1938, 1952 
on the Phoenix Island resettlement scheme) as well as in Fiji 
(Silverman, 1962, 1971, 1977) and the Solomon Islands (Kundson, 
1965, 1977). Michael Lieber (1977) provides, in his collection of essays 
entitled Exiles and Migrants in Oceania, a useful overview of 
resettlement schemes at the time of relocation in the 1950s and 1960s. 
John Campbell, in chapter 2 in this volume and Campbell et al (2005), 
reviewed the literature on community relocation as an option for 
adaptation to the effects of climate change and climate variability in 
Pacific Island countries. 

Looking ahead towards the possibility of the relocation in other 
countries of the entire populations of Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, 
Tokelau, and Tuvalu within the next 50 years, it is essential there is a 
mix of strategies. Strategies need to allow both for increasing numbers 
of individuals and families moving voluntarily to seek livelihoods in 
other countries as their options at home become more constrained and 
for the planned resettlement of entire communities as these communities 
seek to preserve their social and cultural identities in new homes. 

A successful mix of strategies requires initiatives such as the Fiji 
initiative at the Copenhagen conference, which may lead to further 
possibilities for community resettlement on specified islands. An 
example of such community resettlement occurred with the Banabans 
and Vaitupuans who relocated to Rabi and Kioa from the late 1940s. 
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The mix of strategies also requires creative use of existing 
immigration policy initiatives, such as New Zealand’s Pacific Access 
Category that allows small numbers of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan 
individuals and families, selected by annual ballots, to settle in 
New Zealand, if they can meet certain employment-related conditions 
(Bedford et al, 2005; Bedford, 2008). We do not consider further the 
possibilities for the relocation of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans in Fiji in this 
chapter, but note that, in the longer term, countries in the region will 
need to collaborate in the development of strategies to address 
international migration in contexts where countries become 
uninhabitable as a result of environmental change. 

Coping with demographic and ecological 
change 
If the rural and urban residential environments in Kiribati and Tuvalu do 
become largely uninhabitable during the next 30–50 years (because of 
salt-water intrusion on fresh-water lenses, more intense coastal erosion, 
an increasing frequency of natural disasters, and, in urban areas 
especially, the pressure of population on fragile land, lagoon, and reef 
ecosystems), then the numbers that will need to move to other countries 
will be considerably larger than those currently resident there. 

This chapter traces the trends in population growth and distribution 
of the populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans through to 2030. The 
chapter uses data from censuses in Kiribati and Tuvalu since they gained 
independence in the late 1970s; data from censuses for several countries 
in the region that have resident populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans, 
including New Zealand and Australia; and population projections 
prepared by the Statistics and Demography Programme at the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (SPC) in New Caledonia in 2008. 

Hypothetical net migration assumptions are explored with reference 
to their impact on projected resident populations in Kiribati and Tuvalu 
between 2008 and 2030 with a view to establishing the levels of 
voluntary relocation overseas that might be required to progressively 
reduce the sizes of the two countries’ populations over the next two 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 94 

The mix of strategies also requires creative use of existing 
immigration policy initiatives, such as New Zealand’s Pacific Access 
Category that allows small numbers of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan 
individuals and families, selected by annual ballots, to settle in 
New Zealand, if they can meet certain employment-related conditions 
(Bedford et al, 2005; Bedford, 2008). We do not consider further the 
possibilities for the relocation of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans in Fiji in this 
chapter, but note that, in the longer term, countries in the region will 
need to collaborate in the development of strategies to address 
international migration in contexts where countries become 
uninhabitable as a result of environmental change. 

Coping with demographic and ecological 
change 
If the rural and urban residential environments in Kiribati and Tuvalu do 
become largely uninhabitable during the next 30–50 years (because of 
salt-water intrusion on fresh-water lenses, more intense coastal erosion, 
an increasing frequency of natural disasters, and, in urban areas 
especially, the pressure of population on fragile land, lagoon, and reef 
ecosystems), then the numbers that will need to move to other countries 
will be considerably larger than those currently resident there. 

This chapter traces the trends in population growth and distribution 
of the populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans through to 2030. The 
chapter uses data from censuses in Kiribati and Tuvalu since they gained 
independence in the late 1970s; data from censuses for several countries 
in the region that have resident populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans, 
including New Zealand and Australia; and population projections 
prepared by the Statistics and Demography Programme at the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (SPC) in New Caledonia in 2008. 

Hypothetical net migration assumptions are explored with reference 
to their impact on projected resident populations in Kiribati and Tuvalu 
between 2008 and 2030 with a view to establishing the levels of 
voluntary relocation overseas that might be required to progressively 
reduce the sizes of the two countries’ populations over the next two 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 94 

The mix of strategies also requires creative use of existing 
immigration policy initiatives, such as New Zealand’s Pacific Access 
Category that allows small numbers of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan 
individuals and families, selected by annual ballots, to settle in 
New Zealand, if they can meet certain employment-related conditions 
(Bedford et al, 2005; Bedford, 2008). We do not consider further the 
possibilities for the relocation of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans in Fiji in this 
chapter, but note that, in the longer term, countries in the region will 
need to collaborate in the development of strategies to address 
international migration in contexts where countries become 
uninhabitable as a result of environmental change. 

Coping with demographic and ecological 
change 
If the rural and urban residential environments in Kiribati and Tuvalu do 
become largely uninhabitable during the next 30–50 years (because of 
salt-water intrusion on fresh-water lenses, more intense coastal erosion, 
an increasing frequency of natural disasters, and, in urban areas 
especially, the pressure of population on fragile land, lagoon, and reef 
ecosystems), then the numbers that will need to move to other countries 
will be considerably larger than those currently resident there. 

This chapter traces the trends in population growth and distribution 
of the populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans through to 2030. The 
chapter uses data from censuses in Kiribati and Tuvalu since they gained 
independence in the late 1970s; data from censuses for several countries 
in the region that have resident populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans, 
including New Zealand and Australia; and population projections 
prepared by the Statistics and Demography Programme at the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (SPC) in New Caledonia in 2008. 

Hypothetical net migration assumptions are explored with reference 
to their impact on projected resident populations in Kiribati and Tuvalu 
between 2008 and 2030 with a view to establishing the levels of 
voluntary relocation overseas that might be required to progressively 
reduce the sizes of the two countries’ populations over the next two 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 94 

The mix of strategies also requires creative use of existing 
immigration policy initiatives, such as New Zealand’s Pacific Access 
Category that allows small numbers of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan 
individuals and families, selected by annual ballots, to settle in 
New Zealand, if they can meet certain employment-related conditions 
(Bedford et al, 2005; Bedford, 2008). We do not consider further the 
possibilities for the relocation of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans in Fiji in this 
chapter, but note that, in the longer term, countries in the region will 
need to collaborate in the development of strategies to address 
international migration in contexts where countries become 
uninhabitable as a result of environmental change. 

Coping with demographic and ecological 
change 
If the rural and urban residential environments in Kiribati and Tuvalu do 
become largely uninhabitable during the next 30–50 years (because of 
salt-water intrusion on fresh-water lenses, more intense coastal erosion, 
an increasing frequency of natural disasters, and, in urban areas 
especially, the pressure of population on fragile land, lagoon, and reef 
ecosystems), then the numbers that will need to move to other countries 
will be considerably larger than those currently resident there. 

This chapter traces the trends in population growth and distribution 
of the populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans through to 2030. The 
chapter uses data from censuses in Kiribati and Tuvalu since they gained 
independence in the late 1970s; data from censuses for several countries 
in the region that have resident populations of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans, 
including New Zealand and Australia; and population projections 
prepared by the Statistics and Demography Programme at the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (SPC) in New Caledonia in 2008. 

Hypothetical net migration assumptions are explored with reference 
to their impact on projected resident populations in Kiribati and Tuvalu 
between 2008 and 2030 with a view to establishing the levels of 
voluntary relocation overseas that might be required to progressively 
reduce the sizes of the two countries’ populations over the next two 



International Migration and Climate Change: Kiribati and Tuvalu 

 95 

decades. These are simply suggestive scenarios for levels of out-
migration comprising an unspecified mix of community and individual 
flows. Reference is made in this discussion to the possibility of 
New Zealand moving towards a pro-active policy with regard to the 
relocation of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans over the coming decades in 
anticipation of the need for more resettlement options for atoll dwellers 
in the future. 

It is not assumed that all migrants from Kiribati and Tuvalu who 
might seek alternative places of residence overseas over the next 
20 years would necessarily choose to come to New Zealand. Fiji could 
well provide a home for quite sizeable numbers, depending on the sort 
of policy the interim government adopts to accommodate increasing 
numbers of Pacific people. Australia could also be a significant 
destination, especially for I-Kiribati, if it chooses to develop policies 
that allow for resettlement. No attempt is made here to distribute 
potential future migrants across different countries. 

The exercise at this stage is simply to get an idea of the orders of 
magnitude of net out-migration that would be required to significantly 
reduce the resident populations in the two countries by 2030, the end-
point of the SPC’s 2008 projections and the time that global warming 
could be having profoundly negative impacts on atoll ecosystems. 

The final section of this chapter considers briefly the case for minor 
adjustments to New Zealand’s immigration policy settings to 
accommodate increasing flows of migrants from Kiribati and Tuvalu. 
These adjustments would not obviate the need for continued investment 
in improving living conditions and economic opportunities in the islands 
for the residents of Kiribati and Tuvalu; they would complement 
existing aid programmes. 

Current development assistance in the two countries includes 
NZAID (New Zealand’s International Aid and Development Agency) 
investment in a sustainable towns project in Kiribati and ongoing 
investment in the Marine Training School in Tarawa, which equips 
small numbers of young men for employment as seafarers with foreign 
shipping lines. Tuvalu has a similar marine training venture that is 
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supported by aid from several countries, including Australia and 
Taiwan. There is also the Kiribati–Australia Nursing Initiative, which 
trains and employs I-Kiribati nurses in Australia. These in-country aid 
initiatives indicate a commitment to supporting the Kiribati 
government’s development strategies. Immigration policies, which will 
contribute to resolving the longer-term problems linked with global 
warming, must work in tandem with policies designed to improve 
conditions in-country in the short to medium term. This will avoid an 
inevitable contradiction between investment in infrastructure and 
capabilities for in-country development while at the same time preparing 
for an eventual relocation of significant proportions, if not all, of the 
populations of Kiribati and Tuvalu. 

Urbanisation and population growth since 
independence 
In the late 1970s, when Kiribati and Tuvalu gained their independence 
from the United Kingdom, their populations were, respectively, 56,213 
in Kiribati in 1978 and 7,349 in Tuvalu in 1979 (Table 5.1). Most 
residents in the two countries were living in rural communities: 68% in 
Kiribati and 71% in Tuvalu. The urban areas of South Tarawa (Kiribati) 
and Funafuti (Tuvalu) had experienced rapid population growth over the 
preceding decade with South Tarawa’s residents increasing 69% from 
10,616 to 17,921 in 1978 while Funafuti’s population more than 
doubled from 826 in 1968 to 2,120 at the time of independence (Kiribati 
Statistics Office, 1980; Iosia and Macrae, 1980) (Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1: Populations of Kiribati and Tuvalu and their urban areas 

Country 1968 1978/79 1990/91 2000/02 2008 

Kiribati      

Total 47,735 56,213 72,335 84,494 97,230 

South 
Tarawa 10,616 17,921 25,380 36,717 45,000 

Percentage 
urban 22.2% 31.9% 35.1% 43.5% 46.3% 

Tuvalu      

Total 5,782 7,349 9,043 9,561 9,730 

Percentage 
urban 14.3% 28.8% 42.5% 46.9% 51.4% 

Note: The urban populations for 2008 are the authors’ estimates. 
Sources: Iosia and Macrae (1980); Macrae (1983); SPC (2005); Kiribati 
Statistics Office and SPC (2007); SPC (2008). 

The more rapid growth in Tuvalu’s urban population was linked 
with the transition of Funafuti from a district centre in the Gilbert and 
Ellice Islands Colony to the capital of the independent country of 
Tuvalu (Connell, 1983b; Connell and Lea, 1995). Around 1,800 
Tuvaluans, who had been living and working in the Gilbert Islands, 
mainly in Tarawa, and in the phosphate industry on Banaba (Ocean 
Island), returned to Tuvalu after independence and the termination of 
phosphate extraction on Banaba late in 1979 (Connell, 1983b, p 23). 
Over 1,000 of these in-migrants went to Funafuti, followed by some 
hundreds to Vaitupu, which experienced a 34% increase in the 
population it had six years earlier in 1973 (Iosia and Macrae, 1980, 
p 177). The influx of Tuvaluans who had been working for wages in 
Tarawa and on Banaba created considerable pressure on the limited 
employment opportunities outside of subsistence gardening, cash 
cropping, and fishing in the new country. 
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At the time of independence, at least 1,500 Tuvaluans were working 
or living long term elsewhere in the Pacific (Table 5.2). Most (around 
700 employees and their family members) were on Nauru with its 
phosphate industry and in Fiji (around 500) mainly on the island of Kioa 
that had been purchased by the Vaitupuans in the late 1940s (Lodhia, 
1978, p 84; Navunisaravi, 1989, p 21). In addition, an estimated 200 
Tuvaluans were in Samoa (where there are very close connections 
through the church) and another 100 in island groups such as the 
Tokelaus, the Marshall Islands, and Solomons (Connell, 1983b, p 23) 
(Table 5.2). Small numbers of Tuvaluans were also resident in 
New Zealand and Australia. The 1979 census in Tuvalu also recorded 
340 Tuvaluans overseas on temporary work and study permits, 
including 255 employed as contract seafarers with foreign shipping lines 
and 75 students studying in New Zealand, Australia, and Fiji (Iosia and 
Macrae, 1980, p 177). In total, counting the seafarers and students, 
around 2,000 Tuvaluans were overseas after independence – the 
equivalent of 27% of the enumerated population of 7,349 in 1979 
(Table 5.2). 

In the case of Kiribati, independence in 1978 brought with it a small 
return flow of around 100 I-Kiribati who had been living and working in 
the Ellice Islands (Tuvalu after 1979) and the return of several hundred 
workers and their families from Banaba late in 1979. The main 
concentrations of I-Kiribati overseas in the late 1970s were in Nauru, 
Fiji, and the Solomons (Table 5.2). In Nauru, around 1,460 I-Kiribati 
employees and family members were linked with the phosphate 
extraction industry (Bailey and Macrae, 1980, p i). Almost 3,000 I-
Kiribati were living in Fiji, mainly on the island of Rabi, with a further 
2,800 in the Solomons where I-Kiribati from the Phoenix and southern 
Gilbert Islands had been resettled in the 1950s (Taylor, 1980, p 1; 
Groenewegen, no date, p 71). 
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Table 5.2: Populations in country (Kiribati and Tuvalu) and overseas, 1978 
and 1979 

Country 
Kiribati  
1978 

Tuvalu  
1979 

Population in country 56,213 7,349 

Long-term residence   

Nauru 1,460 710 

Fiji 2,900 500 

Solomons 2,800 50 

Vanuatu 500 20 

Samoa 20 200 

Marshall Islands 400 20 

Tokelau 0 30 

New Zealand 100 80 

Other Pacific and Australia 80 40 

Subtotal 8260 1650 

Temporary migrants   

Seafarers 720 255 

Students and others 120 85 

Subtotal 840 340 

Total overseas 9,100 1,990 

Percentage of in-country population 16.2% 27.1% 

Sources: Groenewegen and Bailey (1975); Connell (1983a, 1983b); Bailey 
and Macrae (1980); Iosia and Macrae (1980); Taylor (1980); Groenewegen 
(no date); Johnston (no date); Lodhia (1978); Navunisaravi (1989); 
Bedford (1971, 1989). 
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Other reasonably sizeable groups of I-Kiribati living overseas in the 
late 1970s were in the Marshall Islands to the north, where there were 
long-standing social and employment links, and in Vanuatu, where 
contract labour migration in the 1960s had led to a small resident 
population of I-Kiribati staying on in the former condominium 
(Table 5.2). Small numbers, totalling around 120, were in other 
countries, including Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and the United 
Kingdom (Connell, 1983a, p 35). Kiribati’s Census of Population and 
Housing in 1978 also reported 721 I-Kiribati seafarers working overseas 
and 118 temporarily absent for education and training in other countries 
(Connell, 1983a, p 32). In total, around 9,000 I-Kiribati may have been 
living long term or temporarily overseas in 1978 – the equivalent to 
16% of the total enumerated population of 56,213 in 1978 (Table 5.2). 

Migration overseas for work, study, and long-term residence was 
well established by the time Kiribati and Tuvalu gained their 
independence. A particularly heavy dependence was on work in Nauru’s 
phosphate industry and on German merchant ships that had been 
employing I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans trained in the former colony’s 
marine training facility in Tarawa (Borovnik, 2003, 2007; Connell, 
1983a; Macdonald, 1982). The export of labour has a long tradition in 
these two atoll countries, and remittances from work overseas have been 
an integral part of the local economy for many decades (Bedford et al, 
1980; Bedford and Macdonald, 1983; Munro and Bedford, 1981). 

The termination of phosphate mining on Nauru in the early 1990s 
saw hundreds of migrants and their families return to Kiribati and 
Tuvalu. Many of these migrants had worked for long periods away from 
their rural communities. This return migration compounded an already 
well-established migration flow in both countries from outer islands to 
the urban centres in South Tarawa and Funafuti. Indeed, in the late 
1960s, the colonial administration in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands was 
being advised that controls over migration to South Tarawa would be 
necessary ‘because of the peculiar physical features of the urban area 
and the limited avenues for settlement and employment [there]’ 
(Bedford, 1968, p 49). Little was done to curb migration to South 
Tarawa and a decade later just under a third of the country’s population 
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phosphate industry and on German merchant ships that had been 
employing I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans trained in the former colony’s 
marine training facility in Tarawa (Borovnik, 2003, 2007; Connell, 
1983a; Macdonald, 1982). The export of labour has a long tradition in 
these two atoll countries, and remittances from work overseas have been 
an integral part of the local economy for many decades (Bedford et al, 
1980; Bedford and Macdonald, 1983; Munro and Bedford, 1981). 

The termination of phosphate mining on Nauru in the early 1990s 
saw hundreds of migrants and their families return to Kiribati and 
Tuvalu. Many of these migrants had worked for long periods away from 
their rural communities. This return migration compounded an already 
well-established migration flow in both countries from outer islands to 
the urban centres in South Tarawa and Funafuti. Indeed, in the late 
1960s, the colonial administration in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands was 
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was living in an area that was already deemed to be experiencing 
significant environmental stress, especially with regard to the provision 
of drinkable water and disposal of effluent (Bedford, 1968; Connell and 
Lea, 1998). Thirty years later, in 2008, the population of South Tarawa 
was estimated to be around 45,000 – four times larger than it had been 
in 1968 and accommodating almost half of the country’s estimated 
population of 97,231 (Table 5.1). 

It has been noted that Tuvalu’s urban population in Funafuti more 
than doubled between 1968 and 1979 largely as a result of the 
separation from Kiribati and return migration from South Tarawa and 
Banaba. In 1979, Funafuti contained just under 30% of Tuvalu’s 
population. By 2008, this share had increased to 51%, with around 5,000 
of the SPC’s estimated population of 9,730 living in the urban area. 
Unemployment in both South Tarawa and Funafuti has increased 
substantially during the 30 years since independence, and poverty in the 
urban areas has become a serious social problem in both countries 
(Asian Development Bank, 2002, 2003). 

Over the 30 years since independence, the two countries have 
experienced significant population growth – by an estimated 41,000 in 
Kiribati, the equivalent of 76% of the population enumerated in 1978. In 
Tuvalu, the proportional increase has been considerably smaller at 32% 
(an increase by 2008 of 2,380 on the population in 1979) (Table 5.1). 
The Statistics and Demography Programme at the SPC in New 
Caledonia prepares annual estimates of the populations of Pacific 
countries, as well as measures of their fertility, mortality, migration, 
urbanisation, and population growth. Its statistics for the year ended 
30 June 2008 show that both countries have quite high fertility rates – 
3.4 children per woman during her reproductive years in Kiribati and 
3.7 children per woman in Tuvalu (Table 5.3). Both countries also have 
comparatively low life expectancies at birth of only 61 years (Kiribati) 
and 63 years (Tuvalu). Infant mortality is estimated to be the third 
highest in the region in Kiribati at 52 deaths of children aged under one 
year per 1,000 births. 
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Table 5.3: Demographic indices for Kiribati and Tuvalu, 2008 

Index Kiribati Tuvalu 

Total fertility rate 3.4% 3.7% 

Infant mortality rate 52% 32% 

Life expectancy at birth 61 years 63 years 

Migration rate ( per 1,000) -1.4 -9.4 

Population growth rate 1.8% 0.5% 

Population doubling time 38 years 244 years 

Source: SPC (2008). 

Both countries continue to have net losses of population through 
international migration, especially Tuvalu. The SPC estimated Tuvalu’s 
annual net migration rate in 2008 to be -9.4 people per 1,000 population 
(Table 5.3). These net migration losses combined with the estimates of 
fertility and mortality produce different rates of population growth 
(1.8% per year for Kiribati and 0.5% per year for Tuvalu) and different 
estimates of the number of years it would take for the population to 
double at current growth rates (38 years in Kiribati and 244 years in 
Tuvalu) (Table 5.3). 

International migration continued to have a greater impact on the 
growth of Tuvalu’s very small population after 1979 than on the much 
larger population of Kiribati, especially after the cessation of phosphate 
mining on Nauru in the early 1990s. In the post-independence period, 
New Zealand began to assume a more important role in the population 
dynamics of the two countries, especially after it reviewed immigration 
policy in 1986 and granted visa-waiver status to I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluans who wished to visit New Zealand (Bedford and Lidgard, 
1997). 
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Migration to New Zealand, 1980–2008 
The governments of Kiribati and Tuvalu were well aware that the Nauru 
phosphate industry had a limited life, so through the 1980s and 1990s, 
they sought new opportunities for contract labour migration overseas. 
Tuvalu’s prime minister took advantage of the annual meeting of the 
Pacific Islands Forum in Funafuti in 1984 to pursue with New Zealand’s 
prime minister the possibility of a work permit scheme similar to that 
which had been in operation with Samoa, Tonga, and Fiji since the late 
1970s (Bedford et al, forthcoming). 

A small scheme was established following the major review of 
New Zealand’s immigration policy in 1986 and the granting of visa-
waiver status to I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan visitors to New Zealand in that 
year (Bedford and Lidgard, 1997; Burke, 1986). By the early 1990s 
Kiribati and Tuvalu both had work permit schemes that allowed for 
annual intakes of 80–100 workers on contracts that could be extended 
for up to three years (Bedford, 2008). 

New Zealand’s 1986 Census of Population and Dwellings 
established that 123 people, usually resident in New Zealand, had been 
born in Kiribati.33

                                                 
33 The New Zealand census figures cited in this chapter for I-Kiribati and 

Tuvaluan populations come from unpublished tables prepared by Robert 
Didham, demographer, Statistics New Zealand. 

 This was less than the number (192) recording their 
ethnicity as I-Kiribati, only 31% (60) of whom had been born in Kiribati 
(Table 5.4). 

New Zealand’s Kiribati-born population included several 
Europeans, predominantly children whose parents had worked in the 
colonial administration or been involved with the churches in Kiribati. 
Twelve Tuvaluans who had been born in Kiribati were also living in 
New Zealand in 1986 (Table 5.5). Among the ethnic I-Kiribati, 42% 
(81) had been born in New Zealand and a further 22% (42) had been 
born in other Pacific countries, especially Fiji and the Solomon Islands 
where the resettled communities from Banaba and the Phoenix Islands 
were located (Table 5.4). 
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New Zealand’s Tuvalu-born and Tuvaluan ethnic populations in 
1986 were slightly smaller than the respective Kiribati populations, 
totalling 105 and 171 respectively (Table 5.5). However, this was to be 
the only census when numbers in the Tuvalu-born and Tuvaluan ethnic 
populations were smaller than the I-Kiribati populations. At all 
subsequent New Zealand censuses, Tuvaluans outnumber I-Kiribati, 
reflecting a more aggressive approach towards taking advantage of the 
visa-waiver and work permit opportunities that became available from 
the mid 1980s (Tables 5.4 and 5.5). Among the ethnic Tuvaluans in 
1986, the largest group (69 or 41%) had been born in Tuvalu with a 
further 7% (12) born in Kiribati. The New Zealand-born Tuvaluans 
comprised 36% (60) of the ethnic population in 1986 with a further 16% 
(27) born in other Pacific countries (mainly Fiji, Samoa, and Tokelau). 

By the 1991 census, 231 I-Kiribati and 435 Tuvaluans were resident 
in New Zealand (Tables 5.4 and 5.5). The numbers of Tuvaluans had 
increased more rapidly during the late 1980s because of the gradual 
introduction of the work permit scheme (Bedford et al, forthcoming; 
Manoa, 2003). The workers were mainly women who were employed as 
strawberry pickers. The ratio of males to females in New Zealand’s 
Tuvaluan population was considerably lower in 1991 (0.788) than it was 
in 1986 (1.036) (Table 5.5). A similar pattern can be seen in the sex 
ratios for the I-Kiribati population, although their work permit scheme 
did not really get established until the early 1990s (Table 5.4). 

In 1992, the Kiribati work permit scheme was introduced. Over the 
next 10 years, the number of I-Kiribati resident in New Zealand almost 
trebled to reach 645at the 2001 census. The number of Tuvaluans more 
than quadrupled between 1991 and 2001 to reach 1,965 – the largest 
number of Tuvaluans living in a country other than Tuvalu. 
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Table 5.4: New Zealand’s Kiribati-born and I-Kiribati populations, 1986–
2006 

Country of birth 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 

Total born in      

Kiribati (all ethnicities) 123 225 318 504 822 

I-Kiribati ethnicity      

Birthplace (numbers)      

Kiribati 60 102 189 303 588 

New Zealand 81 78 141 231 372 

Tuvalu 0 0 3 6 9 

Other Pacific 42 36 60 90 117 

Other countries 9 3 9 6 15 

Not stated 0 12 6 9 15 

Total 192 231 408 645 1,116 

Sex ratio (male to female) 0.882 0.583 0.813 0.800 0.763 

Birthplace (%)      

Kiribati 31.3 44.2 46.3 47.0 52.7 

New Zealand 42.2 33.8 34.6 35.8 33.3 

Tuvalu 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.9 0.8 

Other Pacific 21.9 15.6 14.7 14.0 10.5 

Other countries 4.7 1.3 2.2 0.9 1.3 

Not stated 0.0 5.2 1.5 1.4 1.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Unpublished census data from Statistics New Zealand. 
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Table 5.5: New Zealand’s Tuvalu-born and Tuvaluan populations, 1986–
2006 

Country of birth 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 

Total born in      

Tuvalu (all ethnicities) 105 252 378 1,017 1,227 

Tuvaluan ethnicity      

Birthplace (numbers)      

Tuvalu 69 225 345 966 1,161 

New Zealand 60 96 312 552 954 

Kiribati 12 45 69 129 153 

Other Pacific 27 45 135 279 300 

Other countries 0 3 6 15 15 

Not stated 0 21 9 24 45 

Total 168 435 876 1,965 2,628 

Sex ratio (male to female) 1.036 0.788 0.866 0.885 0.919 

Birthplace (%)      

Tuvalu 41.1 51.7 39.4 49.2 44.2 

New Zealand 35.7 22.1 35.6 28.1 36.3 

Kiribati 7.1 10.3 7.9 6.6 5.8 

Other Pacific 16.1 10.3 15.4 14.2 11.4 

Other countries 0.0 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.6 

Not stated 0.0 4.8 1.0 1.2 1.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Unpublished census data from Statistics New Zealand. 
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A significant number of those entering New Zealand on temporary 
visitor and work visas were transitioning legally to permanent residence 
Others were overstaying their temporary permits. Because of problems 
with people not returning at the end of their temporary visitor’s visas 
and work permits, the visa-waiver provisions and the work schemes 
were terminated in 2002. Kiribati and Tuvalu were subsequently 
allocated small annual quotas for permanent residence under the new 
Pacific Access Category introduced in 2002 (Bedford, 2008). 

Between the 2001 and 2006 censuses, the numbers of I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluans resident in New Zealand increased 72% and 34% 
respectively, bringing the totals to 1,116 I-Kiribati and 2,628 Tuvaluans 
in 2006. The share of I-Kiribati born in Kiribati increased from 31% in 
1986 to 53% by 2006 (Table 5.4), and there was a smaller share born in 
other Pacific counties in 2006 than there had been in 1986. In the case of 
the Tuvaluans, the situation was rather different – the shares born in 
Tuvalu and Kiribati remained close to 50% and the share born in 
New Zealand in 2006 was virtually the same as it had been in 1986 
(36%) (Table 5.5). 

The Pacific Access Category quotas for I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans 
are the same (75 people per year). In both countries, those who are 
selected in the Pacific Access Category ballots have difficulty finding 
appropriate full-time employment in New Zealand. Notwithstanding 
these difficulties, the population of I-Kiribati who had been born in their 
home country increased 94% between 2001 and 2006 (from 303 to 588) 
(Table 5.4). The island-born Tuvaluans increased much less rapidly 
(20%) than their New Zealand–born kin (76%) – immigration of new 
residents from Tuvalu between 2001 and 2006 was much less significant 
than growth in the New Zealand–based Tuvaluan population 
(Table 5.5). 

New Zealand’s I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan populations in 2006 were 
much larger than those recorded in Australia’s 2006 census. The 
populations born in the two countries, as well as the numbers citing  
I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan ancestry in Australia (ethnicity in New Zealand) 
are shown in Table 5.6. 
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Table 5.6: Kiribati and Tuvalu populations in Australia and New Zealand 
(2006) and approvals for residence (2004–2007) 

Population Australia New Zealand 

Birthplace (2006 census)   

Kiribati 394 822 

Tuvalu 118 1,227 

Ancestry/ethnicity (2006 census)   

I-Kiribati 482 1,116 

Tuvaluan 336 2,625 

Approvals for residence (2004–2007)   

I-Kiribati   

Skilled migrant category 0 10 

Family sponsorship category 19 64 

Other categories  
(including Pacific Access Category) 0 447 

Total 19 521 

Tuvaluan   

Skilled migrant category 3 25 

Family sponsorship category 1 190 

Other categories  
(including Pacific Access Category) 0 485 

Total 4 700 

Sources: Unpublished census data, Statistics New Zealand; the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics website (www.abs.gov.au), 2006 census tables by 
birthplace and ancestry; Hugo and Bedford (2008). 
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Australia has not had any special provisions for people from these 
central Pacific atoll countries since their independence in the late 1970s. 
Indeed, the I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan ancestry populations in Australia 
owe their origin, in part, to migration from New Zealand after gaining 
citizenship in the latter country (Bedford, 2008). 

Differences in the approvals for residence for the four years ending 
30 June between 2004 and 2007 illustrate clearly the impact of 
New Zealand’s Pacific Access Category and family sponsorship on  
I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan migration (Table 5.6). It was not until 2008 that 
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(Shearer et al, 2010, p 2). Assuming that the rising sea level and 
environmental degradation that Hayward-Jones (2010) cites for Tuvalu 
affects Kiribati in similar ways, what sort of population numbers are 
likely to need to be resettled if many of the atolls and reef islands in the 
two countries become essentially uninhabitable? The next section 
addresses this issue with reference to population projections for Kiribati 
and Tuvalu prepared in 2008. 

Population futures, Kiribati and Tuvalu:  
A Secretariat of the Pacific Community 
perspective 
The last censuses for Kiribati and Tuvalu were held in 2005 and 2002 
respectively. The populations in the two countries at those censuses 
were 92,533 (Kiribati) and 9,561 (Tuvalu). Using a cohort component 
projection method, the Secretariat of the Pacific Community estimated 
the July 2008 populations to be 97,230 (Kiribati) and 9,730 (Tuvalu) 
(Tables 5.1 and 5.7). The average annual rates of population growth for 
the two populations in 2008 were estimated to be 1.8% and 0.5%, which 
are consistent with the much higher annual net out-migration rate for 
Tuvalu than Kiribati (Table 5.3). 

In its 2008 projection series, the SPC used the age–sex distributions 
for the 2000 (Kiribati) and 2002 (Tuvalu) census populations as the base 
populations for its projections through to 2030. Its assumptions about 
fertility and mortality allowed for some change over the projection 
period (a reduction in fertility and increasing life expectancy at birth), 
but the annual net migration levels were held constant to 2030 at -100 
for Kiribati and -50 for Tuvalu. The SPC’s projections in 2008 (the rows 
labelled ‘SPC 2008’ in Table 5.7) show the population of Kiribati 
increasing by just over 41,000 or 42% between 2008 and 2030 – the 
equivalent of the country’s total population in the early 1960s. In the 
case of Tuvalu, the projected increase between 2008 and 2030 is only 
930 or just under 10% over the projection period. Migration is clearly 
having a much greater impact on the small Tuvalu population than it is 
on the Kiribati population in these projections. 
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Table 5.7: Population projections, Kiribati and Tuvalu, 2008–2030 

Projection 2008 2010 2020 2030 

Kiribati     

Zero net migration 97,330 101,220 121,910 141,350 

SPC 2008 97,230 100,900 120,290 138,270 

Difference (zero net 
migration and SPC 2008) 100 320 1,620 3,080 

Difference as percentage 
of SPC 2008  0.1% 0.3% 1.3% 2.2% 

SPC 2009 97,200 100,800 119,900 137,500 

Difference (SPC 2009 and 
SPC 2008) -30 -100 -390 -770 

Tuvalu     

Zero net migration 10,010 10,270 11,720 13,230 

SPC 2008 9,730 9,790 10,210 10,660 

Difference (zero net 
migration and SPC 2008) 280 480 1,510 2,570 

Difference as percentage 
of SPC 2008  2.9% 4.9% 14.8% 24.1% 

SPC 2009 11,000 11,100 11,800 12,500 

Difference (SPC 2009 and 
SPC 2008) 1,270 1,320 1,590 1,840 

Source: SPC (2008, 2009a, 2009b). 

Using the same base populations, age-specific fertility rates, and 
mortality assumptions, the SPC’s population projections to 2030 were 
re-calculated using a zero net migration assumption.35

                                                 
35 Richard Bedford derived these projections at the SPC in Noumea in 

November 2008. 

 In these 
projections, the annual net migration losses of -100 (Kiribati) and -50 
(Tuvalu) over the projection period were removed between 2005 and 
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2030. The resultant population projections (zero net migration) are 
shown in Table 5.7 and compared with the SPC’s 2008 projections. 

The differences between the zero net migration projection estimates 
and the figures produced in the SPC’s 2008 projections are due to the 
effects of the migration assumptions on population change in the two 
countries. A persistent net migration loss of 50 people a year over the 
25 years between 2005 and 2030 has a much greater proportional impact 
on Tuvalu’s population (the 2,570 cumulative net loss through migration 
is the equivalent of 24% of its projected population in 2030) than the 
loss of 100 people a year from Kiribati (the 3,080 cumulative net loss is 
the equivalent of 2% of its projected population in 2030) (Table 5.7). 

In October 2009, the SPC released an up-dated projection series (the 
row labelled ‘SPC 2009’ in Table 5.7). This new series contains 
projections for Kiribati’s population through to 2030 that are very close 
to those in the SPC 2008 series – the 2009 series has a slightly smaller 
population for Kiribati by 2030 (137,500) than the 2008 series 
(138,270). The difference of 770 people in 2030 (the equivalent of 
0.006% of the total of 138,270 in the SPC 2008 series) is insignificant in 
the context of these sorts of projections. 

In the case of Tuvalu, however, a significant adjustment has been 
made to the base population for the projections because the estimate for 
July 2008 is 11,000 (SPC 2009) rather than 9,730 (SPC 2008). The 
difference of 1,270 in the 2009 population estimates is equivalent to 
13.1% of the total of 9,730 (SPC 2008). SPC demographers have 
reassessed the extent to which the census enumeration in 2002 actually 
accounted for the resident population. 

In the discussion that follows, the SPC 2008 estimates are used 
rather than the amended projections released in October 2009, This is 
because the 2008 projections were subjected to further manipulation 
using a series of alternative net migration assumptions in November 
2008.36

                                                 
36 Richard Bedford manipulated the 2008 projections at the SPC in November 

2008. 

 The primary objective of this experimentation with different 
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36 Richard Bedford manipulated the 2008 projections at the SPC in November 

2008. 
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migration assumptions was to assess the impact of progressively higher 
levels of net migration on the populations of the two countries in the 
context of a medium-term strategy to reduce resident numbers, 
especially in the densely settled and increasingly polluted urban 
environments of South Tarawa and Funafuti. 

Three hypothetical migration scenarios 
The SPC’s 2008 population projections for Kiribati and Tuvalu hold net 
migration constant between 2008 and 2030 at -100 and -50 per year 
respectively. They also hold the age–sex distributions of the net losses 
constant with half the annual outflow being male and half female in both 
cases. The age distributions of the outflows are different, however, with 
Kiribati migrants being predominantly in the age groups 15–29 (49%) 
and 30–49 (33%), indicating movement of adults without children, 
while the Tuvaluan flow is more the movement of young families (40% 
aged under 15 and 41% aged 15–29). The young family movement is 
consistent with up-take of places in the Pacific Access Category, while 
the adult-dominated flow of I-Kiribati is more consistent with the labour 
migration of adults. Only 11% of the I-Kiribati net migration loss in the 
SPC 2008 projections was children aged under 15. 

These age and gender distributions of the net losses were 
maintained for three hypothetical migration scenarios that were 
developed to assess the impact of higher levels of out-migration on the 
populations of Kiribati and Tuvalu through to 2030. The scenarios are 
suggested as illustrations of the impacts that different levels of net out-
migration might have on populations that may be faced with the need to 
seek residence in other countries because of the progressive 
environmental degradation that is being exacerbated by global warming. 

Because of the momentum for future population growth that is built 
into age–sex structures, different levels of net migration loss not only 
directly remove more people from the population than are added by 
immigration, but they also remove some of the potential for natural 
increase in the population – an indirect contribution of net migration 
losses to population change. 
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In the two sections that follow we examine the impacts of what we 
term ‘gradual’, ‘significant’, and ‘rapid’ increases in net out-migration, 
first on Tuvalu’s small population of around 10,000 and then on the 
much larger population of Kiribati (100,000). 

It will not take very large numerical increases in net out-migration 
from Tuvalu to shift the current low positive growth of between 0.5% 
and 1.0% per year to negative growth and population decline. In the 
case of Kiribati, however, it will take large numerical net migration 
losses to shift the current positive rate of population growth (around 
1.8% per year) to negative growth and eventual population decline. The 
prospect of gradually reducing Kiribati’s population through progressive 
increases in net migration losses of a magnitude that might be 
accommodated by neighbouring countries without large-scale planned 
resettlement is going to take much longer than is the case for Tuvalu. 

Tuvalu 
The three hypothetical net migration scenarios for Tuvalu are shown in 
Table 5.8. The ‘gradual’ scenario has the average annual net loss of -50 
in the SPC 2008 projections increasing to -80 per year by the year ended 
30 June 2010 (just above the Pacific Access Category quota of 75), then 
rising to an average of -100 per year between 2015 and 2020. 

After 2020 it is projected that average annual net outflows will 
increase more rapidly to reach -250 people per year by the year ended 
30 June 2030. If, for the sake of argument, all of these net losses were to 
New Zealand, the -100 to -250 from Tuvalu each year between 2015 and 
2030 would comprise between 1.0% and 2.5% of the average annual net 
gain of 10,000 that is built into the ‘medium’ population projection for 
New Zealand over the same period (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). 

The ‘significant’ increase scenario also sees a level of net loss that 
is close to the size of the current Pacific Access Category quota through 
to 2014, before a reasonably sharp increase to -150 per year until 2019, 
and then average annual increases of -100 per five-year period through 
to -400 per year by 2030. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 114 

In the two sections that follow we examine the impacts of what we 
term ‘gradual’, ‘significant’, and ‘rapid’ increases in net out-migration, 
first on Tuvalu’s small population of around 10,000 and then on the 
much larger population of Kiribati (100,000). 

It will not take very large numerical increases in net out-migration 
from Tuvalu to shift the current low positive growth of between 0.5% 
and 1.0% per year to negative growth and population decline. In the 
case of Kiribati, however, it will take large numerical net migration 
losses to shift the current positive rate of population growth (around 
1.8% per year) to negative growth and eventual population decline. The 
prospect of gradually reducing Kiribati’s population through progressive 
increases in net migration losses of a magnitude that might be 
accommodated by neighbouring countries without large-scale planned 
resettlement is going to take much longer than is the case for Tuvalu. 

Tuvalu 
The three hypothetical net migration scenarios for Tuvalu are shown in 
Table 5.8. The ‘gradual’ scenario has the average annual net loss of -50 
in the SPC 2008 projections increasing to -80 per year by the year ended 
30 June 2010 (just above the Pacific Access Category quota of 75), then 
rising to an average of -100 per year between 2015 and 2020. 

After 2020 it is projected that average annual net outflows will 
increase more rapidly to reach -250 people per year by the year ended 
30 June 2030. If, for the sake of argument, all of these net losses were to 
New Zealand, the -100 to -250 from Tuvalu each year between 2015 and 
2030 would comprise between 1.0% and 2.5% of the average annual net 
gain of 10,000 that is built into the ‘medium’ population projection for 
New Zealand over the same period (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). 

The ‘significant’ increase scenario also sees a level of net loss that 
is close to the size of the current Pacific Access Category quota through 
to 2014, before a reasonably sharp increase to -150 per year until 2019, 
and then average annual increases of -100 per five-year period through 
to -400 per year by 2030. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 114 

In the two sections that follow we examine the impacts of what we 
term ‘gradual’, ‘significant’, and ‘rapid’ increases in net out-migration, 
first on Tuvalu’s small population of around 10,000 and then on the 
much larger population of Kiribati (100,000). 

It will not take very large numerical increases in net out-migration 
from Tuvalu to shift the current low positive growth of between 0.5% 
and 1.0% per year to negative growth and population decline. In the 
case of Kiribati, however, it will take large numerical net migration 
losses to shift the current positive rate of population growth (around 
1.8% per year) to negative growth and eventual population decline. The 
prospect of gradually reducing Kiribati’s population through progressive 
increases in net migration losses of a magnitude that might be 
accommodated by neighbouring countries without large-scale planned 
resettlement is going to take much longer than is the case for Tuvalu. 

Tuvalu 
The three hypothetical net migration scenarios for Tuvalu are shown in 
Table 5.8. The ‘gradual’ scenario has the average annual net loss of -50 
in the SPC 2008 projections increasing to -80 per year by the year ended 
30 June 2010 (just above the Pacific Access Category quota of 75), then 
rising to an average of -100 per year between 2015 and 2020. 

After 2020 it is projected that average annual net outflows will 
increase more rapidly to reach -250 people per year by the year ended 
30 June 2030. If, for the sake of argument, all of these net losses were to 
New Zealand, the -100 to -250 from Tuvalu each year between 2015 and 
2030 would comprise between 1.0% and 2.5% of the average annual net 
gain of 10,000 that is built into the ‘medium’ population projection for 
New Zealand over the same period (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). 

The ‘significant’ increase scenario also sees a level of net loss that 
is close to the size of the current Pacific Access Category quota through 
to 2014, before a reasonably sharp increase to -150 per year until 2019, 
and then average annual increases of -100 per five-year period through 
to -400 per year by 2030. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 114 

In the two sections that follow we examine the impacts of what we 
term ‘gradual’, ‘significant’, and ‘rapid’ increases in net out-migration, 
first on Tuvalu’s small population of around 10,000 and then on the 
much larger population of Kiribati (100,000). 

It will not take very large numerical increases in net out-migration 
from Tuvalu to shift the current low positive growth of between 0.5% 
and 1.0% per year to negative growth and population decline. In the 
case of Kiribati, however, it will take large numerical net migration 
losses to shift the current positive rate of population growth (around 
1.8% per year) to negative growth and eventual population decline. The 
prospect of gradually reducing Kiribati’s population through progressive 
increases in net migration losses of a magnitude that might be 
accommodated by neighbouring countries without large-scale planned 
resettlement is going to take much longer than is the case for Tuvalu. 

Tuvalu 
The three hypothetical net migration scenarios for Tuvalu are shown in 
Table 5.8. The ‘gradual’ scenario has the average annual net loss of -50 
in the SPC 2008 projections increasing to -80 per year by the year ended 
30 June 2010 (just above the Pacific Access Category quota of 75), then 
rising to an average of -100 per year between 2015 and 2020. 

After 2020 it is projected that average annual net outflows will 
increase more rapidly to reach -250 people per year by the year ended 
30 June 2030. If, for the sake of argument, all of these net losses were to 
New Zealand, the -100 to -250 from Tuvalu each year between 2015 and 
2030 would comprise between 1.0% and 2.5% of the average annual net 
gain of 10,000 that is built into the ‘medium’ population projection for 
New Zealand over the same period (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). 

The ‘significant’ increase scenario also sees a level of net loss that 
is close to the size of the current Pacific Access Category quota through 
to 2014, before a reasonably sharp increase to -150 per year until 2019, 
and then average annual increases of -100 per five-year period through 
to -400 per year by 2030. 



International Migration and Climate Change: Kiribati and Tuvalu 

 115 

Table 5.8: Hypothetical net migration scenarios, Tuvalu, 2005–2030 (year 
ended 30 June) 

Period 

Annual net migration loss 

Gradual Significant Rapid 

2005–2009 -50 -50 -50 

2010–2014 -80 -80 -100 

2015–2019 -100 -150 -200 

2020–2024 -150 -200 -400 

2025–2029 -200 -300 -600 

2030 -250 -400 -800 

Source: The authors’ imputations into the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community’s 2008 projection parameters for Tuvalu. 

The ‘rapid’ increase scenario sees annual net migration losses 
doubling every five years though to 2020, and then running at levels that 
are double those for the ‘significant’ increase scenario through to 2030. 
Even at the level of -800 per year in 2030, Tuvalu’s net migration losses 
would be the equivalent of only 8% of New Zealand’s projected net 
gains of 10,000 per year – less than the current annual net gain from 
Samoa. 

The effects of these different levels of net out-migration on three 
critical indices of population change in Tuvalu between 2005 and 2030 
are shown in Table 5.9. The three indices are all expressed per 100 in 
the resident population: natural increase (the balance of births over 
deaths), net migration (the balance of people entering Tuvalu over those 
leaving the country), and population growth (the balance between 
natural increase and net migration). 

The impact of the three different net migration scenarios on natural 
increase is limited through to 2015, but from then until 2030 the gap 
between the ‘significant’ and the ‘rapid’ scenarios increases sharply. 
Soon after 2025, natural increase becomes negative under this scenario 
with more deaths than births in a population that has been heavily 
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depleted by the migration of young adults and children to other 
countries over successive years. 

Table 5.9: Indices of population change (annual rate per 100 population), 
Tuvalu, 2005–2030 (year ended 30 June) 

Index and 
migration 
scenario 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Natural increase 

Gradual  1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.0 0.3 

Significant 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.2 0.9 0.4 

Rapid  1.3 1.2 1.1 0.9 0.2 -0.7 

Net migration 

Gradual -0.5 -0.8 -1.0 -1.5 -2.0 -5.2 

Significant -0.5 -0.8 -1.5 -2.1 -3.4 -5.4 

Rapid -0.5 -1.0 -2.0 -4.6 -9.3 -28.2 

Population growth 

Gradual 0.8 0.4 0.3 -0.3 -1.0 -4.9 

Significant 0.8 0.4 -0.3 -0.9 -2.5 -5.0 

Rapid 0.8 0.2 -0.9 -3.7 -9.1 -28.9 

Source: Authors’ estimates using the Secretariat of the Pacific Community’s 
2008 projection parameters and the hypothetical migration scenarios in 
Table 5.8 for Tuvalu. 

When the differing net migration rates (per 100 population) in the 
three scenarios are taken into consideration, the population growth rates 
quickly start to deviate from 2010. Soon after 2010 the ‘significant’ and 
the ‘rapid’ scenarios are generating negative growth rates – net out-
migration is more than compensating for natural increase. Even under 
the ‘gradual’ scenario, the population starts to decline between 2015 and 
2020. 
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When the differing net migration rates (per 100 population) in the 
three scenarios are taken into consideration, the population growth rates 
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the ‘rapid’ scenarios are generating negative growth rates – net out-
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the ‘gradual’ scenario, the population starts to decline between 2015 and 
2020. 
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All of these migration scenarios contribute to progressively 
reducing the size of the total population between 2010 and 2020. Their 
differential impact on the size of the population is shown in Table 5.10 – 
by 2030 the ‘rapid’ scenario results in a population of only 2,860 in 
Tuvalu compared with 9,140 under the ‘gradual’ scenario. 

Between 2010 and 2030 the ‘gradual’ scenario results in a decrease 
in the total population of just under 1,000 compared with decreases by 
2,620 and 7,160 for the ‘significant’ and ‘rapid’ scenarios respectively 
(Table 5.10). However, the impacts of the net migration losses on 
Tuvalu’s population are much larger than these measures of absolute 
population change over the 20 years. If one compares what Tuvalu’s 
population might have become by 2030 without any net migration 
losses37

                                                 
37 These are the populations for Tuvalu of 10,270 in 2010, 11,720 in 2020, 

and 13,230 in 2030 produced by the zero net migration assumption 
(Table 5.7). 

 with the populations that Tuvalu ends up with under the three 
scenarios it is possible to work out the direct and indirect losses 
resulting from migration. 

The population change between 2010 and 2020 under the ‘gradual’ 
net migration scenario was 1,270 less than it would have been if there 
had been no net migration losses (Table 5.10). Just over three-quarters  
(-970) of this difference is due to the actual losses of people who 
migrated. The remaining 24% (-300) is made up of the natural increase 
that would have accrued to the population of Tuvalu if there had not 
been net out-migration – the indirect loss due to net migration. In effect, 
between 2010 and 2030 the ‘gradual’ net migration scenario would 
remove from Tuvalu’s population the equivalent of 3,900 or almost 39% 
of the 10,080 estimated for 2010. Similar calculations can be done for 
the ‘significant’ and ‘rapid’ net migration assumptions, and they 
produce overall losses in growth potential by 2030 of 5,580 (55% of the 
total in 2010) and 10,120 (the equivalent of more than the total 
population in 2010). 
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Table 5.10: Projections for Tuvalu using the three hypothetical migration 
scenarios, 2010–2030 (year ended 30 June) 

Population  
and period  

Migration scenario 

Gradual Significant Rapid 

Total population 

2010 10,080 10,080 10,020 

2020 10,260 9,820 8,790 

2030 9,140 7,460 2,860 

Population change 

2010–2020 180 -260 -1,230 

2020–2030 -1,120 -2,360 -5,930 

2010–2030 -940 -2,620 -7,160 

Difference from population change under zero net migration 

2010–2020 -1,270 -1,710 -2,680 

2020–2030 -2,630 -3,870 -7,440 

2010–2030 -3,900 -5,580 -10,120 

Direct loss due to net migration 

2010–2020 -970 -1,270 -1,800 

2020–2030 -1,850 -2,700 -5,400 

2010–2030 -2,820 -3,970 -7,200 

Indirect loss due to net migration 

2010–2020 -300 -440 -880 

2020–2030 -780 -1,170 -2,040 

2010–2030 -1,080 -1,610 -2,920 

Source: Authors’ calculations derived from the projections using the three 
hypothetical migration scenarios for Tuvalu in Table 5.8 and the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community’s 2008 projection parameters. 
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It can be seen from this hypothetical exercise that relocating more 
than half of Tuvalu’s population by 2030 is going to require net 
migration losses that lie somewhere between the ‘significant’ and 
‘rapid’ scenarios. The rapid migration scenario, using the SPC’s 2008 
age–sex distribution of the net loss, would result in all of the young 
adults being removed from the population by the second half of the 
2020s. In effect, the islands would have only a small share of the 
Tuvaluan population by 2030 – most would be living overseas. 

Kiribati 
The same sort of experiment with Kiribati’s population produces a 
different outcome. The three hypothetical migration assumptions are 
shown in Table 5.11 – all start from the SPC’s 2008 annual net 
migration level of -100, which is above the current Pacific Access 
Category quota of 75 people per year. By 2030, the three scenarios have 
average annual net losses of -600, -1,500, and -5,000 per year, with the 
‘rapid’ scenario’s migration levels doubling each five-year period 
between 2010 and 2020. Although the absolute numbers in the net 
losses by 2030 are much greater in the scenarios for Kiribati than those 
in Tuvalu, their proportions of the total population in 2010 are smaller. 
The -800 in the ‘rapid’ scenario for Tuvalu is equivalent to 8% of the 
country’s population in 2010 while the -5,000 in the same scenario for 
Kiribati is equivalent to 5% of the 2010 population. 
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Table 5.11: Hypothetical net migration scenarios, Kiribati, 2005–2030 
(year ended 30 June) 

Period  

Annual net migration loss 

Gradual Significant Rapid 

2005–2009 -100 -100 -100 

2010–2014 -200 -400 -500 

2015–2019 -300 -500 -1,000 

2020–2024 -400 -800 -2,000 

2025–2029 -500 -1,000 -3,000 

2030 -600 -1,500 -5,000 

Source: The authors’ imputations into the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community’s 2008 projection parameters for Kiribati. 

The impacts of these scenarios on the indices of population change 
in Kiribati, shown in Table 5.12, are smaller than the impacts for 
Tuvalu. Net migration losses do not result in negative natural increase in 
any of the years shown for the three scenarios; it is not until 2030 that 
net migration losses exceed natural increase and result in a shift to 
negative population growth in the ‘significant’ scenario. 

The ‘rapid’ scenario produces negative population growth between 
2015 and 2020. However, this is at least five years later than is the case 
for this scenario in Tuvalu. 
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Table 5.12: Indices of population change (annual rate per 100 
population), Kiribati, 2005–2030 (year ended 30 June) 

Index and 
migration 
scenario 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Natural increase 

Gradual  1.9 1.9 1.9 1.7 1.4 1.3 

Significant 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.7 1.4 1.1 

Rapid  1.9 1.9 1.8 1.6 1.2 0.7 

Net migration 

Gradual -0.1 -0.2 -0.3 -0.3 -0.4 -0.5 

Significant -0.1 -0.4 -0.5 -0.7 -0.9 -1.2 

Rapid -0.1 -0.5 -1.0 -1.9 -3.0 -5.9 

Population growth 

Gradual 1.8 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.0 0.8 

Significant 1.8 1.5 1.3 1.0 0.5 -0.1 

Rapid 1.8 1.4 0.8 -0.3 -1.8 -5.2 

Source: Authors’ estimates using the Secretariat of the Pacific Community’s 
2008 projection parameters and the hypothetical migration scenarios in 
Table 5.11 for Kiribati. 
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scenario 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Natural increase 

Gradual  1.9 1.9 1.9 1.7 1.4 1.3 

Significant 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.7 1.4 1.1 

Rapid  1.9 1.9 1.8 1.6 1.2 0.7 

Net migration 

Gradual -0.1 -0.2 -0.3 -0.3 -0.4 -0.5 

Significant -0.1 -0.4 -0.5 -0.7 -0.9 -1.2 

Rapid -0.1 -0.5 -1.0 -1.9 -3.0 -5.9 

Population growth 

Gradual 1.8 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.0 0.8 

Significant 1.8 1.5 1.3 1.0 0.5 -0.1 

Rapid 1.8 1.4 0.8 -0.3 -1.8 -5.2 

Source: Authors’ estimates using the Secretariat of the Pacific Community’s 
2008 projection parameters and the hypothetical migration scenarios in 
Table 5.11 for Kiribati. 
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The population change that is due to migration between 2010 and 
2030 under the three scenarios in Kiribati is shown in Table 5.13. 
Between 2010 and 2030 the ‘gradual’ scenario has the effect of 
removing just under 11,000 of the people that might have been in the 
population in 2030 if there had been no net migration losses during the 
intervening 20 years – the zero net migration assumption. For the ‘rapid’ 
scenario this loss is just under 57,000 – the equivalent of the country’s 
total population at the time of independence in the late 1970s 
(Table 5.1). These changes in Kiribati’s population due to migration are 
made up of the direct losses of migrants as well as the indirect losses 
associated with removing their contributions to natural increase from the 
resident population (Table 5.13). 

By 2030 the total population of Kiribati is still growing under the 
‘gradual’ and ‘significant’ scenarios, but it has started to decline in the 
case of the ‘rapid’ scenario. However, it would still be at the level it was 
in the late 1990s by 2030 despite the sizable annual outflows of people 
between 2010 and 2030 under the ‘rapid’ scenario. This illustrates the 
impact of momentum-led growth in populations, especially those with 
high levels of fertility as is the case for both Kiribati and Tuvalu. The 
SPC estimates the total fertility rate in both countries to be around 3.7 
births per woman during her reproductive life span, compared with 2.1 
births per woman in New Zealand’s population in 2009. 

If Kiribati’s population is going to be experiencing progressively 
worse living conditions on atolls and reef islands that are being 
impacted negatively by global warming then out-migration of increasing 
numbers will be essential. The numbers that would need to be involved 
in this outflow each year to achieve a reduction in the actual size of the 
country’s population will pose a challenge for neighbouring countries 
that might receive the migrants. A net loss of -5,000 per year from 
Kiribati would equate to half of the average annual net gain to 
New Zealand’s population through net migration (10,000) in the 
‘medium’ variant projection by 2030. 
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Table 5.13: Projections for Kiribati using the three hypothetical migration 
scenarios, 2010–2030 (year ended 30 June) 

Population  
and period  

Migration scenario 

Gradual Significant Rapid 

Total population 

2010 100,000 99,350 99,030 

2020 116,630 112,730 105,140 

2030 129,130 117,630 82,210 

Population change 

2010–20 16,630 13,380 6,110 

2020–30 12,500 4,900 -22,930 

2010–30 29,130 18,280 -16,820 

Difference from population change under zero net migration 

2010–20 -4,060 -7,310 -14,580 

2020–30 -6,930 -14,530 -42,360 

2010–30 -10,990 -21,840 -56,940 

Direct loss due to net migration 

2010–20 -2,700 -4,900 -9,000 

2020–30 -4,700 -9,700 -28,000 

2010–30 -7,400 -14,600 -37,000 

Indirect loss due to net migration 

2010–20 -1,360 -2,410 -5,580 

2020–30 -2,230 -4,830 -14,360 

2010–30 -3,590 -7,240 -19,940 

Source: Authors’ calculations derived from projections using the three 
hypothetical migration scenarios for Kiribati in Table 5.11 and the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community’s 2008 projection parameters. 
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Wider implications 
The next 20 years will pose significant challenges for the residents of 
the coral atolls scattered through the central Pacific, if the projected 
population growth occurs in tandem with accelerated environmental 
degradation. In the past, perceived pressures of population on scarce and 
fragile land resources in these islands have been resolved in part by 
internal migration to urban areas, in part by resettlement on uninhabited 
or less densely settled islands within colonies or countries, and in part 
through voluntary migration and organised resettlement overseas 
(Bedford, 1968; Paton, 2009; Watters, 2008). The population–
environment problems confronting residents in parts of Kiribati and 
Tuvalu at the end of the first decade of the 21st century are not new, but 
they are being compounded by two trends: the increasing concentration 
of people in the urban areas of South Tarawa and Funafuti and 
intensifying pollution of the main source of fresh water to sustain plant, 
animal, and human life – the fragile lenses under the coral land masses. 

The governments of Kiribati and Tuvalu have been concerned for 
more than a decade about the accelerated environmental degradation 
associated with changes in sea level, the frequency of king tides, the 
shifting patterns of cyclone activity, and the gradual warming of sea 
surface temperatures that have been highlighted in the debate about 
global warming (Connell, 1993). Although the causes and magnitude of 
global warming remain highly contested, the reality is that during the 
next 20 years more atoll dwellers from the central Pacific will be 
seeking opportunities overseas to derive secure livelihoods for their 
families. There will be pressure for greater access to New Zealand and 
Australia especially, as well as to Fiji if the interim government follows 
through on its Copenhagen announcement. It makes sense to anticipate 
this pressure and plan for ways to deal with it progressively, rather than 
deferring contingency planning and addressing the problem only when it 
becomes a major crisis or emergency. 

New Zealand and Australia are investing significantly in the 
development of Kiribati and Tuvalu, and those investments should 
continue, especially if they ensure atoll dwellers can derive satisfactory 
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livelihoods from their coral islands. Research by Paton (2009), for 
example, suggests older Tuvaluans would prefer to continue to reside on 
their atolls and reef islands rather than migrate to other countries. There 
is also uncertainty about the time-frames over which the effects of 
global warming will play out in the central Pacific and elsewhere. 
Initiatives to improve living conditions in the main urban areas and 
make residence in the outer islands of both countries more attractive 
remain critically important priorities for the governments of both 
countries. In this context, development policies and immigration 
policies designed to facilitate the emigration of larger numbers of  
I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans need to be coherent. 

Notwithstanding their current commitments to major development 
initiatives in the two countries, the governments of New Zealand and 
Australia (as well as those of other countries in the region with a history 
of links through migration with these atoll countries) should examine 
their immigration policies. These governments need to determine 
whether they can accommodate increasing numbers of I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluans in their annual streams of migrants for work, family reunion, 
and under special programmes such as the Pacific Access Category in 
New Zealand. It will be much more acceptable to societies in both the 
source and destination countries if migration of increasing numbers atoll 
dwellers from the central Pacific can be managed progressively through 
a co-ordinated approach to relieving population pressure on islands that 
may eventually become uninhabitable because of progressive 
environmental damage. Amendments to existing immigration policies 
have a higher chance of success than delaying action until the mass 
resettlement of people is the only option. As McAdam (2009, p 3) put it: 

If en mass relocation to another country is being considered as a 
permanent solution, then the situation will be far more complex 
than a standard immigration plan. In the absence of territory 
formally being ceded to the affected country, there needs to be 
security of title and immigration and citizenship rights for those 
who move. 
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Campbell et al (2005) reviewed the literature on community 
relocation within and outside countries as an option for adaptation to the 
effects of climate change and climate variability in Pacific countries. 
Their analysis makes it clear that the social, cultural, and economic costs 
of community relocation increase markedly if relocation involves 
crossing an international boundary. New Zealand has direct experience 
of this in its resettlement of around 1,000 Tokelauans in New Zealand 
after a severe hurricane in 1966 (Huntsman with Kalolo, 2007; Wessen 
et al, 1992). Mass resettlement of many tens of thousands at some stage 
in the next 20–50 years is a daunting prospect in the light of these earlier 
resettlement experiences. Much more logical and relevant for successful 
adaptation by atoll dwellers to very different living conditions overseas 
is a process of voluntary migration whereby individuals, families, and, 
over time, entire communities make their own decisions about 
movement in their own time, rather than being treated as victims of a 
disaster that is beyond their control (Paton, 2009). 

New Zealand accepts up to 75 Tuvaluans and 75 I-Kiribati a year 
through its Pacific Access Category. Kiribati and Tuvalu are also two of 
the countries that have received assistance from the Department of 
Labour and NZAID to participate in the Recognised Seasonal Employer 
policy (Ramasamy et al, 2008). I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans who are 
selected through the Pacific Access Category ballot often find it difficult 
to meet the employment-related criteria for permanent residence in 
New Zealand, so cannot take up the possibility of moving to 
New Zealand. However, sometimes horticulture enterprises, desperate to 
find regular, reliable workers, have offered continuing employment for 
I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans. Southern Paprika, the largest exporter of 
capsicums in New Zealand, for example, has been employing I-Kiribati 
and Tuvaluans in its operations for more than a decade. We are aware 
that some employers of seasonal labour under the Recognised Seasonal 
Employer policy, including Southern Paprika, are exploring 
opportunities for the best of their workers, who subsequently get 
balloted for the Pacific Access Category, to be provided with offers of 
continuing employment in the horticulture industry in jobs where their 
skills are needed throughout the year. 
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In our view, Immigration New Zealand is in a very good position in 
2010 to begin incrementally changing its policy settings relating to the 
Pacific Access Category and to consider the possibility for better 
linkages between the Pacific Access Category and the Recognised 
Seasonal Employer policy in the cases of Kiribati and Tuvalu. 

Since the election of the Rudd government in Australia, Australian 
officials have been encouraged to work more closely with New Zealand 
officials to achieve greater coherence in immigration policy as it relates 
to Pacific peoples. There is a much better evidence base about changes 
in Pacific environments and populations than there was in the 1960s. In 
the 1960s, the resident commissioner of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands 
Colony, a New Zealander, was searching the region, including 
New Zealand, for places where Gilbertese (I-Kiribati) and Ellice 
Islanders (Tuvaluans) might be resettled (Bedford, 1968). 

We hope that the early years of the second decade of the 21st 
century will see further development of the recent positive initiatives in 
New Zealand and Australia to facilitate greater access for I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluans who wish to move away from their deteriorating island 
environments. The Pacific Access Category in New Zealand, and the 
Kiribati–Australia Nursing Initiative in Australia are two of these 
positive initiatives. The Recognised Seasonal Employer policy and 
Australia’s Pacific Seasonal Worker Pilot Scheme are also useful 
initiatives. In our view, there is the potential, longer term, for greater 
linkage between the Pacific Access Category and Recognised Seasonal 
Employer policy in New Zealand, in the interests of increasing the 
opportunities for I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans to take up places in the 
Pacific Access Category. The Pacific Access Category quotas for the 
two countries could be progressively increased over time with a view to 
allowing greater numbers to move voluntarily and find new homes in 
New Zealand. 

The ongoing debate about responsibilities for assistance with the 
mass resettlement of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans should their islands 
become uninhabitable in the future, needs resolution. It will be easier to 
find this resolution in the region if the New Zealand and Australian 
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governments continue to facilitate increased inflows of migrants from 
Kiribati and Tuvalu through their regular migration programmes. As the 
analysis of population change over the next two decades in Kiribati and 
Tuvalu has shown, ongoing population growth is going to increase the 
numbers who might require assistance with resettlement longer term 
anyway. Slowing or reversing this growth will require significant 
additional emigration in both countries, but in the case of Tuvalu, the 
actual numbers are relatively small in relation to New Zealand’s overall 
residence programme. However, reversing population growth in Kiribati 
will be impossible without major increases in levels of out-migration 
over the next 20 years. In our view, it is incumbent on the governments 
of New Zealand and Australia, the two most developed Pacific Islands 
Forum countries, to work in collaboration with other Pacific states, 
including Fiji, to develop a coherent regional strategy. This strategy 
must facilitate the longer-term relocation of increasing numbers of atoll 
dwellers who have no access to livelihoods on higher ground within 
their own countries. 
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Potential Impacts of Climate Change 
Migration on Pacific Families Living in 
New Zealand 
Deborah McLeod 

Introduction 
The Family Centre, the Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs, and the 
Department of Labour have completed qualitative research with the aim 
of better understanding the socioeconomic impact on Pacific families 
and communities in New Zealand who receive migrants from the 
Pacific.38

                                                 
38 This chapter summarises research by Taimalieutu Kiwi Tamasese, 

Tafaoimalo Loudeen Parsons, Charles Waldegrave, and Peter King from 
the Family Centre Pacific Section and the Family Centre Social Policy 
Research Unit. The research was commissioned by the Ministry of Pacific 
Island Affairs and funded from the Migrant Levy Fund. The full report will 
be published on the Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs website 
(

 The research provides a rich picture of the impact on and 
contribution of Pacific peoples to settlement support for newcomers who 
choose to migrate. Although the research was not carried out to 
specifically examine climate change–induced migration, it sets out in 
some detail the socio-cultural context in which any resettlement of 
Pacific families as a result of climate change will take place. 

Understanding the nature and extent of migration as a response to 
climate change shocks and impacts is evolving. Irrespective of the 
uncertainties about how many people will migrate and when, climate 
changes in the Pacific may increase demand for migration internally and 
to New Zealand from the wider Pacific–Asia region. 

www.minpac.govt.nz) in mid 2010. 
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To achieve successful settlement outcomes for Pacific families in 
New Zealand, regardless of their reasons for migrating, we must 
understand and respond to the impacts on host families assisting with 
settlement. 

Sources of information 
This chapter presents the findings from a qualitative study that involved 
eight fa’afaletui39

The eight fa’afaletui focus groups included six ethnically specific 
groups of Samoan, Cook Island, Tongan, Fijian, Niuean, and Tokelauan 

 focus groups and six case studies in which the 
contributions of Pacific peoples resident in New Zealand to the 
settlement of Pacific migrants from their home countries were identified 
and investigated. 

                                                 
39 Pacific researchers have raised the need for culturally appropriate methods 

when research is carried out within Pacific communities (Tupuola, 1993; 
Tamasese et al, 1997). If research is to acknowledge the concepts and 
experiences of Pacific peoples, then research methods need to be based on 
the cultural world views of the participants. The fa’afaletui research 
approach was chosen for this study because it provides both a research 
framework and processes that respect the uniqueness and distinctiveness of 
Pacific peoples and their cultures. At the same time, this approach enables 
relationships to develop and a consensus to be drawn. This approach is 
underpinned by values of respect, humility, and the honouring of peoples, 
ensuring that each Pacific nation and culture represented in this research is 
acknowledged and their knowledge valued. The fa’afaletui approach also 
enables the resolution of complex methodological issues; pays serious 
attention to cultural perspectives, etiquette, and protocols; and upholds the 
primacy and expression of the various Pacific languages used in  
this research. This approach provides a system of relating between  
the fa’afaletui of the reference group, the focus group facilitators, the 
researchers, and the participants. Further, it provides a process of tui or  
the weaving together of the findings from the two aspects of this research – 
the fa’afaletui of case studies and the fa’afaletui of focus groups. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 136 

To achieve successful settlement outcomes for Pacific families in 
New Zealand, regardless of their reasons for migrating, we must 
understand and respond to the impacts on host families assisting with 
settlement. 

Sources of information 
This chapter presents the findings from a qualitative study that involved 
eight fa’afaletui39

The eight fa’afaletui focus groups included six ethnically specific 
groups of Samoan, Cook Island, Tongan, Fijian, Niuean, and Tokelauan 

 focus groups and six case studies in which the 
contributions of Pacific peoples resident in New Zealand to the 
settlement of Pacific migrants from their home countries were identified 
and investigated. 

                                                 
39 Pacific researchers have raised the need for culturally appropriate methods 

when research is carried out within Pacific communities (Tupuola, 1993; 
Tamasese et al, 1997). If research is to acknowledge the concepts and 
experiences of Pacific peoples, then research methods need to be based on 
the cultural world views of the participants. The fa’afaletui research 
approach was chosen for this study because it provides both a research 
framework and processes that respect the uniqueness and distinctiveness of 
Pacific peoples and their cultures. At the same time, this approach enables 
relationships to develop and a consensus to be drawn. This approach is 
underpinned by values of respect, humility, and the honouring of peoples, 
ensuring that each Pacific nation and culture represented in this research is 
acknowledged and their knowledge valued. The fa’afaletui approach also 
enables the resolution of complex methodological issues; pays serious 
attention to cultural perspectives, etiquette, and protocols; and upholds the 
primacy and expression of the various Pacific languages used in  
this research. This approach provides a system of relating between  
the fa’afaletui of the reference group, the focus group facilitators, the 
researchers, and the participants. Further, it provides a process of tui or  
the weaving together of the findings from the two aspects of this research – 
the fa’afaletui of case studies and the fa’afaletui of focus groups. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 136 

To achieve successful settlement outcomes for Pacific families in 
New Zealand, regardless of their reasons for migrating, we must 
understand and respond to the impacts on host families assisting with 
settlement. 

Sources of information 
This chapter presents the findings from a qualitative study that involved 
eight fa’afaletui39

The eight fa’afaletui focus groups included six ethnically specific 
groups of Samoan, Cook Island, Tongan, Fijian, Niuean, and Tokelauan 

 focus groups and six case studies in which the 
contributions of Pacific peoples resident in New Zealand to the 
settlement of Pacific migrants from their home countries were identified 
and investigated. 

                                                 
39 Pacific researchers have raised the need for culturally appropriate methods 

when research is carried out within Pacific communities (Tupuola, 1993; 
Tamasese et al, 1997). If research is to acknowledge the concepts and 
experiences of Pacific peoples, then research methods need to be based on 
the cultural world views of the participants. The fa’afaletui research 
approach was chosen for this study because it provides both a research 
framework and processes that respect the uniqueness and distinctiveness of 
Pacific peoples and their cultures. At the same time, this approach enables 
relationships to develop and a consensus to be drawn. This approach is 
underpinned by values of respect, humility, and the honouring of peoples, 
ensuring that each Pacific nation and culture represented in this research is 
acknowledged and their knowledge valued. The fa’afaletui approach also 
enables the resolution of complex methodological issues; pays serious 
attention to cultural perspectives, etiquette, and protocols; and upholds the 
primacy and expression of the various Pacific languages used in  
this research. This approach provides a system of relating between  
the fa’afaletui of the reference group, the focus group facilitators, the 
researchers, and the participants. Further, it provides a process of tui or  
the weaving together of the findings from the two aspects of this research – 
the fa’afaletui of case studies and the fa’afaletui of focus groups. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 136 

To achieve successful settlement outcomes for Pacific families in 
New Zealand, regardless of their reasons for migrating, we must 
understand and respond to the impacts on host families assisting with 
settlement. 

Sources of information 
This chapter presents the findings from a qualitative study that involved 
eight fa’afaletui39

The eight fa’afaletui focus groups included six ethnically specific 
groups of Samoan, Cook Island, Tongan, Fijian, Niuean, and Tokelauan 

 focus groups and six case studies in which the 
contributions of Pacific peoples resident in New Zealand to the 
settlement of Pacific migrants from their home countries were identified 
and investigated. 

                                                 
39 Pacific researchers have raised the need for culturally appropriate methods 

when research is carried out within Pacific communities (Tupuola, 1993; 
Tamasese et al, 1997). If research is to acknowledge the concepts and 
experiences of Pacific peoples, then research methods need to be based on 
the cultural world views of the participants. The fa’afaletui research 
approach was chosen for this study because it provides both a research 
framework and processes that respect the uniqueness and distinctiveness of 
Pacific peoples and their cultures. At the same time, this approach enables 
relationships to develop and a consensus to be drawn. This approach is 
underpinned by values of respect, humility, and the honouring of peoples, 
ensuring that each Pacific nation and culture represented in this research is 
acknowledged and their knowledge valued. The fa’afaletui approach also 
enables the resolution of complex methodological issues; pays serious 
attention to cultural perspectives, etiquette, and protocols; and upholds the 
primacy and expression of the various Pacific languages used in  
this research. This approach provides a system of relating between  
the fa’afaletui of the reference group, the focus group facilitators, the 
researchers, and the participants. Further, it provides a process of tui or  
the weaving together of the findings from the two aspects of this research – 
the fa’afaletui of case studies and the fa’afaletui of focus groups. 



Climate Change Migration and Pacific Families Living in New Zealand 

 137 

people and two pan-Pacific groups of long-term migrants who had 
settled in New Zealand in the past five years. 

Three of the six case studies involved Pacific-focused organisations 
that contribute to, but do not specialise in, the settlement of Pacific 
migrants. One organisation was a Pacific church, one a community-
based service provider, and one a legal services trust. The three case 
studies of host families were used to estimate the direct financial 
contributions host families made when hosting migrants as well as the 
other kinds of support advice and assistance they provided. The families 
were one Polynesian family, one Micronesian family, and one 
Melanesian family. 

The three families selected for the case studies had both long-term 
and recent experiences as hosts. Although the families are not 
representative of all such Pacific host families, they are not atypical and 
represent a variety of Pacific cultural backgrounds, incomes, and 
migrant types. The household composition and incomes of the Pacific 
host families and the migrants they assisted are shown in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Composition of Pacific host family households and the migrants 
they assisted, and gross household income 

Case 
study 
family 

Host family Migrants Gross 
household 

income Adults Children* Adults Children* 

Polynesian 3 0 2 1 $62,000 

Micronesian 5 3 2 0 $74,500 

Melanesian 3 4 2 0 $151,000 

* Dependent children living at home. 

The Polynesian case study involved a Samoan host family that was 
assisting a related migrant Samoan family that had arrived in 
New Zealand before the host family, but that had encountered 
difficulties with their immigration status. The hosts felt a responsibility 
to provide a home for them while they attempted to establish their 
status. The hosts shared their two-bedroom flat with the migrants, 
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having one bedroom for themselves and one for the migrants. The hosts 
assisted the migrants financially and helped them adapt to the new 
environment, gain employment, and establish themselves in their own 
home. Although the migrants gained employment while living with the 
hosts and offered to contribute financially, the hosts did not accept any 
financial contributions from them. However, the hosts did accept some 
contributions in kind such as food. 

The Micronesian case study involved a mixed I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluan family in which the husband was I-Kiribati. The migrants the 
family hosted were the wife’s parents from Tuvalu. The host family had 
assisted 20 migrants from Tuvalu and about seven from Kiribati. As 
with the Polynesian case study, the migrants contributed in kind, rather 
than financially, while being hosted. These contributions included 
fishing equipment such as nets from their home countries and general 
assistance around the home. The husband in this host family worked as a 
seaman and was able to open up work opportunities for other migrants 
in his workplace. The migrants assisted into work in this way were not 
confined to those from Kiribati and Tuvalu, but also included migrants 
from Samoa. 

The Melanesian case study involved a host family from Fiji. In 
common with the Micronesian case study family, this family had hosted 
multiple migrants from Fiji, some of whom were not directly related to 
the host family, although most were. The family regarded their hosting 
role as an obligation, feeling they had been brought to New Zealand for 
that purpose. As with the Polynesian and Micronesian host families, the 
Melanesian host family assisted the migrants financially and helped 
them adapt to their new environment and gain employment. Migrants 
generally stayed with the host family for about three months. The 
migrants hosted tended to be focused on tertiary study and buying a 
home in New Zealand. After becoming established, these migrants focus 
on bringing more family members to New Zealand. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 138 

having one bedroom for themselves and one for the migrants. The hosts 
assisted the migrants financially and helped them adapt to the new 
environment, gain employment, and establish themselves in their own 
home. Although the migrants gained employment while living with the 
hosts and offered to contribute financially, the hosts did not accept any 
financial contributions from them. However, the hosts did accept some 
contributions in kind such as food. 

The Micronesian case study involved a mixed I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluan family in which the husband was I-Kiribati. The migrants the 
family hosted were the wife’s parents from Tuvalu. The host family had 
assisted 20 migrants from Tuvalu and about seven from Kiribati. As 
with the Polynesian case study, the migrants contributed in kind, rather 
than financially, while being hosted. These contributions included 
fishing equipment such as nets from their home countries and general 
assistance around the home. The husband in this host family worked as a 
seaman and was able to open up work opportunities for other migrants 
in his workplace. The migrants assisted into work in this way were not 
confined to those from Kiribati and Tuvalu, but also included migrants 
from Samoa. 

The Melanesian case study involved a host family from Fiji. In 
common with the Micronesian case study family, this family had hosted 
multiple migrants from Fiji, some of whom were not directly related to 
the host family, although most were. The family regarded their hosting 
role as an obligation, feeling they had been brought to New Zealand for 
that purpose. As with the Polynesian and Micronesian host families, the 
Melanesian host family assisted the migrants financially and helped 
them adapt to their new environment and gain employment. Migrants 
generally stayed with the host family for about three months. The 
migrants hosted tended to be focused on tertiary study and buying a 
home in New Zealand. After becoming established, these migrants focus 
on bringing more family members to New Zealand. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 138 

having one bedroom for themselves and one for the migrants. The hosts 
assisted the migrants financially and helped them adapt to the new 
environment, gain employment, and establish themselves in their own 
home. Although the migrants gained employment while living with the 
hosts and offered to contribute financially, the hosts did not accept any 
financial contributions from them. However, the hosts did accept some 
contributions in kind such as food. 

The Micronesian case study involved a mixed I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluan family in which the husband was I-Kiribati. The migrants the 
family hosted were the wife’s parents from Tuvalu. The host family had 
assisted 20 migrants from Tuvalu and about seven from Kiribati. As 
with the Polynesian case study, the migrants contributed in kind, rather 
than financially, while being hosted. These contributions included 
fishing equipment such as nets from their home countries and general 
assistance around the home. The husband in this host family worked as a 
seaman and was able to open up work opportunities for other migrants 
in his workplace. The migrants assisted into work in this way were not 
confined to those from Kiribati and Tuvalu, but also included migrants 
from Samoa. 

The Melanesian case study involved a host family from Fiji. In 
common with the Micronesian case study family, this family had hosted 
multiple migrants from Fiji, some of whom were not directly related to 
the host family, although most were. The family regarded their hosting 
role as an obligation, feeling they had been brought to New Zealand for 
that purpose. As with the Polynesian and Micronesian host families, the 
Melanesian host family assisted the migrants financially and helped 
them adapt to their new environment and gain employment. Migrants 
generally stayed with the host family for about three months. The 
migrants hosted tended to be focused on tertiary study and buying a 
home in New Zealand. After becoming established, these migrants focus 
on bringing more family members to New Zealand. 

Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 138 

having one bedroom for themselves and one for the migrants. The hosts 
assisted the migrants financially and helped them adapt to the new 
environment, gain employment, and establish themselves in their own 
home. Although the migrants gained employment while living with the 
hosts and offered to contribute financially, the hosts did not accept any 
financial contributions from them. However, the hosts did accept some 
contributions in kind such as food. 

The Micronesian case study involved a mixed I-Kiribati and 
Tuvaluan family in which the husband was I-Kiribati. The migrants the 
family hosted were the wife’s parents from Tuvalu. The host family had 
assisted 20 migrants from Tuvalu and about seven from Kiribati. As 
with the Polynesian case study, the migrants contributed in kind, rather 
than financially, while being hosted. These contributions included 
fishing equipment such as nets from their home countries and general 
assistance around the home. The husband in this host family worked as a 
seaman and was able to open up work opportunities for other migrants 
in his workplace. The migrants assisted into work in this way were not 
confined to those from Kiribati and Tuvalu, but also included migrants 
from Samoa. 

The Melanesian case study involved a host family from Fiji. In 
common with the Micronesian case study family, this family had hosted 
multiple migrants from Fiji, some of whom were not directly related to 
the host family, although most were. The family regarded their hosting 
role as an obligation, feeling they had been brought to New Zealand for 
that purpose. As with the Polynesian and Micronesian host families, the 
Melanesian host family assisted the migrants financially and helped 
them adapt to their new environment and gain employment. Migrants 
generally stayed with the host family for about three months. The 
migrants hosted tended to be focused on tertiary study and buying a 
home in New Zealand. After becoming established, these migrants focus 
on bringing more family members to New Zealand. 



Climate Change Migration and Pacific Families Living in New Zealand 

 139 

Positive settlement outcomes 
The case study families, host organisations, and fa’afaletui participants 
were asked to describe positive settlement outcomes for Pacific peoples. 
Central to the groups’ definitions of positive settlement outcomes was 
the notion that migration and settlement are not static, separate, or linear 
concepts that start with a point of departure, migration, and then 
settlement. Participants did not separate from their land and kin of origin 
to settle in the new context. Rather their motivation was to grow 
‘family’ in the new context; to create another home with secure 
employment, increased earning power, and increased educational 
achievement to share with kin at home in the Pacific and elsewhere in 
the world. 

That’s the other dream here, to bring the others that we left 
behind … to come here for a better life. 
Families aspired to coming to New Zealand and being able to secure 

‘well paying employment’ and to ‘be able to build/purchase housing in 
the country of origin and in New Zealand’. The motivation for 
increasing earnings was to support families and increase family wealth 
both in the country of origin and in the new country, ‘to share with 
others in the aiga [family], and to have an increased standard of living’ 
and to ‘earn sufficient income in order to return home’. Parents aspired 
to increase their family’s educational opportunities and achievement and 
to secure training or education for themselves and others. 

Making an economic contribution to both New Zealand and the 
Pacific was considered important. Developing businesses and building 
Pacific enterprises were seen as ways to serve the needs of Pacific 
peoples. 

As migrants grow older and generations are born in the new context, 
‘home’ in New Zealand becomes inclusive of the home in the Pacific. 
The lines of demarcation between these homes have increasingly 
disappeared with more accessible aeroplane flights and communication 
media such as email and less-costly telephone calls. However, in their 
senior years, Pacific migrants and Pacific hosts sometimes yearn to be in 
touch with both homes. 
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Most of the matua [older people] still have the dream to go back 
and can collect their pensions there. It’s now the grandchildren 
that hold us back. 
Further, the Pacific migrants and Pacific hosts’ sense of self, is 

relational with physical and spiritual elements. It draws its deep sense of 
belonging to its land of birth and its genealogy. Therefore, Pacific 
migrants and hosts while now located in New Zealand continue to relate 
to their Pacific countries of origin. Being able to maintain culture, 
language, values, and spirituality in the new context is important to 
migrant families. Building churches and communities is key to 
maintaining culture. 

The concepts of successful migration outcomes will differ when 
migration is ‘forced’ as a result of climate change and when ‘home’ no 
longer exists as a place to return to. 

Contributions of churches and community 
organisations 
Pacific churches and community organisations contribute substantially 
to the positive settlement of migrant Pacific families. These 
organisations were referred to often during the fa’afaletui groups as 
providers of essential services for good quality settlement. These 
services included employment support, legal advice, language tutoring, 
cultural networks, family support, and spiritual fellowship. Providers 
were also often referred to as being under-funded and stretched. 

Religion and spirituality are cornerstones of Pacific peoples’ 
communities and the spiritual side of the Pacific ‘self’ is a key element 
of Pacific being (Tamasese et al, 1997). It is, therefore, essential to 
include considerations of religion and spirituality and the role of 
churches in the settlement of new Pacific migrants. 

The churches in the Pacific and Pacific church ministers in 
New Zealand have been an integral and intimate part of the settlement 
of Pacific peoples in New Zealand. The Pacific church ministers often 
provided refuge for Pacific people within their homes until they were 
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able to secure work and accommodation of their own. Pacific people 
have told stories about how in the earliest days of Pacific settlement in 
New Zealand church ministers came to meet them at the wharf, railway 
station, or airport. 

It was not just our Church but we all did the same to lend a 
hand …that’s the history of the early days …there was someone 
for the Samoans, and the Cook Islands and the Niueans we all 
had to do the same…the Minister’s house was a refuge for the 
new people coming and finding jobs and accommodation and 
that was something that happened during the early times of 
migration to New Zealand. 
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that we were able to connect with Pacific Peoples because they 
found us ‘familiar’ and family like in the way our staff and our 
organisation operates. 

Climate Change Migration and Pacific Families Living in New Zealand 

 141 

able to secure work and accommodation of their own. Pacific people 
have told stories about how in the earliest days of Pacific settlement in 
New Zealand church ministers came to meet them at the wharf, railway 
station, or airport. 

It was not just our Church but we all did the same to lend a 
hand …that’s the history of the early days …there was someone 
for the Samoans, and the Cook Islands and the Niueans we all 
had to do the same…the Minister’s house was a refuge for the 
new people coming and finding jobs and accommodation and 
that was something that happened during the early times of 
migration to New Zealand. 
In the absence of village structure, the church was considered to be 

an important source of focus. Church-based communities provided a 
connection into spiritual sustenance and a ‘family-like’ community that 
shared their cultural and Christian values. The Pacific churches became 
the buffer institutions that helped to lessen the culture shock for many 
Pacific people while they settled into New Zealand. 

It was instilled in me the importance of the Church as point of 
connection and a place that would ground me. It is also a place 
where my beliefs are nurtured. 
The church organisation in this study described its contribution as 

including spiritual support, assistance with immigration, and advocacy 
for housing and providing a base for the maintenance of languages and 
culture. 

The community organisation in this study was typical in its 
provision of social services based on Pacific cultures and its 
responsiveness to Pacific peoples. It felt its approaches worked because: 

We came from the same context and value base which means 
that we were able to connect with Pacific Peoples because they 
found us ‘familiar’ and family like in the way our staff and our 
organisation operates. 

Climate Change Migration and Pacific Families Living in New Zealand 

 141 

able to secure work and accommodation of their own. Pacific people 
have told stories about how in the earliest days of Pacific settlement in 
New Zealand church ministers came to meet them at the wharf, railway 
station, or airport. 

It was not just our Church but we all did the same to lend a 
hand …that’s the history of the early days …there was someone 
for the Samoans, and the Cook Islands and the Niueans we all 
had to do the same…the Minister’s house was a refuge for the 
new people coming and finding jobs and accommodation and 
that was something that happened during the early times of 
migration to New Zealand. 
In the absence of village structure, the church was considered to be 

an important source of focus. Church-based communities provided a 
connection into spiritual sustenance and a ‘family-like’ community that 
shared their cultural and Christian values. The Pacific churches became 
the buffer institutions that helped to lessen the culture shock for many 
Pacific people while they settled into New Zealand. 

It was instilled in me the importance of the Church as point of 
connection and a place that would ground me. It is also a place 
where my beliefs are nurtured. 
The church organisation in this study described its contribution as 

including spiritual support, assistance with immigration, and advocacy 
for housing and providing a base for the maintenance of languages and 
culture. 

The community organisation in this study was typical in its 
provision of social services based on Pacific cultures and its 
responsiveness to Pacific peoples. It felt its approaches worked because: 

We came from the same context and value base which means 
that we were able to connect with Pacific Peoples because they 
found us ‘familiar’ and family like in the way our staff and our 
organisation operates. 

Climate Change Migration and Pacific Families Living in New Zealand 

 141 

able to secure work and accommodation of their own. Pacific people 
have told stories about how in the earliest days of Pacific settlement in 
New Zealand church ministers came to meet them at the wharf, railway 
station, or airport. 

It was not just our Church but we all did the same to lend a 
hand …that’s the history of the early days …there was someone 
for the Samoans, and the Cook Islands and the Niueans we all 
had to do the same…the Minister’s house was a refuge for the 
new people coming and finding jobs and accommodation and 
that was something that happened during the early times of 
migration to New Zealand. 
In the absence of village structure, the church was considered to be 

an important source of focus. Church-based communities provided a 
connection into spiritual sustenance and a ‘family-like’ community that 
shared their cultural and Christian values. The Pacific churches became 
the buffer institutions that helped to lessen the culture shock for many 
Pacific people while they settled into New Zealand. 

It was instilled in me the importance of the Church as point of 
connection and a place that would ground me. It is also a place 
where my beliefs are nurtured. 
The church organisation in this study described its contribution as 

including spiritual support, assistance with immigration, and advocacy 
for housing and providing a base for the maintenance of languages and 
culture. 

The community organisation in this study was typical in its 
provision of social services based on Pacific cultures and its 
responsiveness to Pacific peoples. It felt its approaches worked because: 

We came from the same context and value base which means 
that we were able to connect with Pacific Peoples because they 
found us ‘familiar’ and family like in the way our staff and our 
organisation operates. 



Climate Change and Migration: South Pacific Perspectives 

 142 

The Pacific community organisation defined its social and economic 
contributions as: 
• addressing residency and getting all that sorted out then getting 

some kind of accommodation and housing situation sorted 
• teaching the skills of living in the New Zealand environment, 

domestic support roles, ad health teaching 
• teaching people that in this country it is about a roof over their 

heads and about what they can draw from the people around them 
for the protection and well-being of the children’ 

• teaching people about the unique elements such as how you guide 
people into forming relationships that are safer for them 

• building an organisation that has a culture people can relate to, so 
when they walk in they feel they are part of the place and know 
some of the people in the organisation have experienced what it is 
like to try to settle here 

• providing services for the whole family. 
The Pacific community organisation estimated that all of its services 

were available to Pacific people and abut 30% of its services were 
contributed to Pacific migrants as unpaid work and funded by the 
Pacific community organisation. The immigration legal support service 
interviewed identified that the basis of its support services was ‘unpaid 
work’. 

We have no specific funding to support Pacific Peoples as 
migrants – it’s all done on top of other services and as part of 
our other work 

Reciprocity and hosting for Pacific families 
Pacific hosting is purposeful and premised on the notions of kinship, 
hospitality, and providing space for the existence of the other. 
Participants recalled that Pacific people who hosted during the 1940s, 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s were, in the main, young single people or 
couples motivated to create extended family networks. These Pacific 
hosts were well networked in the socioeconomic context of full 
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employment and relatively affordable and accessible housing. Pacific 
hosts in the fa’afaletui groups identified that they started hosting 
migrant kin two years after their own arrival. Some had taken up one of 
the host responsibilities of saving the next migrant kin’s fare as soon as 
they were employed. 

I … paid for airfares for the young women who came with me 
and my family. At the time it was easy to get jobs and so all 
three got jobs at Summit in Glen Eden where we lived at the 
time, so when they got paid we used to save half and use the 
other half for board. So from their savings, they were able to 
pay for others to come to New Zealand. 
Pacific people who host today were migrants themselves. Therefore, 

they are sensitive to the settlement needs of the kin they host. They also 
appreciate the complexities of cultural, linguistic, climatic, and familial 
domains that migrants now face. However, the socioeconomic context 
has changed over time. The Pacific families hosting today are often not 
well established themselves and are not necessarily employed or 
economically well placed to provide support. 

Types of support host families provided 
The discussion around the types of support host families provided was 
underscored by motivations of love and goodwill and a pride in the 
ability to be self-sufficient at the extended family level. In the Tokelau 
group, for example, there was a view that help should always be sought 
first from within the kin group and that seeking help from outside was 
shameful. In the Samoan group it was said, ‘we’ve done it with our own 
sweat’. At the same time, a lack of support from the government was 
lamented, so the shame associated with seeking help outside the kin 
group seemed to be associated with informal non-kin sources of support 
rather than official, institutional ones. 
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Social support 
Some spoke of missing home, homesickness, and of finding the initial 
period of settling into New Zealand difficult. 

When I left home for the first time, it hit me very hard. 
I missed home so much when I first arrived, I cried the whole 
week. 
The family rituals of mealtimes, lotu or prayers, and toanai or 

collective meals provide space where Pacific hosts and the newly 
arrived kin share information and skills about the new ‘home’. These are 
also the times when the newly arrived are introduced and connected to 
extended family members and friends. Pacific hosts bring to their role 
their cultural knowledge and practices of hospitality and care. 

We used to have toanai [shared Sunday meal] and through 
those, we kept families connected and together. We also cut our 
costs by eating together for these special meals. 
The maintenance of language and cultural knowledge was 

acknowledged to be important but challenging, as some of the younger 
generations of Pacific peoples in New Zealand respond to and adopt 
cultural values, such as individualism, from the wider New Zealand 
society. In the face of acculturation pressures, the maintenance of 
culture, language, and cultural knowledge was regarded as dependent on 
maintaining and nurturing the contexts and venues in which they are 
practised. At the heart of this is ‘family practice and language usage’ as 
the Niuean group observed. Pacific cultural activities, sports activities, 
and cultural training through church activities were all important means 
of cultural maintenance in the New Zealand context. 

Basically, we get our culture training through our church 
gatherings. 
Language loss was a concern, and the role of older people in 

language maintenance was emphasised in conjunction with the 
desirability of Pacific languages being taught in schools as well as being 
spoken at home. 
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Accommodation assistance 
Accommodation assistance ranged from the hosts having migrants in the 
hosts’ own homes to the hosts providing separate housing, including 
buying houses for the purpose, and helping migrants to purchase their 
own homes. Apart from accommodation, direct economic monetary 
assistance was provided to enable migrants to begin to save for 
themselves. 

For six months, if they stay with us, we try and get some money 
in order to pay for their bond, before they move in they are 
already able to collect the money while staying with us, just 
save the money in order to move their family to a new home. 
Niuean fa’afaletui group members spoke of their homes as being 

like marae in the sense that they housed many people and multiple 
families, but crowded because they were small. An example of this was 
having one family per bedroom in a three-bedroom house. Tongan 
group members spoke of many people sleeping in one room and 
sleeping in shifts, with one room being slept in by night workers during 
the day and day workers during the night. 

Clothing assistance 
The colder New Zealand climate was highlighted by many participants. 
Tokelauan family members, who had initially migrated to a location 
outside of Auckland, spoke of places such as Taupo and Tokoroa as 
being particularly cold. 

Very bad, because when the Government brought them here, 
they made them work in a very cold, cold, cold, place – Taupo 
– planting pine trees, the forest. 
Group members spoke of the kindness of neighbours who provided 

them with warm clothes after they had arrived. 
He brought with him all these warm clothes that his boys did 
not need any more – so they were perfect for my boys. 
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Tokelauan family members, who had initially migrated to a location 
outside of Auckland, spoke of places such as Taupo and Tokoroa as 
being particularly cold. 

Very bad, because when the Government brought them here, 
they made them work in a very cold, cold, cold, place – Taupo 
– planting pine trees, the forest. 
Group members spoke of the kindness of neighbours who provided 

them with warm clothes after they had arrived. 
He brought with him all these warm clothes that his boys did 
not need any more – so they were perfect for my boys. 
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Employment and economic contributions 
A key priority for host families was to assist the migrants into economic 
participation through paid employment. Hosts supported migrants’ 
economic engagement by providing advice about budgeting, banking 
and money management, access to employment through agencies, their 
own networks, and, in some cases, their own businesses. 

Host families were active in directly helping migrants to find 
employment. They did this primarily through their own employment and 
community networks such as their own workplaces and local shops and, 
in some cases, in their own businesses. 

Indirect economic contributions were also made through the 
informal education and training host families provided about life in 
New Zealand, which was important to all migrants’ becoming and 
remaining successfully employed. 

There was a view that the hosts’ economic contributions to their 
migrants were also a contribution to the country because their migrants 
became productive workers themselves. 

We all have different roles contributing back – school teachers 
that teach children to be good citizens and the whole country 
benefits … We coach people, as a union delegate, we mentor, 
we do a lot … Many of us do voluntary work, some of us help 
our families to navigate the social work systems so that children 
and families don’t get prosecuted … We Niueans bring a 
different flavour to the Pacific … We are friendly, by and large 
law abiding citizens … Our membership within the Pacific 
family is important. 
We pay taxes, GST. We work for rest homes looking after 
palagi [white] elders. We do the jobs others don’t do. 
Immigration costs. 

The costs for immigration and associated legal processes were 
particularly noted by the Samoan, Tongan, and Fijian groups. The 
Tongan group was particularly frustrated about what they perceived as a 
circular, expensive immigration process that had no guarantee of 
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resulting in residence. In that context, overstaying seemed a rational 
response for these participants. 

We do help them to pay their fees for extension and also to 
convert from a visitor’s permit to a work visa. 
An unfortunate finding in this research was that fear tended to 

characterise the emotions of migrants, host families, and, albeit to a 
lesser extent, support organisations in their dealings throughout the 
immigration process. This is not to suggest that Immigration 
New Zealand wishes that to be the case. However, because so much 
hangs on the outcomes of official decisions, migrants and their 
associates are sensitive to the way they are treated. Participants referred 
to difficulties filling in the required documents, making mistakes, and 
having to hire legal support simply to get their details properly 
processed, and then having to apply and pay again. This sort of 
experience is as demoralising for the hosts as it is for the families 
involved and creates an unintentional climate of fear. 

Financial impacts of migration on host families 
The aim of this part of the study was not to investigate household 
finances in detail but to identify the areas of the household budget in 
which expenditure changed – usually by increasing – as a result of the 
family hosting migrants. Estimates of the financial costs of hosting were 
obtained from group interviews with members of the three host families 
included in the case studies.40

                                                 
40 Estimates of financial cost contributions were generated within the 

framework developed by the New Zealand Poverty Measurement Project 
and successfully applied in poverty measurement focus groups, carried out 
by the Family Centre, since 1992 (Waldegrave, 1999). 

 These interviews included a semi-
structured interview that obtained background and contextual 
information about the host family and their host role and a more 
structured interview that obtained family members’ estimates of their 
typical weekly expenditure on a variety of common household 
expenditure items. The interviews were led by a skilled facilitator who 
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focused discussions on a pre-set list of common household expenditure 
items to arrive at estimates of the actual expenditure for the family or 
household during periods when they were not hosting migrants and 
periods when they were. 

Overall, it is clear that the hosts’ financial contributions to the 
settlement of their migrants are significant and represent large increases 
in their weekly expenditure. Table 6.2 shows the average equivalised41

                                                 
41  Equivalising family expenditure takes into account the number of people in 

each family and ‘averages out’ the expenditure allowing meaningful 
comparisons to be made between families. 

 
before and during hosting expenditures on each budget item for the three 
case study families combined, and the associated dollar and percentage 
increases. 

The contribution of various items to the increased costs was also 
considered (see Table 6.3). Food costs, as expected, were a major 
contributor to increased costs across all three case study families. 

Housing and appliance costs did not change during the hosting 
period as the migrant families lived with their hosts in their existing 
homes. However, housing-related costs such as power and heating, 
phone, furnishings, and household operations did increase. 

Some cost changes reflected the age and stage of life of the migrant 
families. For example, the comparatively higher medical costs for the 
Micronesian case study could be due to their migrants being older 
people. Costs for clothing and shoes, education, and recreation increased 
only for the Melanesian hosts, and by $10 per week in each case, and 
reflected the presence or absence of children in the migrant families. 
Costs that did not change such as dental costs might be a result of less 
treatment per person or no increased demand for dental care during the 
hosting period. 

The category ‘lost employment opportunities’ was included as a 
potential area of expense in the form of opportunity cost resulting from 
time demands associated with hosting; but no examples of this were 
found in these case studies. 
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Table 6.2: Average equivalised before and during hosting expenditures 
and associated dollar and percentage increases by case study family 

Budget item 

Average across cases 
equivalised 

Average 
equivalised 

dollar 
increase 

($) 

Average 
equivalised 
percentage 
increase* 

(%) 

Before 
hosting ($) 

During 
hosting ($) 

Food 134 208 74 55 

Housing 422 422 0 0 

Power and heating 35 64 29 83 

Phone 58 96 37 64 

Transport 96 120 24 25 

Medical 31 59 29 94 

Dental 9 9 0 0 

Clothing & shoes 23 27 3 13 

Education 36 39 3 8 

Recreation 20 23 3 15 

Finding employment 17 25 8 47 

Lost employment 
opportunity 0 0 0 0 

Appliances 20 20 0 0 

Furnishings 24 48 24 100 

Household operations 22 45 23 105 

Cultural connections 
& belonging 92 133 41 45 

Relationship & role 
costs 20 20 0 0 

Immigration 
processing costs 0 125 125 N/A 

Total 1,060 1,485 425 40.1 

Notes: All calculated averages and equivalised amounts have been rounded 
to whole numbers, so the results of some column additions and row 
subtractions are slightly different from those obtained when adding or 
subtracting the figures presented in these tables. 
* Calculated as the amount of the increase from ‘before’ to ‘during 

hosting’ expressed as a percentage of the ‘before hosting’ sum. 
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Table 6.3: Increase in expenditure due to hosting by budget item as a 
percentage of total increase, by case study family 

Budget item 

Equivalised dollar increase as percentage of total 

Polynesian Micronesian Melanesian Total 

Food 10 2 7 18 

Housing 0 0 0 0 

Power and 
heating 2 1 3 7 

Phone 2 4 0 9 

Transport 4 2 0 6 

Medical 1 4 0 7 

Dental 0 0 0 0 

Clothing & shoes 0 0 1 1 

Education 0 0 1 1 

Recreation 0 0 1 1 

Finding 
employment 3 0 0 2 

Lost employment 
opportunity 0 0 0 0 

Appliances 0 0 0 0 

Furnishings 3 2 0 6 

Household 
operations 1 2 2 6 

Cultural 
connections & 
belonging 10 2 0 10 

Relationship & 
role costs 0 0 0 0 

Immigration 
processing costs 8 4 17 30 

Total 44 22 31 100 

Note: All calculated averages and equivalised amounts have been rounded 
to whole numbers, so the results of some column additions and row 
subtractions are slightly different from those obtained when adding or 
subtracting the figures presented in these tables. 
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There were some differences between the case study families. The 
Melanesian family estimated higher immigration costs than the other 
two families. For the Polynesian case study family, cultural connection 
and belonging contributed 10.3% to the total cost increase, a larger 
percentage than was the case for either the Micronesian or Melanesian 
families. The Samoan population is the largest Pacific population in 
New Zealand with more established and extensive cultural infrastructure 
and networks in this country than exist for the I-Kiribati, Tuvaluan, and 
Fijian communities here. The increased cost may relate to the extensive 
Samoan networks and associated opportunities and avenues for creating, 
affirming, and maintaining cultural connections. The comparatively 
higher transport costs for the Polynesian family might also be 
attributable, at least in part, to establishing and maintaining cultural 
connections and belonging. 

The costs families attributed to their hosting represented significant 
increases in their household expenditure: 79.3% for the Polynesian 
hosts, 28.1% for the Micronesian hosts, and 44.0% for the Melanesian 
hosts. In each case, the host families had indicated that they did not 
accept financial contributions from their migrants, even when they were 
earning money; instead, they accepted contributions in kind and 
encouraged the migrants to accumulate the funds they needed to become 
established in their own homes. 

In each case, the hosting of migrants was carried out with the same 
level of income as before, which resulted in an effective reduction in 
household income due to the extra people being supported. Table 6.4 
shows the reduction in the effective level of household income, resulting 
from the increased household size while hosting migrants.42

                                                 
42 The adjustment was made following Jensen (1988): adjusted income = 

((recorded household income) x (Jensen value for before-hosting household 
composition)) divided by (Jensen value for during-hosting household 
composition). 

 The 
reductions are considerable and their impact is in inverse proportion to 
income level. For example, the impact on the family earning $62,000 is 
double that of the family earning $151,000. These reductions are 
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unrelated to expenditure, and represent only the impact of additional 
people on the same base income. However, these reductions show the 
magnified effect on families with lower incomes. 

Table 6.4: Reduction in effective level of income resulting from increased 
household size while hosting migrants 

Host family Salary ($) Salary 
adjusted ($) 

Percentage 
reduction (%) 

Polynesian 62,000 41,468 33.1 

Micronesian 74,500 63,962 14.1 

Melanesian 151,000 126,019 16.5 

How host families manage 
The question of how host families managed to make the economic 
contributions that they did to the settlement of their migrants was 
discussed in the fa’afaletui. Two broad theme areas emerged. One theme 
concerned the direct means by which money was raised or saved. The 
other theme concerned the mechanisms and processes that facilitated the 
savings and contributions involved. 

The direct means by which money was raised or saved involved 
economising, jobs, fundraising, and subsistence activities. 

Economising was the most frequently discussed area and involved a 
variety of practices such as buying cheaper foods and cuts of meat, 
going without non-essential items, budgeting carefully, and saving 
money by walking or using public transport. 

I ran Raffles and a Bonus. 
I was here over 10 years before I bought a second-hand car. The 
reason was if I get a car, I’ve got to pay petrol and forget home. 
Fish heads were free. Many things were given away for free, 
like beef bones. 
The next most frequently discussed area was ‘jobs’, which generally 

referred to the hosts doing multiple jobs to earn enough money. 
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This was all funded through my husband’s work where he 
would work as a carpenter all day then [lay] floors at night and I 
would be responsible for the boarding house to feed people. 
The Cook Islands group referred to ‘[k]illing ourselves working two 

jobs’ and the Tongan group to ‘working two to three jobs’. The need to 
increase household income may result in pressure on children to leave 
the education system and find paid work. We do not know how 
prevalent this is but the over-representation of Pacific peoples in low-
value employment is a direct result of lower educational achievement. 

I was the older one – I had to work – I didn’t want to. I wanted 
to go to school but my father said I had to work. 
Fundraising activities seemed more directed towards supporting 

community-level activities than the migrants directly. 
The subsistence activities mentioned were food gardens and fishing. 
Everyone had gardens then and we grew lots of veges and luau 
[a dish made with young taro-leaves and coconut cream diluted 
with water and salt]. 
The mechanisms and processes that facilitated the savings and 

contributions involved were associated with kin relationships, mutuality, 
networks, and organisation. Kin relationships were discussed in terms of 
family or aiga responsibilities and sibling relationships relating to 
support and financial assistance. 

We had people who worked at Crown Lynn [a ceramics 
manufacturer] so that’s how we got really good discounts on all 
of our dishes. 
You don’t think about money and that it is ever wasted on these 
people. You sow what you reap. 
To get that done with your little pay you must sacrifice. 
Sometimes I wanted a new dress, but the answer was no. 
Positive settlement outcomes include becoming self-sufficient and 

sustainably active in the labour market. Pacific migrants and hosts often 
find themselves in the most vulnerable parts of the labour market in the 
low-skilled jobs. This makes their capacity to sustain themselves 
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independently vulnerable, particularly during periods of economic 
downturn. Participants’ employment stories illustrated how hard many 
worked to make a decent life in New Zealand, the sorts of breaks some 
people gave them, and the learning events they took advantage of. These 
enabled them to buy homes and, in some cases, to start businesses and 
help others. Training courses, up-skilling, and tertiary education 
contributed to host families’ stability and access to better and higher 
paying jobs and enabled them to help others. 

Role of government support 
A common theme was the perception that insufficient support was 
available from government sources. Therefore, Pacific families had to 
provide the support. 

They [the New Zealand government] spend money bringing 
people here from Europe and get a permanent residence, but 
they never did that for the Pacific Islanders, but they got heaps 
of workers from the Pacific Islanders. 
There has never been a good settlement process – for us it’s 
always relied on our people and families …we are kind of left 
to find our way. 
Increased rates of migration following a natural disaster may place 

additional demands for support on New Zealand Pacific families. Some 
participants spoke of their experiences on arriving in New Zealand after 
a natural disaster: 

They came after Cyclone Heta and families are expected to take 
care of their families – they forgot our people need to live 
somewhere, need to pay rent, get to hospital, pay to see doctors, 
there is no emergency benefit here to help us when we come 
even after Heta. 
When exploring the barriers Pacific host communities and 

organisations faced in relation to providing settlement support, all the 
host organisations felt the absence of government-provided settlement 
support services, specifically for Pacific migrants, was a major barrier to 
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successful settlement. On the other hand, this absence had lead Pacific 
peoples to organise their own independent aiga and community-based 
organisations to provide settlement support services. However, the 
consequence has been that Pacific families have carried economic and 
social costs for providing settlement services to Pacific migrants either 
directly or through the financial support they provide to Pacific churches 
and community organisations. 

Access to good information about and support for immigration 
could be improved. Pacific agencies provide legal services and advice 
for immigration. The comments reported by Pacific families in the 
course of this study demonstrated misunderstandings of immigration 
laws. 

Summary 
Migration of Pacific families to New Zealand as a result of climate 
change will take place against a background of existing and well-
established migration decisions and patterns. Pacific families migrate to 
New Zealand in search of economic security and better educational 
opportunities for their children. Although this research was not carried 
out to explore the impacts of migration as a result of climate change, the 
settlement difficulties of families moving to New Zealand in response to 
climate change can, in many instances, be expected to be similar. 
Gradual climate change–induced migration is not expected to change the 
nature of the socioeconomic impacts. However, sudden and large-scale 
migrations such as might occur in response to a natural disaster will 
almost certainly require additional responses by government. 

An important context to migration for Pacific peoples is that 
migration is not about individuals coming to New Zealand but about 
families, villages, and communities. Families frequently come to join 
other family members or, if they are the first to come, the aim is to 
‘bring the others that we left behind’. Support for new migrants 
planning to come to New Zealand and when they arrive falls heavily on 
their communities. 
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Families commonly come to New Zealand and are supported by 
families who are already here. Churches and community groups also 
play an important role in supporting new migrant families. This research 
has demonstrated the considerable social and economic contributions 
that many New Zealand–based Pacific families and organisations make 
to support the successful settlement in New Zealand of migrants from 
the island countries of the Pacific. 

Host families consider they have an obligation to support new 
comers. However, it is an obligation that is willingly fulfilled – ‘it is 
sharing in mutual and reciprocal relationships’. Although willingly 
provided, the role of hosting with the receiving and caring for the new 
migrants affects the host families and organisations. 

Pacific families in New Zealand are often in the lower income 
groups and supporting migrant families places additional responsibilities 
on these families. Estimates of the cost of hosting in this study 
demonstrated increased weekly costs of between 30% and 60%. The 
costs varied, depending on the circumstances of the host family, but the 
increased cost was more marked for the families with the lowest 
incomes. Most of the additional financial cost was for food. Power, 
heating, and costs associated with finding employment and immigration 
processing also featured. 

Social costs related to increased pressure on housing, the reduction 
in host family employment as they ‘give their jobs’ to newcomers, and 
lower educational outcomes as young Pacific people leave education to 
find work to help support their family. 

Government support is perceived to be inadequate and, in some 
cases, a less preferred option to family support. 

Most Pacific migrant families face major adjustment issues when 
they arrive in New Zealand and require a broad range of support, 
information, and connections in their new country. They have numerous 
costs in meeting work requirements, contributing in kind to their host 
family, and setting themselves up independently in their own houses 
eventually. In most circumstances, they could not be expected to pay for 
all the host’s extra costs as well if they are to settle positively. Pacific 
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churches and community organisations contribute substantially to the 
positive settlement of migrant Pacific families and were continuously 
referred to as being under-funded and stretched. 

Climate change may exacerbate existing development issues in the 
Pacific and may add to the potential push factors for out-migration. If 
and when this happens and depending on the rate and frequency of 
arrivals, an additional economic burden may be placed on families who 
are not well equipped to provide the support new migrants require. 

It is, therefore, important to consider how government can support 
Pacific migration in the future. 
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Protecting the Rights of People Displaced 
by Climate Change: Global Issues and 
Regional Perspectives 
Bruce Burson∗

Introduction 

 

Population movements as a result of climate change events and 
processes raise important considerations of how the human rights of 
people who are displaced or have migrated as a result of such events can 
be protected. This chapter considers the extent to which the rights of 
people who have been displaced or have migrated as a result of 
environmental shocks and stressors linked to climate change can be 
protected under existing international law protection regimes. The 
chapter also suggests broad policy parameters in response to the 
challenges posed. 

Climate change displacement and international 
protection regimes 

Protection from persecution 
The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees is the central 
component of the international law framework for protecting people 
from being persecuted. Although antidiscrimination notions drive the 
regime, something more than discrimination must be shown. The legal 
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to thank Ellen Hansen, senior protection officer at the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Canberra, for her helpful 
comments in relation to earlier drafts of this chapter. 
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state of ‘being persecuted’ under the Convention is narrower in reach 
than the circumstances caught by use of the term ‘refugee’ in literature 
concerning environmentally induced displacement, which typically 
refers to some level of interference with the quality of life.43 The fact 
natural disasters frequently occur in conflict-prone or oppressive states 
means, often, no impermeable dividing line exists between 
environmentally induced displacement and recognition as a Convention 
refugee (Burson, 2008, p 3).44

Extending the definition is problematic for three reasons. First, an 
expansion of legal entitlements to all internationally displaced people is 

 Yet, many of those most affected by 
climate change will simply be unable to bring themselves within the 
refugee protection regime. More expansive definitions of who 
constitutes a refugee under regional refugee protection arrangements 
may signal increased scope for protection (see Arboleda, 1995; Gros-
Espiell et al, 1990). However, the relative narrowness of the 1951 
Convention’s definition has led some states and non-governmental 
organisations to suggest the definition should be amended to expressly 
include people who have been displaced across borders as a result of 
long-term climate change or sudden natural disasters. 

                                                 
43 Compare, for example, Olsen (1979) and El-Hinawi (1985). Olsen (1979, 

p 130) states, ‘Refugees differ from other, spontaneous or sponsored 
migrants largely in the circumstances of their movement out of one area to 
another, and the effects these have on them in settlement and adjustment 
phases of their relocation. Refugees are forced to leave their homes 
because of a change in their environment which makes it impossible to 
continue life as they have known it. They are coerced by external force to 
leave their homes and go elsewhere’ (emphasis added). El-Hinawi (1985, 
p 4) states, ‘Environmental refugees are … those people who have been 
forced to flee their traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, because 
of a marked environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered by people) 
that jeopardized their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of 
their life’ (emphasis added). 

44 For a recent example, see the decision of the New Zealand Refugee Status 
Appeals Authority (NZRSAA) in Refugee Appeal No 76374 (28 October 
2009). 
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likely to be fiercely contested by refugee-receiving states adjacent to 
conflict- and disaster-prone areas that are already burdened by large 
refugee populations and would be required to assume even greater 
obligations. Moreover, not all states in the Asia–Pacific region are 
signatories to the 1951 Convention, including states with substantial 
existing refugee and migrant numbers such as Malaysia and Indonesia. 

Second, any removal of the antidiscrimination norms underpinning 
the 1951 Convention to accommodate environmentally displaced people 
would involve a substantial rewriting of the Convention’s definition 
with unpredictable consequences for the Convention’s interpretation in 
other cases. Care must be taken not to blur the lines between the status 
of refugees, a distinct category of people defined principally by their 
predicament of acute disenfranchisement from their home state, and 
other categories of people who are forced to flee their homes. 

Third, as the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees observes (UNHCR, 2009a, p 9): 

any initiative to modify this definition would risk a 
renegotiation of the 1951 Refugee Convention, which, would 
not be justified by actual needs. Moreover, in the current 
political environment, it could result in a lowering of protection 
standards for refugees and even undermine the international 
refugee protection regime altogether. 
This is not to reify the 1951 Convention or to insist that it is 

immune to change. Claims unlikely to have been contemplated by the 
drafters (for example, claims relating to some victims of domestic or 
other gender-related violence) are now accepted as falling within its 
scope. However, there is a need to proceed with caution before opening 
up the most successful international protection instrument currently 
existing in international law to a process of review by often reluctant 
States Parties. 
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Protection from particularly serious forms of harm: 
principle of non-refoulement 
‘Non-refoulement’ is the international legal principle that declares a 
state is prohibited from returning a person to another territory or frontier 
where there is a risk of that person being persecuted or suffering some 
particularly serious harm. 

There can be little doubt but that climate change–related events and 
processes, in all likelihood, will substantially interfere with the 
enjoyment of fundamental human rights by many millions of people. 
Projected trends in climate change–related exposures detrimental to the 
enjoyment of the right to the highest attainable standard of health 
include increases in malnutrition and related disorders; increases in the 
death rate; and increases in the number of people suffering from disease 
and injury from heat waves, floods, storms, fires, droughts, and 
continued changes to the range of some infectious disease vectors 
(Carballo et al, 2008, p 32; Confalonieri et al, 2007, p 393). Salination 
of land and coastal erosion will lead to declining soil fertility, which can 
be expected to have a negative impact on the right to adequate food45 
and safe drinking water.46 Indeed, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization has highlighted how climate change is expected to 
negatively impact on the marine environment with serious implications 
for the peoples of Pacific Island countries and territories that rely 
heavily on fishing for their food (FAO, 2008). More intense and 
frequent storms will impact negatively on the right to adequate 
housing.47 Schools may be damaged or destroyed, which will impact 
negatively on the right to education.48

                                                 
45 Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR); 

article 11 of the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 

46 Articles 11 and 12 of the ICESCR. 
47 Article 25 of the UDHR; article 11 of the ICESCR. 
48 Article 13 of the ICESCR. 
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Although climate change undoubtedly has potentially serious 
implications for the enjoyment of certain human rights, asserting the 
existence of a duty of non-refoulement to cover the range of harm 
predicted to occur as a result of climate change is problematic. The 
types of harm to which the non-refoulement principle attaches include 
risks of exposure to torture,49 the arbitrary deprivation of life, or 
exposure to cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment.50 At 
an extreme level, distinctions between, for example, the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of a person and 
their family (including food, health, and shelter), and the right to life51

                                                 
49 See article 3 of the 1984 Convention against Torture and other Cruel, 

Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. This has been affirmed in 
decisions by the United Nations Committee against Torture – for a 
summary, see Joseph et al (2004, pp 231–232). 

50 Articles 6 and 7 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR). See also decisions of the European Court of Human Rights in 
Soering v UK (1989) 11 EHRR 439; Chahal v UK (1996) 23 EHRR 413, 
and Selmouni v France (1999) 23 EHRR 403. 

51 Support for such a view can be found in the work of the United Nations 
Human Rights Committee regarding the ‘inherent right to life’ guaranteed 
under article 6 of the ICCPR, which cautioned against a narrow 
interpretation of the right to life. In General Comment 6 – UN Doc A/37/40 
(1982), the Human Rights Committee stated, ‘The Committee has noted 
that the right to life has been too often narrowly interpreted. The expression 
“inherent right to life” cannot be properly understood in a restrictive 
manner and the protection of this right requires that states adopt positive 
measures’. Certainly, in dealing with the provision of social goods to 
citizens, courts in some countries with constitutional references to 
economic and social rights have made this link between access to adequate 
levels of food, shelter, clothing, and other social goods and the right to life. 
See, for example, the decisions of Supreme Court of India in Kbarak Singh  
v State of UP [1964] 1 SCR 322, Mullin v Administrator Union Territory of 
Dehli AIR (1981) Supreme Court 746, 753, and Olga Tellis v Bombay 
Municipal Corporation AI (1986) Supreme Court 18. 
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blurred. However, rights to adequate levels of the kind of social, 
economic, and cultural goods that are expected to be jeopardised by 
climate change are rights in respect of which no generalised non-
refoulement duty has yet been recognised. Thus, the United Nations 
Human Rights Committee has asserted that:52

The committee has also emphasised that the enjoyment of the rights 
afforded in the covenant: 

 
The article 2 obligation requiring that States Parties respect and 
ensure the [International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights] rights for all persons in their territory and all persons 
under their control entails an obligation not to extradite, deport, 
expel or otherwise remove a person from their territory, where 
there are substantial grounds for believing that there is a real 
risk of irreparable harm, such as that contemplated by 
articles 6 and 7 of the Covenant, either in the country to which 
removal is to be effected or in any country to which the person 
may subsequently be removed. The relevant judicial and 
administrative authorities should be made aware of the need to 
ensure compliance with the Covenant obligations in such 
matters. [Emphasis added.] 

53

The net effect of this approach in terms of protecting the rights of 
those displaced by climate change is mixed. On the protection-
enhancing side, it confirms that those displaced or migrating as a result 
of climate change are entitled to the enjoyment of the rights set out in 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Furthermore, 

 
Is not limited to citizens of States Parties but must also be 
available to all individuals, regardless of nationality or 
statelessness, such as asylum seekers, refugees, migrant 
workers and other persons, who may find themselves in the 
territory or subject to the jurisdiction of the State Party. 
[Emphasis added.] 

                                                 
52 UN Human Rights Committee (2004, para 12). 
53 UN Human Rights Committee (2004, para 10). 
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Is not limited to citizens of States Parties but must also be 
available to all individuals, regardless of nationality or 
statelessness, such as asylum seekers, refugees, migrant 
workers and other persons, who may find themselves in the 
territory or subject to the jurisdiction of the State Party. 
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blurred. However, rights to adequate levels of the kind of social, 
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the ‘real risk’ standard is a low standard of proof to which exposure to 
future harm needs to be established for protection obligations to arise. 
On the protection-limiting side, the non-refoulement obligation attaches 
only at a relatively high threshold of harm, such as that contemplated by 
the prohibitions against torture and inhuman or degrading treatment. 

Recent case law under the European Convention of Human Rights 
also sets a heightened threshold for protection from expulsion both in 
terms of what constitutes inhuman and degrading treatment54

                                                 
54 Much of this case law has been generated against the background of person 

with HIV/AIDS who has argued that expulsion from a European Union 
member state will mean they will be denied access to the health case and 
treatment they currently enjoy in the European Union, resulting in a 
shortening of life expectancy and death. In D v UK (1997) 24 EHRR the 
court found that expulsion would amount to a breach of article 3 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights. A little over 10 years later, faced 
with the prospect of limited health budgets being further starched by the 
claims of non–European Union citizens to expensive health care, the court 
moved to quash any suggestion that, except for the most exceptional 
circumstances, this could ever amount to a breach of article 3. In N v UK 
[2008] Imm AR 657 (Application 26565/05, 27 May 2008) the court 
observed (at para 34) that at no time since that judgment had the court 
found the proposed removal of an alien on the grounds of the applicant’s ill 
health to constitute a violation of article 3 of the European Convention On 
Human Rights. When reviewing that case law, the court extrapolated 
several principles, in particular (at para 42): ‘Aliens who are subject to 
expulsion cannot in principle claim any entitlement to remain in the 
territory of a Contracting state in order to continue to benefit from medical, 
social or other forms of assistance provided by the expelling State. The fact 
that the applicant’s circumstances, including his life expectancy, would be 
significantly reduced if he were to be removed from the Contracting State 
is not sufficient of itself to give rise to a breach of Article 3. The decision 
to remove an alien who is suffering from a serious mental or physical 
illness to a country where the facilities for treatment of that illness are 
inferior to those available in the contacting state may give rise to a 
violation under Article 3, but only in a very exceptional case, where the 
humanitarian grounds against the removal are compelling.’ 

 and an 
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unlawful interference with those aspects of private life that relate to 
moral and physical integrity.55 In the latter instance, the House of Lords 
has also expressly stated that ‘the threshold of successful reliance is 
high’.56 In cases not raising exposure to torture or inhuman or degrading 
treatment as the basis of the protection claim against the removing state, 
a higher test is applied, namely, the evidence must establish a ‘real risk 
of a flagrant denial’ of the right in question.57

                                                 
55 See Bensaid v UK (2001) 33 EHRR 205, at paras 46–48. A similar 

approach is taken in cases where expulsion will lead to an interference  
with family life: Sezen v Netherlands Application 50252/99  
(31 January 2006) refers (at para 47) to a ‘radical upheaval’ in family life. 
See also in this context Huang v Secretary of State for the Home 
Department, Kashmiri v Secretary of State for the Home Department 
[2007] UKHL 11; [2007] INLR 314. In Da Silva and Hoogkamer  
v Netherlands Application 59435/99 (31 January 2006), the court stated 
that family life commenced in circumstances where the immigration status 
of one party made continued enjoyment of family life ‘precarious’ would 
only rarely constitute a violation of article 8. 

56 R v Secretary of State for the Home Department, ex parte Razgar [2004] 
UKHL 27; [2004] INLR 349, at para 9 per Lord Bingham. His Lordship 
continued (at para 10), ‘the rights protected by article 8 can be engaged by 
the foreseeable consequences for health of removal from the United 
Kingdom pursuant to an immigration decision, even where such removal 
does not violate article 3, if the facts relied on by the applicant are 
sufficiently strong. In so answering I make no reference to “welfare”, a 
matter to which no argument was directed. It would seem plain that, as 
with medical treatment so with welfare, an applicant could never hope to 
resist an expulsion decision without showing something very much more 
extreme than relative disadvantage as compared with the expelling state’ 
(emphasis added). 

57 See Ullah v Special Adjudicator; Do v Immigration Appeal Tribunal 
[2004] UKHL26; [2004]2 AC 323 and EM (Lebanon) v Secretary of State 
for the Home Department [2008] UKHL 64. 
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Should such approaches be followed more broadly in relation to 
claims for access to basic social goods by non-nationals, this will widen 
the protection deficit for those displaced by climate change. Migration is 
now widely accepted as existing along a continuum between forced 
migration at one end and voluntary migration at the other with a 
substantial grey area in between (Hugo, 1996). By requiring in extremis 
impacts, this approach to protection from non-refoulement would tend 
to favour those whose migration falls at the ‘forced’ end of the 
spectrum. Yet, how dry must the village well or unproductive the land 
become before this heightened threshold of harm is reached and any 
migration becomes sufficiently ‘forced’ to engage the protection of the 
non-refoulement principle?58

Protection from statelessness 

 Furthermore, those with the foresight and 
means to migrate before such threshold of harm is reached, that is, those 
who migrate voluntarily to avoid the worst, would not be protected. 

The primary international instruments are the 1930 Hague Convention, 
the 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, and the 
1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness.59 The UNHCR has 
a global mandate from the United Nations General Assembly to prevent 
and reduce statelessness and protect the rights of stateless people.60

                                                 
58 The author acknowledges Philippe Boncour, International Organization for 

Migration, as the framer of this question. 
59 The principles underlying these instruments are supported by provisions in 

other treaties such as the 1957 Convention on the Nationality of Married 
Women, the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women, and the 1989 Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. See also the 1997 European Convention on Nationality. 

60 See resolution A/RES/50/152 of 9 February 1996, reiterated in resolutions 
A/RES/61/137 of 25 January 2007, A/RES/62/124 of 24 January 2008, 
A/RES/63/148 of 27 January 2009, and A/RES/64/127 of 27 January 2010. 

 The 
UNHCR’s activities include working to reduce the incidence of 
statelessness and resolve the situation of stateless individuals. 
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UNHCR’s activities include working to reduce the incidence of 
statelessness and resolve the situation of stateless individuals. 
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Again, however, there are gaps in this regime vis-à-vis those at risk 
of being displaced through climate change. This is because the 
statelessness protection regime is designed to deal with issues of 
deprivation of nationality arising, for example, following state 
succession or conflict of nationality law. It has not been designed to deal 
with questions arising where no successor state exists and the 
predecessor state has disappeared as may occur in relation to some small 
island states in the Pacific at certain thresholds of climate change. Nor 
does the regime specifically envisage the situation where a state 
continues to physically exist but becomes uninhabitable. While there is 
no universally agreed definition, the best known formulation of the basic 
criteria for ‘statehood’ includes the existence of a defined territory and a 
permanent population under the control of an effective government 
(Crawford, 1979; Grant, 1999). This raises the question of whether, in 
the context of climate change, international law would require that all or 
just the habitable parts of the defined territory disappear. If the 
international community declares these states to continue to exist in 
some legal sense, perhaps for the purposes of continuing to confer 
nationality and preserving rights to control and exploit land and marine 
resources, their populations may lack an effective nationality (de facto 
statelessness), but will not be de jure stateless. Yet, it is the situation of 
de jure statelessness to which the international regime largely responds. 
Their lack of an effective nationality means they may well be considered 
de facto stateless people but, for this group, the protection regime is 
weaker. 

The prevention of both de jure and de facto statelessness from 
climate change should be a primary focus of the international 
community. Various policy settings could be adopted to prevent 
statelessness where the loss of the entire territory or its effective 
uninhabitability becomes foreseeable. These policy settings include the 
following. 
• The formal ceding of sovereign territory held by the ‘host’ state to 

the affected state to allow the affected state to continue to exist, 
albeit in a different geographical location. This is the most durable 
but also the most problematic solution. 
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• Adjustments in the nationality laws of the host state to allow for 
periods of dual citizenship during appropriate transitional periods, 
in which both the host state and affected state exist or are habitable. 

• Adjustments to existing policy around naturalisation requirements.61

Role of human rights law 

 

That there are gaps in the existing protection regimes does not mean 
those displaced or migrating are devoid of any rights protection. Where 
displacement and migration – including cross-border migration – occur, 
it is important to recognise that those displaced or migrating are in fact 
rights-holders under existing multilateral human rights treaties and 
regional arrangements although not generally as  migrants or displaced 
people. Rather, under general multi-lateral human rights treaties such as 
the 1966 ICCPR and 1966 International Covenant on Economic Social 
and Cultural Rights, states already have obligations to respect, protect, 
and fulfil the rights contained therein of people within their jurisdiction. 
That these people migrate or are displaced by climate change to within 
the state’s jurisdiction does not divest them of the rights they enjoy. 
Indeed, the obligation to take positive steps to fulfil enjoyment of rights 
under these treaties will require states to take specific account of the 
reasons a right is not presently being enjoyed. 

The policy response must be sensitive to protecting their rights. 
Sources for guidance include the various treaty-monitoring bodies that 
issue periodic ‘General Comments’ designed to give an authoritative 
explanation of the content of the particular right in question. There is 
also an increasing body of work in international forums (for example, 
Appleyard, 2000; Grant, 2005; OHCHR, 2006) dealing with the human 
rights of migrants generally that policy-makers in this area can draw on 
to guide rights-sensitive policy making. Finally, decisions of national 
and supranational courts and judicial bodies may also provide valuable 
guidance. 

                                                 
61 See, generally, UNHCR (2009b). 
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Two further points can be made in terms of securing rights-sensitive 
policy responses to the predicament of those at risk of being displaced 
by climate change. First, rights-sensitive policy making encourages not 
only policy responses directed towards the fulfilment of substantive 
socioeconomic rights, but also requires a rights-sensitive policy-making 
process. This entails the active and effective participation of those 
affected individuals and communities, as well as civil society actors, in a 
policy-making process that is transparent and accountable.62

Housing and shelter: As Leckie (2008, p 18) observes, while best-
practice lessons are being learned from existing post-disaster 

 
Second, it is important recognise that several soft-law instruments 

draw on or are supported by the provisions of the existing human rights 
treaties, which provide a coherent rights-sensitive roadmap for dealing 
with particular aspects of climate change–related displacement and 
migration. Examples include the following. 

Internal displacement: Most displacement from natural disasters 
presently takes the form of internal displacement. It is expected that 
most of those displaced by climate change will be displaced internally. 
In such cases, documents such as the 1998 Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement and the 2000 International Law Association 
Declaration of Principles of International Law on Internally Displaced 
Persons will be relevant in shaping the policy response. 

                                                 
62 Under international human rights law, participatory rights derive from 

article 25 of the ICCPR. Article 25(a) sets out the general formulation of 
the right: ‘Every citizen shall have the right and the opportunity, without 
any of the distinctions mentioned in Article 2 and without unreasonable 
restrictions: … To take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or 
through freely chosen representatives’. Ensuring effective participation 
depends on the guaranteeing of other ICCPR rights such as the right to 
freedom of belief (article 18), the right to freedom of expression including 
the right to receive and impart information (article 19), and the right to 
freedom of assembly (article 21). Without these ancillary rights also being 
guaranteed, any right of participation in public affairs would simply 
become no more than an exercise in the rubber-stamping of executive will. 
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displacements, climate change is likely to present new and greater 
challenges in terms of housing, land, and property issues. Straddling 
internal and external displacement, the 2005 Pinheiro Principles and the 
2007 handbook on implementing those principles will similarly be 
relevant in terms of rights relating to property restitution.63

Disaster preparedness: Vulnerability to natural hazards is a 
function of choices about how land is exploited and how we build our 
houses and cities (Basher, 2008). The Hyogo Framework of Action is 
designed to reduce disaster risks by elaborating five priorities for action. 
These priorities include ensuring the national prioritisation of disaster 
risk reduction and the identification, assessment, monitoring, and 
reduction of risk. Although not expressly drawing on human rights 
principles, human rights principles have been used to give rise to legally 
binding duties on states to take steps compatible with the Hyogo 
Framework of Action. For example, the European Court of Human 
Rights has recognised that the right to life imposes duties on states to 
take necessary preventative measures to avert known natural and 
human-made disasters.

 

64

Policy implications 

 

Role of policy in meeting protection challenges 
While existing international humanitarian, human rights, and refugee 
law gives rise to obligations towards some of those who may be 
displaced or migrate from climate change, there are clear gaps in these 
international law protection frameworks. For those presently outside 
these international law frameworks, unless the frameworks are amended 

                                                 
63  The 2005 United Nations Principles on Housing and Property Restitution 

for Refugees and Displaced Persons and OCHA/IDD et al (2007). 
64 See Oneryildiz v Turkey Application 48939/99 (30 November 2004) and 

Budayeva et al v Russia Application Bos 15339/02, 21166/02, 20058/02, 
11673/02, and 15343/02 (20 March 1998). See Kälin and Haenni-Dale 
(2008, p 38). 
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to encompass a broader range of people – a politically difficult, lengthy, 
and complicated process – claims for protection will need to be dealt 
with in the policy sphere, not the international law sphere. The role of 
policy will be vitally important. The potential magnitude of 
displacement demands a coherent policy response to protect the rights of 
those falling outside existing protection regimes. 

One important policy issue derives from the fact that, as things 
stand, non-nationals who qualify for protection under existing 
international law frameworks, while not legally able to be returned to a 
territory of danger to them, have no guaranteed right to reside in their 
host country. Rather, entitlement to residence depends on the policies 
and practices adopted by the host state. This will become a particularly 
acute issue in cases where the affected individual, household, or 
community is unable to return to their former home because it is now 
uninhabitable or has ceased to exist. Even the 1954 Convention relating 
to the Status of Stateless Persons does not oblige states to admit stateless 
people into their territory. However, in practice, there may be no 
possibility of return to the country of former habitual residence or there 
may be no such country. Then, admittance to the state and some type of 
legal stay under new policy settings may be the only solution where 
other binding international standards, notably the principle of non-
refoulement, do not provide a ground for the admittance or non-
expulsion of displaced people. 

Securing international co-operation 
Securing meaningful international co-operation, while essential, is not 
likely to be a straightforward enterprise. A more likely practical 
response will be the entering into bilateral arrangements. There are 
historical examples of Pacific countries allowing those displaced by 
natural disasters to settle on their land. It has also been reported that at 
the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen the 
government of Fiji indicated that it might be willing to take displaced 
people from Kiribati and Tuvalu (Radio New Zealand, 2009). Such 
bilateral responses may be more reflective of the fact that, at least 
initially, regional displacement due to progressive environmental 
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degradation linked to climate change is likely to involve the steady but 
smaller scale movement of displaced people rather than situations of 
mass influx as often characterises existing conflict displacement. While 
bilateral arrangements must form an essential component of the overall 
protection landscape, ensuring regional co-operation – including 
financial and technical support – to assist with responsibility sharing in 
the protection sphere will be equally important. 

Given it will not be possible to predict migration flows linked to 
climate change with absolute certainty, states may well be reluctant to 
enter into binding commitments when the scale of the obligations they 
assume will be unclear. Regionally, however, there is a relatively low 
uptake of key human rights and migration related treaties.65 More ‘soft 
law’ approaches to migration management may, therefore, signal the 
most effective way forward, at least in the short to medium term. 
Importantly, experience of soft law approaches to challenging protection 
issues shows how they can, in time, solidify into hard law instruments. 
For example, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement have 
been one source of inspiration behind the African Union Convention on 
Internally Displaced Persons.66

                                                 
65 See OHCHR and PIFS (2009). For an account of the protection landscape 

in East Asia, see Mackey and Anderson (2009). 
66 The ‘Kampala Convention’ was signed by 17 African countries on 

23 October 2009 and is the first multilateral treaty aimed at promoting and 
strengthening regional and national measures to prevent or mitigate, 
prohibit, and eliminate root causes of internal displacement as well as 
provide for durable solutions to the predicament of the internally displaced. 
It will enter into force 30 days after the deposit of the instruments of 
ratification or accession by 15 African Union member states. 

 Similarly, the Cartagena Declaration 
was the product of a colloquium attended by experts and representatives 
from 10 Central American governments and, although strictly non-
binding, it has been influential in setting policy in the region (Arboleda, 
1995). To this end, a regional consultative process could be established 
to examine the protection challenges posed by climate change. 
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Re-tooling disaster-risk management to focus on 
protection needs 
Vulnerability to natural hazards derives from a complex set of factors 
both individual (such as age and gender) and geophysical (such as 
location, level of development, and infrastructure). Disaster risks are 
increasing (Basher, 2008). Agencies involved in disaster relief in the 
Pacific have identified a range of human rights issues that have arisen in 
a region highly prone to natural disasters. The Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and United Nations 
Development Programme note (OHCHR and UNDP, 2007, p 2): 

The Pacific faces many unique challenges in disaster 
management, including the geography of the region. In 
addition, specific traditional practices and land ownership 
issues must also be considered in any humanitarian 
intervention. 
Critical issues that have been emerging in recent humanitarian 
crises include the following: non-discrimination; equality; legal 
protection such as right to identity, security, etc.; access to 
health services, shelter and housing, clean water and education; 
compensation and restitution; rights of internally displaced 
persons …; land and property issues. Groups and individuals 
that may be in need of special consideration to ensure their 
rights are protected may include: women, children, disabled, 
elderly, people living with HIV … or affected by HIV, etc. 
Rights-sensitive response frameworks have been developed. Most 

recently, the Pacific Humanitarian Protection Cluster, jointly led by the 
OHCHR and UNHCR, was formally established in December 2009 
under the Pacific Humanitarian Team to provide guidance and oversight 
to other ‘operational’ actors on how to integrate protection into their 
preparedness and response to natural disasters. The primary 
responsibility for the protection of civilians in disasters lies with 
national governments. However, the Pacific Humanitarian Protection 
Cluster aims to monitor and advocate for the effective integration of 
protection principles and protection-based activities into national and 
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regional responses to disaster-affected populations in the Pacific region 
and ensure full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with 
the letter and the spirit of relevant bodies of law. These bodies of law 
include the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, relevant 
international human rights obligations applicable to national authorities, 
and relevant human rights compliant national laws. 

In addition, the UNHCR’s Protection Strategy in the Pacific 
supports national governments to establish and maintain asylum systems 
and strategies, but also considers the humanitarian dimensions of 
possible displacement due to environmental factors. Deepening the 
understanding of pertinent climate change and protection issues is vital 
to sharpening the focus on current realities and future scenarios, 
mobilising state and community actions, garnering international support, 
and examining possible practical solutions. 

Accommodating existing protection challenges and 
avoiding new ones 
It is vital to realise when considering policy responses aimed at securing 
the protection of the human rights of those displaced or migrating in 
response to climate change that their predicament will not occur in a 
‘protection vacuum’. Simply because regional displacement may 
increasingly have an environmental driver will not mean conflict-
induced displacement will cease to raise regional protection issues. 
Indeed, the two may overlap. There is some consensus in the field of 
conflict studies that environmental issues can pose threats to security 
and induce migration and conflict, albeit in a highly uncertain manner 
and through complex social and political processes (Baechler, 1999; 
Barnett, 2003; Gleditsch, 1996; Levy, 1995; Ronnfelt, 1997). While – as 
we have seen – people displaced by climatic (natural) factors are 
typically not ‘refugees’ under the 1951 Convention, there are 
nonetheless clear links between environment/climate change and social 
tensions and conflict. Displacement can lead to competition with a host 
community and lead to conflict, often over land or the use of limited 
resources (for example, potable water). 
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Protection of those displaced by climate change cannot be at the 
expense of those displaced by conflict or vice versa. It is critical, 
therefore, that policy dealing with climate change–related displacement 
and migration avoids creating new protection challenges in the region. 
In the Pacific, land tenure is likely to be a critical issue in any successful 
resettlement of people displaced by climate change. At recent United 
Nations Development Programme consultations on the human 
development implications of climate change held in Fiji and the 
Marshall Islands, regionally situated stakeholders identified migration-
induced increases in pressure on the carrying capacity of land and 
competition over scarce resources as potential sources of conflict.67
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Without careful attention being paid to land and resource issues, 
resettlement of those displaced by climate change may fuel conflict and 
create additional protection challenges in the region. It is in this context 
that ensuring the full and effective participation in policy planning and 
implementation by both displaced and host communities, as well as by 
civil society organisations and church leadership, may assume critical 
importance. 

The displacement and migration of people as a result of climate change 
raises important issues abut the scope of existing international law 
protection regimes. While some of those affected by climate change will 
fall within the reach of these regimes, many will not, and a significant 
protection deficit arises. Given the difficulties ins securing state 
agreement to enter into a new treaty-based protection regime, policy will 
play a fundamental role in addressing this deficit. In shaping policy, it 
must be remembered that those displaced by climate change events and 
processes are the holders of rights under existing international human 
rights and humanitarian law. The policy response must be both sensitive 
to the rights of those displaced or migrating and those of host 
communities lest the response give rise to new protection challenges in 
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the region. A variety of existing human rights concepts and frameworks 
can be used to this effect. 
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