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The determinism of
pessimism or optimism
 Is the glass half full or half empty?
 It depends if you are pouring or drinking
 Above response is based on subjective perception
 For low‐lying atoll states there is an objective reality
 Despite some residual climate change denial, low‐lying

atoll states are facing critical loss of habitable land

What are the key security threats?
 Increasing risk from storm surges and inundation
 Patterns of rainfall, especially during El Nino years
 Water insecurity due to drought + saltwater intrusion
 Limited supplies of freshwater, despite storage facility
 Water shortage impacts on food security with

increased reliance on unhealthy imported products

Demography + urban drift
 Relatively high birth rates + high density urban areas
 Marked difference between capitals and outer islands
 In both Kiribati and Tuvalu half of the total population

live in the main island capitals (approx 50,000 / 5,000)
 Increased pressure on infrastructure, sanitation and

other health and welfare services

Internal and external migration
 More opportunities to migrate within the state
 Partly dependent on political status in relation to

migration destination – relatively straightforward for
Niue and Cook Islanders to move to New Zealand
 Preferential access to the US for Micronesians due to

Compact of Free Association relationship
 Harder for fully independent states Kiribati / Tuvalu

Question of refugee status
 ‘Climate change refugee’ or ‘eco‐refugee’ used in media
 Disputed by both UNHCR and most Pacific Islanders
 Desire not to be seen as climate change ‘refugees’
 Case of Ioane Teitiota deported from New Zealand
 http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/sep/

22/kiribati‐climate‐change‐refugee‐told‐he‐must‐
leave‐new‐zealand

A different legal approach
 This case was lost largely on the legal position taken
 Claiming ‘refugee’ status was easily dismissed as it did

not meet the international legal definition / criteria
 1951 Refugee Convention needs example of persecution
 Does not recognize persecution by climate change,

even though there is evidence it is human‐induced

Alternative legal strategy (?)
 Assuming worst case scenario of atolls becoming

uninhabitable are there opportunities to ‘migrate with
dignity’?
 President Tong of Kiribati has been criticised for what

some island leaders have seen as a ‘defeatist’ attitude
 He has commented on a foreseeable future of mass

migration of virtually all, or even all, I‐Kiribati
 But – this does not have to involve claiming refugee status

Exclusive Economic Zones
 Narrative of small island developing states compared

to focus on EEZs and narrative of large oceanic states.
 Tuvalu has a combined land area of just 27 sq km
 Routinely referred to as world’s 4th smallest country
 Yet it has an EEZ of over 900,000 sq km
 Kiribati combined land area of 811 sq km
 EEZ of well over 3,500,000 sq km

Narratives of SIDS and Sovereignty
 As well as being seen as small and vulnerable low‐lying

atolls states are often described as ‘sinking’, ‘drowning’ and
at risk of ‘disappearing’ due to climate change
 There is growing resistance to this pessimistic scenario
 Some, such as Tuvalu, focus on resisting relocation and call

for international action to halt climate change
 Kiribati and the Republic of the Marshall Islands seem

more prepared to look seriously at relocation strategies

Centre for Climate Change Law
 May 2011, Columbia Law School and RMI co‐host

conference on ‘Threatened Island Nations: Legal
implications of rising seas and a changing climate’
 Arguments promoted by Jane McAdam (2012) and

Jenny Grote Stoutenberg (2015) etc are beginning to
present more optimistic scenarios for relocation
 Crucially, relocation whilst also maintaining sovereign

control over EEZs and the income derived from them

Rethinking definitions of
sovereignty and statehood
 Traditional requirements of physical territory, a

resident population and international recognition
 EEZs are a form of territory, albeit as marine areas
 If recognition can be maintained then so to should

sovereign control over fisheries and seabed resources
This ongoing income has the potential to alter regional
and global attitudes towards Pacific island migrants

Migrants as a national asset
 Opportunity to alter negative perceptions of migrants

if they are seen as bringing disposable income to host
 Some governance issues would need to be overcome
 Fairly simple to establish a government in ‘eco‐exile’
 More difficult to determine how ongoing EEZ revenue

might be managed and distributed to citizens

Practicalities of relocation
 Some land, possibly in several locations, would need to

be rented or purchased
 Already happening with Kiribati buying land in Fiji
 Ostensibly to enhance food security, but this land

could also become a centre for relocation
 Fijian government appears supportive of relocation

Issue of ‘Diaspora’ identity
 Relocation should not mean loss of cultural identity
 Identity can actually be enhanced when in proximity to a

different host culture – Eg Banabans in Fiji
 Plus, cultures are always adapting and evolving
 ‘Threats’ to cultural identity can also be opportunities
 I‐Kiribati identity maintained by many Diaspora groups

Reasserting traditional ownership
and governance structures
 Marked difference between dominant free market economics of

unsustainable exploitation of resources and longer‐term view of
common ownership and stewardship

 Not something to be overly romanticised – but – communal

management tends to be more sustainable

 Should mass migration become necessary this does not have to

mean Kiribati/Tuvalu/RMI will ‘disappear’

 Land area will be needed to accommodate population
 Scope to explore how sovereignty might be maintained via

ongoing recognition of EEZ + management of remote economy

Pessimistic threats and
optimistic opportunities
 Extreme pessimism of these states no longer existing
 Less pessimistic view of mass migration but ongoing

existence – albeit in a different location / form
 Optimistic view that taking more control of EEZ resources

may bring great benefits to these states
 Even more optimistic view that a return to more communal

stewardship approaches to resource management may be
acknowledged and adopted beyond the Pacific region

