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ABSTRACT 

LOOKING AHEAD OF THE WAVE: REIMAGINING STATE SOVEREIGNTY IN 
AN ERA OF CLIMATE CRISIS 

Brigit Moore, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2022 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Susan Hirsch 

 

Climate change threatens to produce destabilizing impacts across the globe, up to and 

including violent conflict. If climate change is not sufficiently mitigated, certain states, 

especially Small Island Developing States (SIDS), may even face the novel situation of 

state extinction due to disappearing territory, mass migration of citizens, or both. 

Although scientific studies suggest how climate change will alter environmental 

conditions across the globe, little is known about how leaders who will have to make 

critical decisions in this new and potentially cataclysmic context respond to this 

information. This dissertation seeks to fill this gap by examining how leaders in the 

Pacific understand and respond to the risks and impacts of climate change as they plan 

for an uncertain future. More specifically, this research investigates if and how climate 

change may alter conventional conceptions of statehood and sovereignty. The findings, 

which emerge from a comparative case study of two Pacific atoll SIDS, Kiribati and 
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Tuvalu, whose existence is most threatened by climate change, show that Pacific leaders 

work to preserve their state’s existence, not only through climate change mitigation and 

adaptation strategies, but also by reimagining state sovereignty to include non-Western 

priorities. One priority is clarifying international law to preserve maritime sovereignty in 

perpetuity, regardless of the impacts of climate change-induced sea level rise. The second 

priority is including cultural sovereignty, or the ability to live according to Pacific 

cultural values within their homelands, as a priority in maintaining state sovereignty. The 

reimagining of state sovereignty that is emerging from the Pacific in the context of 

climate change-related uncertainty has broader implications as well. Overall, it may even 

serve as a starting point for examining how the Western, state-based system might be 

reconceptualized as the global community contends with an era of climate crisis. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Anthropogenic climate change, hereafter simply referred to as climate change, 

threatens to produce negative, destabilizing impacts in society up to and including violent 

conflict. As a result of climate change’s negative effects, large groups of people may be 

unable to sustain themselves where they live and be forced to relocate, possibly across 

international borders. Climate change may also threaten states’ ability to effectively 

govern and manage these risks in an uncertain time when effective governance and 

management are most needed. In certain places, such as Small Island Developing States, 

if climate change is not sufficiently mitigated the global community may even face the 

novel situation of state extinction due to disappearing territory, mass migration of 

citizens, or both. Should this occur, it is unclear what would happen to the state as a legal 

entity and what body, if not the state, would become responsible for ensuring the welfare 

of the state’s citizens. 

This research stems from a critical examination of the significant effects of 

climate change on societies, specifically on the state. Leaders will have to contend with 

increasing insecurity as a result of the worsening impacts of climate change. Although 

scientific data suggest how climate change will alter environmental conditions across the 

globe, we know little about how leaders who make critical decisions in this new and 

potentially cataclysmic context respond to this information. My dissertation research 
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seeks to fill this gap by examining how state-level leaders, international organization 

officials, and civil society leaders understand and respond to the risks and impacts of 

climate change as they plan for an uncertain future. More specifically, this research 

project examines if and how climate change may alter conventional conceptions of 

sovereignty and statehood. This kind of inquiry requires not only an examination of 

leaders’ stated understandings of how climate change may impact statehood and 

sovereignty, but also an examination of the various actions they have undertaken in the 

new and ever-changing context of climate change. The overall goal of this research is to 

examine important and still-unanswered questions about governance, statehood, 

sovereignty, and state extinction in order to further conditions of peace in the context of 

great societal upheaval caused by climate change. 

This research specifically focuses on the experience of Small Island Developing 

States (SIDS), which are often described as on the front lines of climate change due to 

their geographic, demographic, and economic characteristics. Despite several 

international commitments to address climate change, including, for example, the 

groundbreaking 2015 Paris Agreement in which 195 states committed to keeping global 

warming well below two degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, climate change is 

still likely to have harmful impacts globally. Although much discourse on climate change 

describes it as a future danger, one that will wreak havoc throughout the world if the 

international community does not reduce emissions and adapt, the reality is that climate 

change is already creating serious challenges for millions of people worldwide. In SIDS, 

which are home to approximately 65 million people, climate change is not a future threat, 
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it is a current one. Leaders from SIDS often warn that their countries will be made 

uninhabitable due to climate change-induced sea level rise unless the international 

community ambitiously mitigates greenhouse gas emissions. Low-lying atoll SIDS in 

particular, given their geographic vulnerabilities, are already experiencing destructive sea 

level rise, coastal erosion, increasingly frequent and damaging storms, salination of 

freshwater reserves, and diminishing food resources, among other impacts, which 

together are creating the conditions that increase the likelihood of uninhabitability, 

submersion, and possibly even state extinction. Given the numerous challenges that SIDS 

face, they provide an opportunity to examine the profound impacts of climate change on 

governance broadly and sovereignty and statehood specifically. 

 

Research Justification 

The science about climate change and its effects is clear, as are the potential 

impacts for SIDS. The IPCC’s Second Assessment Report in 1995 warned that all or part 

of many small island states may be destroyed or rendered uninhabitable by sea level rise 

and saltwater intrusion. In the Third Assessment Report in 2001, the IPCC noted that sea-

level rise and its associated consequences could trigger significant off-island migration 

and even abandonment. In the Fifth Assessment Report in 2014, the IPCC acknowledged 

that the very existence of some atoll nations is threatened by rising sea levels associated 

with global warming. Most recently, in the Sixth Assessment Report, released in 

February 2022, the IPCC stated bluntly that sea level rise poses an existential threat for 

some small islands and some low-lying coasts. SIDS themselves have been warning of 
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these dire impacts for decades; in 1989, the Small States Conference on Sea Level Rise 

produced the Malé Declaration on Global Warming and Sea Level Rise, which warned 

that “[a]lthough the entire world would be adversely affected by these processes, low-

lying, small, coastal and island States will face a decidedly greater predicament. Sea level 

rise would cause extensive damage to the land and infrastructure of those countries and 

even threaten the very survival of some island states” (“Malé Declaration” 1989, 1). 

If the global community does not effectively address climate change and its 

resulting effects, it may eventually face a situation of state extinction. To date, no 

sovereign state has ceased to exist because its territory has disappeared or its people have 

migrated en masse, thus presenting a significant and potentially dire problem that the 

international community has not had to consider previously. Other cases of state 

cessation exist, such as the breaking up of a state into several states or the incorporation 

of one state into another, but potential state cessation due to its physical disappearance 

and/or the mass migration of its citizens deserves serious consideration. Clarifying this 

aspect of international law has implications for the larger international community, as 

well. In the future, states may face other unanticipated challenges to their continued 

existence which makes determining what to do in these scenarios all the more important. 

The potentially dire consequences of climate change highlight the shortcomings 

of important features of the state-based international system. This system, which was 

created by Western European powers in and for a particular context, may no longer be 

suitable, if it ever was, in a context driven by climate change-related uncertainty. For the 

international community, the need to respond can be framed as both an obligation and an 
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opportunity: an obligation for developed states, whose actions are primarily responsible 

for climate change, to help the most vulnerable states, that are not responsible, to address 

these impacts; and an opportunity to critically examine the very concepts of statehood 

and sovereignty in order to respond to the challenges that they face. 

The international system, when it was created, recognized that international law 

would encounter new circumstances and have to adapt. In 1947, the United Nations 

General Assembly adopted resolution 174 (II) creating the International Law 

Commission (ILC). Article 1, paragraph 1, of the ILC’s Statute states that “The 

International Law Commission shall have for its object the promotion of the progressive 

development of international law and its codification.” Article 15 of the Statute clarifies 

that “progressive development of international law” means “the preparation of draft 

conventions on subjects which have not yet been regulated by international law or in 

regard to which the law has not yet been sufficiently developed in the practice of States,” 

and that “codification of international law” means “the more precise formulation and 

systematization of rules of international law in fields where there already has been 

extensive State practice, precedent and doctrine.” Thus there is an understanding within 

the international system that its current laws are unlikely to address every new 

circumstance that arises. 

Since the myriad effects of climate change challenge the current understanding of 

what constitutes a state, the international, state-based system is potentially at an inflection 

point. The central argument of this research project is that as the international community 

works to address the deficiencies of the current state-based system in the context of 
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climate change, it is important to center the experiences of those who are most vulnerable 

to climate change. This research project is specifically focused on climate change’s 

impacts on state sovereignty and statehood; therefore, its specific focus is states whose 

statehood and sovereignty are most threatened by climate change. Of course, states are 

not actors in and of themselves; states do not do anything. Rather, it is leaders who 

consider information and make/influence decisions, and therefore, it is these perspectives 

that this project seeks to lift up and engage. 

More specifically, this project examines how leaders in Kiribati and Tuvalu, two 

of the most vulnerable SIDS, understand and respond to the threats of climate change to 

their statehood and sovereignty. The wide array of climate change responses, all of which 

are designed to ensure the continued existence of each state, demonstrate the sheer 

number of different ways leaders approach the overwhelming challenge of managing the 

existential threats to a sovereign state that climate change poses. Although the leaders of 

these states are responding to the specific needs of their particular state, their strategies 

have implications that go beyond only addressing the needs of Kiribati and Tuvalu. 

Altogether, via their responses to climate change, these leaders shed light on ways to 

reconceptualize state sovereignty, so as to cultivate an international system that enables 

greater flexibility to address the challenges posed by climate change, as well as other 

future contexts that it has not yet confronted. In this way, the examination of Kiribati’s 

and Tuvalu’s responses help reimagine a concept – state sovereignty – that is of critical 

importance to both scholarly and policy worlds and that may, given the profound 

challenges that climate change poses to state sovereignty, require different thinking in 



7 
 

this context of climate change (and beyond) in a way that upholds the welfare of people 

and maintains peaceful relations. 

Two overarching findings emerge from this analysis of Kiribati and Tuvalu. The 

first is the importance of preserving maritime sovereignty in perpetuity, regardless of the 

impacts of climate change-induced sea level rise. For Pacific SIDS, preserving maritime 

sovereignty means recognizing their states as “large ocean states,” with territory that 

includes the ocean as well as land above sea level, whose people rely on the ocean for 

food, resources, travel, and as an important aspect of their cultures. It would also ensure 

their continued existence in some form, even if their physical land is beneath the waves, 

as well as continue to provide resources for relocated populations. More globally, the 

preservation of maritime boundaries would impact other coastal states as well. Although 

coastal states may not face the same existential threats from climate change that island 

states do, to varying degrees climate change-induced sea level rise will affect their 

coastlines and shrink their maritime zones as well, not to mention possibility of needing 

to relocate large groups of people; after all, approximately one billion of the earth’s 

people live in coastal areas. Given that the priority of international law is to maintain 

peace and stability in the international system, maintaining maritime zones and 

preserving maritime sovereignty as they have already been formalized is in the interest of 

the wider international community. In some cases, finalizing maritime boundaries 

between neighboring states has been fraught with challenges and taken decades to 

conclude. Moreover, preserving maritime sovereignty of states globally would also 
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continue to provide necessary resources for populations that may also be experiencing 

instability. 

The second finding of this analysis highlights the importance of culture in the 

Pacific’s understanding of sovereignty; more specifically, the connection between 

culture, via the land that makes up a state, and the concept of state sovereignty. In the 

peace and conflict resolution field, the influential work of Lederach (2003) and others 

have highlighted the importance of local knowledge and of involving local stakeholders 

in conflict transformation. The idea is also applicable here: as states grapple with the 

negative impacts of climate change, including threats to their very existence, the 

international community can learn from how these leaders reimagine their existence as 

sovereign states by focusing on aspects of state sovereignty that are most important to 

their states. What emerges from the Pacific redefines sovereignty to include cultural 

sovereignty, which is the ability for Pacific peoples to live according to their cultural 

values within their homelands. The cultural ties to place in the Pacific are strong enough 

that many Pacific Islanders contend that culture does not fully transfer to other places, 

which is an important reason why so many do not accept migration or relocation as an 

acceptable response to climate change. In the context of proposals to relocate entire 

populations away from vulnerable atoll island states that are experiencing rising sea 

levels and other detrimental effects of climate change, this understanding of cultural 

sovereignty demonstrates that relocating an entire state is more than just a complicated 

logistical and political endeavor; given the strong cultural connections with homeland, 

Pacific Islanders argue powerfully against being separated from their land. 
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The rationale for this argument – that it is important to center the experiences of 

those who are most vulnerable to climate change as the international community works to 

address the deficiencies of the current state-based system in this new context – also 

stems, in part, from a gap in the literature. When considering how to address the 

challenges caused by climate change in small island developing states, especially 

regarding the challenges to SIDS statehood and sovereignty, much of the literature 

focuses on what is possible (or impossible) under the current international system. Much 

work, for example, examines and interprets various international legal norms that are 

relevant to climate change issues for small island developing states, asking questions 

such as: if sea levels rise and inundate Kiribati, does Kiribati still meet the definition of a 

state according to the Montevideo Convention? Another variation of this kind of 

scholarly work examines proposed responses to climate change impacts in relation to 

existing international law. For example, building artificial islands is sometimes proposed 

as a strategy to counteract the loss of territory due to sea level rise, but do artificial 

islands meet international legal standards for the territorial requirement of statehood? 

Whether they examine the effects of climate change on SIDS or the responses to climate 

change by SIDS, the focus of these analyses is limited to the bounds of international law 

as it currently stands. 

Other scholarly work focuses on what the international community should do 

about the impacts of climate change on statehood and sovereignty, not just what it can 

do. This body of work recognizes that current international law and practice does not 

have the right tools to handle these particular challenges and explores options that would 
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expand its toolbox. The focus here is both how existing international law and practice 

should evolve to accommodate these new circumstances, as well as what new 

international laws and practices should be developed that would better meet the 

challenges posed by climate change on sovereignty and statehood. Within this body of 

work a small but growing contingent of scholars make moral arguments for the evolution 

and/or expansion of international law and practice, based on the idea of responsibility. 

Responsibility means both culpability for causing the harm and, as a result, a duty to 

address the harm. The strategies for how to address the harm include, for instance, formal 

codification of legal responsibility, supporting loss and damage processes and rules 

within the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), or 

compensating for damages on an ad hoc basis. 

Often missing from these conversations, however, are the perspectives, priorities, 

and needs of those most impacted by climate change as they see it for themselves. Despite 

the frequently cited moral authority that SIDS bring to international negotiating fora, 

when it comes to scholarly writing on how to address the threats to their statehood and 

sovereignty, their voices are often overshadowed. It is important, of course, to understand 

the effects of climate change according to international law and to consider solutions that 

lie within the bounds of international law as it currently exists. It is also important to 

consider solutions that expand upon current international law and those that would 

require the development of new international legal norms. Highlighting and examining 

the perspectives of SIDS in this broader conversation about statehood and sovereignty in 
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the context of climate change is integral to understanding how to address potentially 

existential threats that SIDS face. 

Overall, this project recognizes that unabated climate change is likely to have 

devastating impacts in states across the globe, and that Small Island Developing States 

are particularly vulnerable. A number of studies show that the effects of climate change 

are going to worsen, especially if international mitigation goals are unmet, thereby further 

jeopardizing the future of small island states. The international system of sovereign states 

does not account for the loss of state sovereignty because of, for example, climate 

change-induced sea level rise, and the international system as it is currently imagined is 

insufficient to handle these problems. This research investigates the experiences of two 

Small Island Developing States in the Pacific region for two purposes: first, the fact that 

the dire consequences that these states are facing are a result of other states’ actions 

implies a responsibility for those other states – i.e., the international community – to take 

action to address these consequences. Second, SIDS leaders are being forced to consider 

changes to their state sovereignty that will impact the global system beyond just 

addressing their needs. Their thoughts and actions can serve as a useful starting point for 

examining how the system might be reconceptualized – looking ahead of the wave – as 

the global community contends with an uncertain era of climate crisis. 

 

Research Findings 

This research highlights the importance of protecting statehood and sovereignty to 

Pacific Islanders and analyzes the numerous ways Pacific Island state leaders are working 
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to preserve their state’s sovereignty. In the context of state disappearance because of 

climate change-induced sea level rise, migration is often proposed as a viable solution to 

climate change, by scholars and policymakers (and even some state leaders). However, 

most Pacific Islanders attribute great importance to the land on which they live as the 

basis for their cultures and identities, and many Pacific Islanders therefore do not accept 

migration as a response to climate change, except as the very last option available as their 

islands become uninhabitable or submerge due to climate change. Prior to this point, 

migration is perceived as giving up on the state and severing the strong cultural 

connection that Pacific Islanders have with their homelands.  

The case studies demonstrate this aversion to migration as a response to climate 

change. In Kiribati, President Anote Tong lost support after his government pursued 

policies that emphasized migration, made plans for possible relocation, and examined 

other ways that Kiribati could survive as a legal entity if its physical landmass was 

submerged. President Tong focused on these priorities to the extent that i-Kiribati people 

interpreted them, especially his push for relocation, as abandoning their homeland, 

culture, and identity. President Tong’s successor, President Taneti Maamau, therefore, 

has pursued policies that focus exclusively on remaining and improving life in Kiribati, 

on saving i-Kiribati people’s homeland and, in so doing, their culture and identity as i-

Kiribati people. 

In Tuvalu, the preceding and current Prime Ministers, Enele Sopoaga and Kausea 

Natano, have also rejected migration as an acceptable climate change response. Instead, 

both leaders are focused on preserving the sovereign state of Tuvalu so that Tuvaluans 
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can continue to live there according to their cultural values and way of life. Prime 

Minister Sopoaga’s administration focused on advocacy at the international level to 

prevent the worst effects of climate change from occurring, and, if they did occur, to 

protect Tuvaluans as they dealt with climate change-induced displacement. Prime 

Minister Sopoaga’s successor, Prime Minister Kausea Natano, while continuing 

international advocacy, has expanded his focus to include preserving Tuvalu’s culture 

and legal existence in innovative ways in case of possible future submersion from climate 

change-induced sea level rise, including through bilateral relationships that recognize 

Tuvalu’s existence and maritime sovereignty in perpetuity as well as creating a digital 

nation to preserve Tuvaluan culture and to be able to continue to provide services in the 

event mass relocation becomes unavoidable. 

All four of these political leaders specifically formulated policies on preserving 

sovereignty over their maritime zones, as afforded to them through the UN Convention 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), regardless of the impacts of climate change-induced 

sea level rise on their shorelines. This strategy, which will be discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter 7, has become the main strategy undertaken regionally. Pacific Island states 

collaborate at the international, regional, and subregional levels to implement strategies, 

including efforts to preserve their maritime sovereignty, to guarantee the preservation of 

their state sovereignty. Some leaders have even suggested that regional and subregional 

collaboration may possibly provide alternate “locations” for state sovereignty in the 

future. Furthermore, this research finds that to many Pacific Islanders, the concept of 

sovereignty is not limited to the authority of a state government over its territory; the 
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concept extends to Pacific Islanders’ ability to live according to their cultural values and 

ways of life, which they view as fully possible only within their homelands. This point is 

at the root of arguments in favor of protecting Pacific Island states’ physical existence, 

which means pursuing ambitious international mitigation and domestic adaptation efforts, 

in order to enable Pacific Islanders to continue living in their homelands, maintaining the 

strong connections they have with the islands they are from, and continuing to live 

according to the cultural values they hold dear. 

 

Dissertation Outline 

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 reviews the literature that is 

relevant to this research, beginning with four aspects of the effects of climate change on 

people: how climate change may impact communities and society as a whole; how 

climate change may increase the likelihood of conflict; how efforts to address climate 

change may lead to peace; and how migration may act as a causal link between climate 

change and conflict. The second part of the literature review specifically focuses on the 

implications of climate change for states, namely the challenges to state sovereignty and 

even existential threats to particularly vulnerable states, and examines possible alternative 

approaches to state sovereignty that may be useful in the context of climate change. 

Chapter 3 reviews the overall research methods. This project investigates how 

leaders understand the impacts of climate change on statehood and sovereignty. Given 

that states and organizations work together on a number of important issues, including 

those related to climate change, this project also examines the working relationship 
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between states and regional organizations to determine how it shapes and reflects 

respective leaders’ conceptualizations of state sovereignty in the context of climate 

change. This research design is a comparative case study of two Small Island Developing 

States (SIDS) in the Pacific region: Kiribati and Tuvalu. The climate change strategies of 

the previous two administrations were analyzed: in Kiribati, this included the 

administrations of President Anote Tong (2012-2016) and President Taneti Maamau 

(2016-present). In Tuvalu, this included the leadership of Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga 

(2013-2019) and Prime Minister Kausea Natano (2019-present).  

To fully understand the responses of Kiribati and Tuvalu under these leaders, this 

dissertation analyzed interviews and a variety of documents (e.g. speeches, government 

policy documents, and regional organization publications and declarations). This research 

also included observation at public events, which, given the COVID-19 pandemic, were 

mostly limited to attending or watching online virtual conferences, seminars, and fora. 

The interview subjects included state-level leaders in Kiribati and Tuvalu, officials at 

international and regional organizations (such as the United Nations and the Pacific 

Island Forum Secretariat) who work on issues relating to climate change, and civil 

society organization leaders who also focus on climate change. During interviews, 

participants were asked to reflect on the impacts of and government responses to climate 

change and to imagine if and how the state will exist in an uncertain future. Chapter 3 

also explains the data analysis process, inductive theme analysis, that was used. 

Chapter 4 specifically examines migration as a response to climate change in the 

Pacific region. It presents a variety of government climate change strategies that include 
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migration, from temporary labor migration policies to planned relocation of communities, 

and investigates Pacific Islanders’ reactions to such policies. The focus of this chapter is 

examining why migration is generally not accepted as a climate change response in the 

Pacific, which often relates to the strong cultural connections that Pacific Islanders 

maintain with their traditional homelands. The ties to land cause many Pacific Islanders 

to view climate change-induced migration as severing their ties to homeland. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the analysis of Kiribati under the previous two 

administrations of President Anote Tong and President Taneti Maamau. It examines how 

certain adaptation strategies that have been considered in Kiribati under both leaders, 

such as land reclamation, would push the boundaries of international law. It further 

examines how President Tong’s climate change strategies, which focused on migration 

policies and supported preserving Kiribati’s maritime sovereignty regardless of climate 

change’s impacts, would reconceptualize state sovereignty. President Maamau, whose 

overarching perspective is radically different than President Tong, is focused on ensuring 

that i-Kiribati people can remain in Kiribati and continue to live according to their 

cultural values. The inclusion of culture in the concept of state sovereignty is also a way 

to reimagine state sovereignty. 

Chapter 6 analyzes the climate change responses of Tuvaluan Prime Ministers 

Enele Sopoaga and Kausea Natano. Prime Minister Sopoaga’s main strategies were 

international advocacy for mitigation and developing a framework to protect people 

displaced by climate change. He also brought the idea that states’ maritime boundaries 

should not be affected by climate change-induced sea level rise to the international 



17 
 

community, which started an important conversation that continues as of this writing 

about the impacts of sea level rise on international law, including on state sovereignty. 

Prime Minister Natano’s policies are more focused on what Tuvalu can do for itself, 

rather than relying on others, and represent a profound reimagining of state sovereignty. 

Tuvalu is, for example, working to secure permanent bilateral recognition of its statehood 

and maritime boundaries, as well as working to establish itself as a fully digital nation. 

Chapter 7 examines Pacific perceptions of statehood and sovereignty in the 

context of climate change, as well as the strategies that Pacific Island states are 

formulating to protect their state sovereignty and expand the international legal concepts 

of statehood and sovereignty in the unprecedented and challenging context of climate 

change. Its particular focus is maritime sovereignty, which has been established as the 

region’s overarching priority (after mitigation), as well as the idea of cultural sovereignty, 

which includes culture as a fundamental component of sovereignty. This chapter also 

briefly reviews possible alternative “locations” of state sovereignty in regional and 

subregional organizations in the event that a state such as Kiribati or Tuvalu is submerged 

due to climate change-induced sea level rise. The final chapter, Chapter 8, reviews the 

most relevant findings presented in the following pages and concludes with a call to 

reimagine state sovereignty not only to preserve SIDS continued existence but also to 

make the international system more flexible as it enters an era of climate crisis. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This research falls within a larger conversation about the effects of climate change 

on people and communities as well as the response(s) to these effects; in short, what is 

happening and what is being done about it. Its specific focus is the state, examining how 

climate change may threaten the sovereignty and continued existence of states and how 

leaders understand and respond to these potential threats. The following literature review 

begins with an examination of these effects, specifically on four distinct aspects of the 

impacts of climate change on people: how climate change may impact communities and 

society as a whole; how climate change may increase the likelihood of conflict; how 

efforts to address climate change may lead to peace; and how migration may act as a 

causal link between climate change and conflict. The second part of this literature review 

considers the implications of these effects of climate change for states, namely the 

challenges to state sovereignty and even existential threats to some particularly 

vulnerable states, and examines possible alternative approaches to state sovereignty that 

may be useful in the context of climate change. The review of the literature shows that 

although strong scientific data suggest how climate change will alter environmental and 

social conditions across the globe, we know little about how leaders who will be 

navigating these challenges and making critical decisions in this new and potentially 

cataclysmic context understand and respond to this information, which is a gap this 

research hopes to address. 
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Before proceeding, it is important to review several key terms. Although the term 

‘weather’ refers to specific meteorological conditions at a certain time and place, 

‘climate’ refers to the average and range of weather conditions that take place over an 

extended period of time (Abatzoglou and Nespor 2007, 12-14). ‘Climate change’ refers to 

any change in climate directly or indirectly attributed to human activity that alters the 

composition of the global atmosphere and is larger than natural climate variability 

observed over comparable time periods (United Nations 1992, 7). 

 

Social Implications of Climate Change 

Climate Change and Society 

Studies on humanity’s impact on the climate began in 1896, when Swedish 

chemist Svante Arrhenius published the first study showing that a rise in atmospheric 

concentrations of carbon dioxide (hereafter CO2), largely caused by burning coal, would 

make the world warmer; ironically, he hypothesized this phenomenon would be 

beneficial (Oppenheimer and Antilla-Hughes 2016, 12). Interest waned until the 1980s 

when three near-simultaneous events renewed interest in environmental issues: the end of 

the Cold War provided space for other issues in Western public discourse; the hot and dry 

summer of 1988 increased awareness of global environmental change in North America; 

and the discovery of the ozone hole in the mid-1980s shifted perceptions of the 

environmental system, which was previously considered resilient and stable despite 

human activity (Homer-Dixon 1991, 79-80). By the late 1980s, a scientific consensus 
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emerged that CO2 emissions and the resultant global warming was a major political issue 

(Oppenheimer and Antilla-Hughes 2016, 13). 

Consequently, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was 

created in 1988 to analyze climate change-related science. The IPCC produces detailed 

reports that assess scientific and technical aspects of climate change, its impacts on 

societies, and mitigation and adaptation strategies; thousands of scientists from across the 

globe contribute to these reports (IPCC “About the IPCC”). Additionally, the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was adopted in 1992 

with the goal of fostering international cooperation to stabilize greenhouse gas 

concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 

interference with the climate system (Oppenheimer and Antilla-Hughes 2016, 13). 

Since the 1980s, our understanding of the impacts of CO2 and other harmful 

greenhouse gases (GHGs) has increased substantially. Research has shown that the 

impacts of climate change will largely be negative1 and that climate change will affect 

natural and human systems by amplifying existing risks and creating new ones (IPCC 

2014a). Climate change will cause more frequent and longer lasting heat waves; more 

intense and frequent extreme precipitation events; ocean warming and acidification; 

global mean sea level rise; reduced renewable surface water and groundwater resources; 

and increased vulnerability to these climate-related extremes (IPCC 2014a).  

 
1 Some areas may benefit from climate change. For example, the Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC 
notes that “[f]or wheat, rice, and maize in tropical and temperate regions, climate change without 
adaptation is projected to negatively impact production at local temperature increases of 2°C or more above 
late 20th century levels, although individual locations may benefit.” (emphasis added) 



21 
 

Put together, the literature shows that climate change will negatively impact 

economies (Stern 2006; Carleton and Hsiang 2016); increase food insecurity; intensify 

competition for water; exacerbate health problems and increase ill-health; increase 

displacement of people; and increase risks of violent conflicts (IPCC 2014a; Carleton and 

Hsiang 2016; Stern 2006). Many studies indicate that climate change will 

disproportionately harm the world’s poor, while the wealthy and powerful will be able to 

manage risks (Matthew 2014a). People who are already marginalized are especially 

vulnerable to climate change and to some adaptation and mitigation responses; 

furthermore, the impacts of climate change are expected to exacerbate poverty in most 

developing countries and create new poverty pockets in both developed and developing 

countries (IPCC 2014a, 54). In developing countries climate change will lead to 

worsened poverty, long-term poverty traps, lower economic growth rates, increase in 

poverty and child mortality, reductions in GDP that will increase the number of people 

below poverty line; mass migration; and conflict (Nyong 2009). Of note is the fact that 

the states and communities that are most vulnerable to climate change are also the ones 

that are least responsible for the historical GHG emissions that have produced it. 

 

Climate Change and Conflict 

Although the literature is definitive that climate change will have negative effects 

on society, its impact on conflict is less clear. Inquiry on this topic originated in both the 

climate science and security studies fields. On the climate side, scientists analyzing 

climate data warned that rapid climate change could trigger refugee issues, famine, and 
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conflict over scarce resources (IPCC 1990, 5-4). On the security side, as the Cold War 

was ending scholars began to research non-traditional threats to security including 

environmental issues such as freshwater shortages (Gleick 1993) and land degradation 

(Molvær 1991; Strizzi and Stranks 1996). 

Research on climate change and conflict can be broadly divided into two 

perspectives: neo-Malthusian2 on one hand and cornucopian on the other. Neo-

Malthusians generally assume that sustainability requires the preservation of resources 

for future generations, whereas cornucopians assume that resource shortages can be 

overcome through human ingenuity (Homer-Dixon 1991, 99-100). As a result of the 

foundational assumptions of each perspective, neo-Malthusians generally see conflict as a 

likely result of climate change whereas cornucopians caution that conflict is not 

inevitable. 

Much early research, including that of the influential scholar Homer-Dixon, 

tended towards the neo-Malthusian perspective. In his initial research, Homer-Dixon 

theorized that environmental pressures would lead to reduced agricultural production, 

economic decline, population displacement, and disruption of regular and legitimized 

social relations, and that these effects may in turn cause acute conflict (Homer-Dixon 

1991). He later amended his theory to environmental scarcity, not pressure, that could 

cause new and exacerbate existing conflict (Homer-Dixon 1994). Interestingly, he 

deemphasized climate change, arguing that it will not have a major effect for several 

 
2 Thomas Malthus noted the hardships that will be caused by unconstrained population growth compared to 
food production: “Population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases only 
in an arithmetical ratio” (Malthus 1798, 4). 
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decades and then mainly by interacting with already existing scarcities (Homer-Dixon 

1994, 17-18). 

The link between the environment and conflict was thrust into the mainstream 

spotlight by Robert Kaplan’s (1994) essay, “The Coming Anarchy,” which was 

influenced by Homer-Dixon’s perspective and based largely on personal observations as 

Kaplan traveled as a journalist throughout West Africa. In it, he argues that the 

environment is the main national-security issue of the early twenty-first century, and that 

surging populations, spreading disease, deforestation and soil erosion, water depletion, air 

pollution, and rising sea levels will prompt mass migrations and incite group conflicts. 

Kaplan’s essay, which has subsequently been widely criticized, presents an 

extreme neo-Malthusian stance; most scholars embrace neither the neo-Malthusian nor 

the cornucopian perspective exclusively. Many, including Homer-Dixon, note that causal 

links between the environment and conflict are not deterministic and acknowledge that 

physical, technological, economic, and social factors often enable resilience, variability, 

and adaptability in human-environmental systems (Homer-Dixon 1991, 78). Indeed, the 

vast majority of studies on climate change and conflict occupy this middle ground. 

Scholars vary in their levels of pessimism or optimism, but even those who find that 

climate change may lead to conflict do not suggest that climate change directly causes 

conflict. Instead, as noted earlier, most studies find that conflict could be caused by 

various intermediary factors that are caused by climate change; the differences often lie 

in what mechanisms constitute the link between climate change and conflict.  
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The IPCC (2014), for instance, warns that climate change could lead to conflict 

via indirect causal mechanisms, namely the conflict drivers of poverty and economic 

shocks. The High Representative and the European Commission (2008) list seven 

potential conflict drivers of climate change: depleting resources; economic damage and 

risks posed by sea level rise and increased disasters to coastal cities (home to one fifth of 

the world's population) and critical infrastructure; loss of territory and border disputes; 

environmentally-induced migration; situations of fragility and radicalization; tension over 

energy supply; and pressure on international governance. Others cite climate change’s 

direct effects on livelihoods and indirect effects on state functions (Barnett and Adger 

2007): climate change will reduce access to natural resources that sustain livelihoods and 

thereby increase human insecurity, and that human insecurity caused by climate change, 

namely vulnerable livelihoods, poverty, weak states, and migration, can lead to conflict. 

Additionally, climate change can weaken states’ capacity to guarantee economic, 

political, and social freedoms and opportunities, which in turn increases the risk of 

conflict. 

Migration is identified as a causal link, especially in developing countries (Swain 

1996; Reuveny 2007). Irreversible environmental destruction could lead to mass 

migration of affected people, mass migration could in turn increase scarcity, and scarcity 

can create perceived incompatibilities which may lead to conflict (Swain 1996). People 

living in less developed countries are more likely to leave areas affected by 

environmental problems; although this does not inherently lead to conflict, it may cause 

conflict in receiving areas (Reuveny 2007). Although some scholars note that an intense 
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influx of migrants often triggers conflicts between host and newcomer populations and 

that social tensions can arise between different groups of migrants (Babcicky 2013), 

others find that participatory and inclusive resource management regimes may enable 

migrant and host communities to prevent conflict (Martin 2005). Others find that the 

links between climate change, migration, and conflict are complex and depend on the 

type of population movement as well as the characteristics of the receiving region, 

including its economic situation and the societal discourses refugees and migrant 

integration (Brzoska and Fröhlich 2015). Others contest the empirical link between 

migration and conflict (Cattaneo and Bosetti 2017) and note the problematic nature of 

assuming a link between climate migration and insecurity (Boas et al. 2019). This link 

will be explored in greater detail below. 

A number of studies indicate that the connection between climate change and 

conflict is contingent on factors not directly related to climate change. Scholars warn 

against assuming a linear relationship between climate change and conflict, arguing, for 

instance, that the risk of conflict depends on the nature of climate change’s impacts and 

the vulnerability and adaptability of the affected area (Brown and McLeman 2009). 

Others argue that the deterministic view that climate change leads seamlessly to conflict 

ignores human agency, ingenuity, the potential for technological innovation, and the role 

of political institutions in managing conflict, and that ignoring these variables can lead to 

poor predictions about when and where conflict is likely (Salehyan 2008). 

Scholars who contest a causal relationship between climate change and conflict 

do not claim that climate change cannot or will never cause conflict; most highlight the 
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inconclusive, contradictory, weak (Gleditsch 2012; Theisen et al. 2013), or nonexistent 

(Bernauer et al. 2012) findings of studies done on the causal relationship between climate 

change and conflict. Theisen et al. (2013) argue that the world is becoming less violent 

and strongly caution against assuming a link between climate change and conflict since 

doing so could lead peacemaking astray and undermine the general credibility of climate 

research. Bernauer et al. (2012) finds that the effect on violent conflict is contingent on 

intervening economic and political factors that determine adaptation capacity, namely 

economic performance and migration. Gleditsch (2012), who typifies the cornucopian 

perspective described above, warns that framing climate change as a security problem 

could influence perceptions and actually contribute to a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

 

Climate Change Responses and Peace 

A corollary to the climate change-conflict debate centers on how responses to 

climate change, mitigation and adaptation, could lead to peace. Mitigation is defined as 

“human intervention to reduce the sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases” and 

adaptation is defined as an “adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual 

or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial 

opportunities” (UNFCCC “Glossary”). Although not directly related to peacebuilding, if 

climate change can lead to conflict then logically mitigation or adaptation efforts may 

have a conflict prevention role (Maas et al. 2013, 105). Mitigation strategies are 

numerous and can be undertaken from the individual level (e.g. switching to a plant-

based diet) to the national level (e.g. switching energy systems to renewable sources). If 



27 
 

mitigation and adaptation strategies fail, geoengineering (intentionally modifying the 

Earth’s system) may provide a last-resort option to counter climate change, although 

geoengineering strategies are costly and complex and may cause additional conflict at the 

international level through unintentionally aggravating rather than alleviating climate-

stressors (Abatzoglou et al. 2014). 

Sustainable development is also promoted as a way to adapt and increase 

resilience to climate change. Paradoxically, economic development increases both peace 

and climate change; clean development, therefore, may prevent mitigation and adaptation 

efforts from unintentionally causing economic stagnation and thereby realizing fears of 

conflict (Gartzke 2012). Additionally, post-conflict settings face a potentially damaging 

cycle: the prospect of peace may threaten the environment through harmful development 

projects, and further biodiversity loss may threaten the prospects of peace; however, 

integrating environmental considerations into development efforts in post-conflict 

settings could both protect and monetize biodiversity and reduce threats to peace 

(Milburn 2014). 

Increasing resilience is a common theme in the literature on efforts to address 

climate change. Resilience is commonly defined as the capacity or ability to cope with 

and recover from disasters (Djalante and Thomalla 2011) and can include mitigation and 

adaptation efforts as well as community-building strategies. For instance, water saving 

irrigation can be a useful tool to cope with climate change while also reducing emissions, 

saving water, and having other agricultural and environmental benefits (Zou et al. 2012). 

Local and indigenous knowledge and practices related to preventing, mitigating, adapting 
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to, and/or preparing for climate-related hazards can include rituals and ceremonies based 

on traditional or religious beliefs. These rituals foment respect for the environment and 

strengthen social cohesion, thereby increasing communities’ resilience to the impacts of 

climate change (Hiwasaki et al. 2015). 

Cooperative efforts to address climate change can help communities resolve 

conflicts in a constructive and consequently non-violent manner (Carius 2006). Much of 

the literature on this topic focuses on transboundary river management. Although water 

scarcity may increase the risk of conflict, this risk can be offset by international 

institutions which can play an intervening role between climate change and international 

conflict (Tir and Stinnet 2012). Similarly, increasingly sophisticated conflict management 

approaches to riparian disputes, facilitated by third-parties, help prevent water wars and 

increase the likelihood of the emergence of river agreements. Institutional restraint also 

influences water-related interactions: violent conflict is more likely in non-democratic 

states while stable democracies are more likely to cooperate and keep conflictive 

interactions at a manageable, non-violent level (Böhmelt et al. 2014). In some instances, 

more frequent extreme weather events increase willingness to cooperate on adaptation 

(Krysanova et al. 2010). 

It is important to note that while environmental cooperation can initiate and 

sustain a dialogue and facilitate conflict transformation and peacebuilding, environmental 

cooperation in conflict-prone areas remains weak even after many years (Waisová 2014). 

Furthermore, water agreements do not guarantee continued cooperation. The Nile Basin 

Initiative (NBI), a cooperative institution designed to alleviate tension and low-level 
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riparian conflicts between Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt, has thus far been successful. The 

NBI is currently under severe stress due to increasing demand for water and decreasing 

supply, however, and with added pressure from climate change it is unclear if the NBI 

will continue to be effectual in relieving tensions (Swain 2011). 

A more recent cooperative strategy is the creation of peace parks, which are 

“transboundary protected areas that are formally dedicated to the protection and 

maintenance of biological diversity and of natural and associated cultural resources, and 

to the promotion of peace and cooperation” (Ali 2007, 8). Although peace parks have 

sometimes (intentionally or unintentionally) overlooked the land rights of indigenous 

peoples, peace parks can act as a symbol of cooperation, create an entry point for 

discussions, increase security and control over resources in border areas, create shared 

opportunities for ecotourism and sustainable development, and create positive 

relationships between states, local and international NGOs, and the donor community 

(Hammill and Besançon 2007, 24). 

Combining peacebuilding techniques with climate change responses is the focus 

of environmental peacebuilding, which can address environmental causes of conflict, be 

used as a platform for dialogue (assuming environmental issues are of lesser importance 

in the conflict and the conflicting parties enter dialogue as equals), and influence 

sustainable development (Maas et al. 2013). Integrating climate change adaptation and 

mitigation strategies with peacebuilding activities is especially important since 

peacebuilding countries are often concentrated in areas of heightened vulnerability to 

climate change impacts and lack the capacity to manage these impacts (Matthew 2014b). 
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Milburn (2012) argues that the environment should be mainstreamed into all postwar 

recovery efforts and promotes the concept of ‘ecological development,’ or using the 

management and development of environmental resources to mitigate conflict, promote 

peacebuilding, transition from conflict towards peace, and sustain a durable post-conflict 

recovery. 

Even in non-post-conflict situations, it is important to incorporate peacebuilding 

strategies into climate change responses. While the impacts of climate change can have 

national and international security risks, not all conflicts are caused directly by the 

impacts of climate change; sometimes efforts to protect people against the adverse effects 

of climate change have unintended consequences, including violent conflict (Babcicky 

2013; Tänzler et al. 2010). Therefore, climate change adaptation projects must be 

conflict-sensitive; conflict-sensitive adaptation has the potential to prevent the outbreak 

of conflict and facilitate building and maintaining peace (Babcicky 2013) and may even 

have a positive, transformative effect outside of climate change (Tänzler et al. 2010). 

 

Migration as a Causal Link 

A conspicuous and interesting aspect of the above conversation is the frequency 

with which migration is cited as the cause of conflict. Simply stated, the idea is that 

climate change will render locations uninhabitable, people who live there will have to 

move, and their movement and/or resettlement will create conflict. The idea that climate 

change will cause conflict via other mechanisms (such as resource scarcity) which will 

then trigger migration is rarely discussed in the literature, although recent scholarship has 
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started to investigate this causal pathway (see, e.g., Abel et al. 2019). According to 

Brown and McLeman (2009), inquiry on environmental migration produced the earliest 

warnings that climate change had the potential to lead to conflict. For atoll states, 

international migration is the only relocation option should the effects of climate change 

render their islands uninhabitable. The Montevideo Convention, which will be discussed 

in greater detail later in this literature review, stipulates that a state must have a 

permanent population, among other characteristics; a scenario in which an entire country 

is no longer habitable, thus causing its entire population to migrate externally, is therefore 

also a challenge that climate change poses to the continuing existence of a state. As such, 

a broader investigation into climate change-induced migration is necessary. 

Debate on climate change-induced migration begins with the very nature of the 

movement itself: is it forced or voluntary, and are individuals who move migrants or 

refugees? Climate change specifically and environmental factors more broadly are not 

part of the legal definition of “refugee” according to the 1951 Refugee Convention, 

which defines a refugee as “a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 

group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing 

to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not 

having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 

result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it” 

(UNHCR “Convention and Protocol”). However, two regional organizations provide a 
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more comprehensive definition of the term that could potentially include climate change.3 

Consequently, there is no universally agreed-upon term for climate change-induced 

migration in the literature; in an analysis of media coverage on the topic, Constable 

(2017) found that fourteen synonyms were used. 

One of the earliest terms to describe this phenomenon was ‘environmental 

refugee,’ first defined by El-Hinnawi (1985) as “…people who have been forced to leave 

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.” The term is criticized for not aligning with the 

legal definition of refugees according to the 1951 Refugee Convention (Gemenne 2012). 

It is also criticized because there is no consensus on the meaning of numerous climate-

induced migration typologies (Neuteleers 2011; Black 2001) and because environmental 

causes of migration are not easily disentangled from other causes (Neuteleers 2011). 

Others contend that writing on environmental refugees is influenced by bureaucratic 

agendas more than theoretical or empirical insight (Black 2001), specifically the agenda 

of policymakers who, by depoliticizing causes of displacement, hope to exclude people 

from asylum and reduce their responsibility to protect and assist (Kibreab 1997). From a 

different perspective, the use of apocalyptic narratives is also criticized for potentially 

increasing xenophobic reactions, normalizing exceptional measures to “solve” climate-

 
3 See the definition for ‘refugee’ in the African Union Convention of 1969 and the 1984 Cartagena 
Declaration on Refugees 
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induced migration, eliminating opportunities to question established climate-induced 

migration practices, and removing the agency of those who migrate (Bettini 2013). 

It is important to note that there are instances when the environment can create 

refugees according to the Refugee Convention. Sometimes called ecocide, this occurs 

when environmental interventions are used as a weapon against certain groups; in these 

instances, those who flee can appeal to the Convention for protection (Neuteleers 2011, 

239-240). Conisbee and Simms (2003) go a step further, arguing that since the 

environment can be an instrument of persecution according to the Refugee Convention, 

the global system that allows climate change and its consequent harm also meets the 

conditions of the Refugee Convention: there is persecution (intentional harm) and there is 

grounded fear. They write, “[a] well-founded fear of starvation or drowning is a 

compelling reason to escape” (Conisbee and Simms 2003, 30-31). 

Bell (2004) defends the term ‘environmental refugee,’ noting that the label 

‘environmental’ does not exclude further investigation of the causes of population-

displacing environmental disruptions but merely identifies a particular mechanism of 

displacement and broadens the category of refugees. Myers (2002) also supports the 

term’s use; he defines environmental refugees as people who no longer have secure 

livelihoods due to environmental problems, compounded by population pressures and 

poverty, and thus seek sanctuary elsewhere (domestically or across international borders). 

Although criticized for the methods used to arrive at these numbers, Myers and Kent 

(1995) and Myers (2002) estimated that there were twenty-five million environmental 

refugees in 1995, hypothesized that the number may double by 2010, and warned that it 
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could increase to 200 million when climate change-induced sea level rise takes effect in 

the mid-twenty-first century. More recent research on scenarios for population 

movements in response to global warming focused on sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, 

and Latin America, and found that without urgent action to address the drivers of climate 

change, by 2050 up to 140 million people may be forced to move in just these three 

regions; however, it is likely that most movement will be internal (Rigaud et al. 2018). 

Alarm about climate change-induced migration has caused some to call for an 

updated or new refugee treaty, including Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga of Tuvalu and 

other leaders of Pacific SIDS, although McAdam (2012b) argues that a one-size-fits-all 

treaty will be ineffective since types of climate-migration are so numerous (e.g. 

temporary versus permanent, internal versus international, slow onset versus sudden 

onset, etc.). She also rejects expanding the 1951 Refugee Convention to include climate 

refugees, arguing that most displacement will occur within countries as opposed to across 

borders; most movement will be gradual as conditions deteriorate over time; climate 

change is only one of many causes of migration; focusing on a single cause can 

misrepresent the context and impede identifying solutions; political appetite to expand 

the Convention is limited and renegotiating it could reduce protections for those it 

currently protects; there is no political will to implement protection for climate refugees 

even if they are added to the Convention; and finally, proactive responses to climate 

change displacement are more important and urgent (McAdam 2017). 

Migration scholars are cautious against portraying migration as solely negative or 

as a source of conflict. They often note that while migration as a response to climate 
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change could be a failure of in-situ adaptation methods, migration could also be a rational 

component of creative adaptation to environmental risk (Bardsley and Hugo 2010; 

Castles et al. 2014). Additionally, migration scholars generally contest the notion that 

migration can be categorized as exclusively voluntary or forced, noting that in reality the 

division between voluntary and forced migration is blurred and that almost all migration 

involves some kind of force as well as some level of choice (Van Hear 1998). Hugo 

(1996) describes migration as occurring along a continuum ranging from totally 

voluntary, in which migrants are completely free to decide, to totally forced, where 

migrants are faced with death if they remain.  

In the context of climate change-induced migration, migration scholars note that 

migration is driven by many interacting factors that are less distinct on the ground to the 

point that the differences between forced displacement and voluntary migration can blur 

in the lives of individuals (Marino and Lazrus 2015). Neuteleers (2011) notes that the 

concept of ‘environmental refugee’ specifically blurs the line between refugee and 

migrant: it concerns people who are not directly persecuted (migrants), yet their 

migration is also not entirely voluntary (refugees). Furthermore, Gemenne (2012) points 

out that while some people must flee after sudden natural disasters, the slow-onset nature 

of many climate change impacts means that most will experience a progressive 

degradation of their environment and may choose to leave once a certain threshold has 

been reached or migration is facilitated by other means. 

Overall, this debate demonstrates that international law is ill-prepared to address 

cross-cutting impacts of climate and migration (Burkett 2011a). Regardless of the term 
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used to describe it, there is general consensus that climate change will increase the 

movement of people. Reuveny (2007) finds that people living in less developed countries 

are more likely to leave areas affected by environmental problems, and Reuveny and 

Moore (2009) also find that deteriorating environmental conditions promote out-

migration from affected countries, all else being equal, and warn that increasingly severe 

climate change-induced environmental decline in the future will likely have an even 

greater impact on migration. Relating to migration, Matthew (2014a) notes that land loss, 

drought, and persistent flooding will result in unknown numbers of people who will be 

forced to relocate to ensure their survival. Stern (2006), who examines climate change 

from an economic perspective, notes that its effects could lead to mass migration of 

millions of people away from climate hazards. The comprehensive Foresight Report 

examines migration in the context of environmental change over the next 50 years and 

finds that environmental change will have complex impacts on migration and will likely 

cause migration to increase in the future (UK Government 2011, “Foresight”). 

The Foresight Report also notes, however, that while environmental change might 

increase migration it also might impede it due to diminishing resources needed to migrate 

and, furthermore, that migration should not just be considered as part of the ‘problem’ but 

also as a way to ease people out of situations of vulnerability. Black et al. (2013) makes a 

similar point, noting that climate change could produce three different outcomes – 

migration, displacement, or immobility – each of which interacts with and responds to 

multiple drivers. In the context of low-lying atoll states facing worsening conditions due 

to climate change-induced sea level rise, however, neither immobility nor internal 
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movement are viable options; international migration will be the only option available to 

people in low-lying atoll states in the context of climate change-induced sea level rise. 

Planned relocation of populations who are vulnerable to climate change was 

proposed as a form of adaptation at the UNFCCC’s 2010 Conference of Parties in 

Cancun. Specifically, parties to the convention were invited undertake “[m]easures to 

enhance understanding, coordination and cooperation with regard to climate change 

induced displacement, migration and planned relocation, where appropriate, at national, 

regional and international levels” (UNFCCC 2010). The Guidance on Protecting People 

from Disasters and Environmental Change Through Planned Relocation (Brookings et al. 

2015) was developed as a framework to assist states with formulating policies on planned 

relocation due to climate displacement. An important caveat of this Guidance is that it is 

only intended for relocations within national borders; currently, no framework exists for 

international planned relocations. Recognizing that the effects of climate change are 

likely to increase migration, and that for island states international migration may be the 

only option, Martin (2010) notes that the absence of an appropriate international response 

could render large numbers of people stateless because they are unable to remain at home 

but have no legal recourse for entry elsewhere. Currently, Fiji and Vanuatu are the only 

states that have enacted a planned relocation policy, although several other states have 

relocated or are considering relocating vulnerable communities. As noted above, 

however, given their particular geographic constraints, internal relocation is not an option 

for atoll states. 
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Clearly, climate change’s multitude of effects are often intertwining. Through a 

variety of negative impacts, climate change may make life unstable or untenable in 

certain places. The communities in these places are faced with the potential for increasing 

conflicting relationships with other communities over diminishing resources, for instance, 

as well as choices about whether to move, how to move (ad hoc or planned; individually 

or with the community), and where to move (domestically or internationally). Depending 

on how migration is effectuated, and the integration efforts in places of relocation, it may 

result in unstable or conflicting relationships with host communities. A common thread 

throughout this conversation, one that has been alluded to but not yet expressly 

articulated, is the state. In addition to having the ability to respond to these impacts, the 

state will also be affected by climate change. It is to the impacts of climate change on the 

state that this chapter now turns. 

 

Implications of Climate Change for States 

States and the International System of States 

An examination of the impacts of climate change on the state first requires an 

understanding of the state itself. What is a state? What is state sovereignty? How and why 

did the international system of sovereign states develop? What is the purpose of states? 

After investigating these questions, this section focuses on the challenges that climate 

change may pose to sovereign states and examines a number of ways in which potential 

impacts on state sovereignty in the context of climate change could be addressed in the 

future. 
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Weber (1919) defined a state as “…a human community that (successfully) 

claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.” 

Although there is no definitive, universally agreed-upon definition of a state in 

international law, the 1933 Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States 

(Conference of American States 1933), a regional agreement with only nineteen 

signatories and sixteen state parties, is considered a legal benchmark for determining 

statehood (Gagain 2012, 88-89). The Montevideo Convention requires that states have 

four characteristics: a permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and the 

capacity to enter into relations with the other states. United States Foreign Relations Law 

follows the Montevideo Convention, defining a state as “an entity that has a defined 

territory and a permanent population, under the control of its own government, and that 

engages in, or has the capacity to engage in, formal relations with other entities” (as 

quoted in von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 140). 

The term ‘nation-state’ is often used synonymously with the term ‘state,’ although 

this can be misleading. Rejal and Enloe (1969, 141) define a ‘nation’ as a “relatively 

large group of people who feel that they belong together by virtue of sharing one or more 

such traits as common language, religion or race, common history or tradition, common 

set of customs, and common destiny,” and emphasize ‘feel’ as the operative word. 

Nations and states do not necessarily share borders; a state may exist without a 

corresponding nation, and a nation can exist within or across state borders (Rejai and 

Enloe 1969, 143). A nation-state, therefore, is a state that is socially cohesive, or, in other 

words, a nation that possesses sovereign political authority. Benedict Anderson (2006, 6) 
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famously defined a nation as an imagined political community. The term ‘nation-state’ is 

sometimes used to refer to a state whose population is completely homogenous, whether 

in terms of ethnicity, culture, religion, etc., or a combination thereof, although this 

understanding of a nation-state has rarely occurred. 

Sovereignty is an integral component of the concept of statehood. Sovereignty is 

commonly understood as the authority of the state to determine what happens within its 

borders without interference from other states or outside actors (Krasner 2004). The 

concept can be broken down further. For example, Krasner (1999, 10-11) elucidates four 

distinct components of sovereignty: first, international legal sovereignty refers to mutual 

recognition between states. Second, Westphalian sovereignty refers to political 

organization based on the exclusion of external actors from authority structures within a 

state. Third, domestic sovereignty refers to the formal organization of political authority 

within the state as well as the ability of authorities to exercise effective control within the 

borders of their state. Fourth, interdependence sovereignty refers to the ability of 

authorities to regulate the flow of information, ideas, goods, people, pollutants, or capital 

across the borders of their state. 

The concept of self-determination, while related to sovereignty, is distinct in that 

it involves rights afforded to people rather than states. The International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (adopted 1966; entered into force 1976) defines self-

determination as the collective right of all peoples to “freely determine their political 

status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development,” and also to 

“freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources.” At a 1989 UNESCO meeting of 
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experts on the rights of peoples, “a people” were described as “a group of individual 

human beings who enjoy some or all of the following common features,” including 

shared history, identity, culture, language, religion, territory, and economy, and who have 

“the will to be identified as a people or the consciousness of being a people,” and 

“institutions or other means of expressing its common characteristics and will for 

identity” (UNESCO 1990). Summers (2007) notes that a “nation” closely resembles “a 

people,” while also acknowledging that a nation can be broader than a people. Alongside 

sovereignty, self-determination became emblematic of decolonization efforts which 

called for peoples to be able to determine their own fates; after the Second World War, 

states were obliged to demonstrate that they governed with the will of the people, and 

were considered by some to be moral pariahs if they did not do so (Bellamy 2009, 11). 

Although the definition is quite clear about what constitutes a state, in practice the 

demarcation between which entities are and which entities are not considered to be states 

is not always clear. This gray area is generally due to complexities associated with 

recognition. There are two overarching theories about state recognition: the constitutive 

theory of statehood stipulates that statehood is granted once the state is recognized by 

another state. The declarative theory of statehood, by contrast, claims that statehood is an 

objective fact: the state exists (or does not exist) regardless of other states’ recognition 

and recognition is merely acknowledgement of such (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 158). 

Prior to World War I, constitutive theory reflected practice; afterwards, declarative theory 

largely reflected practice. The Montevideo Convention incorporated the declarative 
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theory into customary international law, stating that “the political existence of the state is 

independent of recognition by the other states…” (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 158-9).  

In contemporary state practice, however, neither theory fully resolves the 

complexity of state recognition. Keating (2018) argues that although statehood may be a 

legal concept, achieving it is a political process since no universal laws exist to 

determine, as he puts it, who is in and who is out. He accedes that membership in the 

United Nations has become the gold standard of legitimacy in the international system, 

but maintains that notwithstanding UN membership, “[t]here is no ultimate legal 

authority in international relations that decides what is or isn't a real country and 

differences of opinion on that question are common. What separates the Somalilands of 

the world from, say, Sweden is that Sweden is recognized by its peers. Recognition is a 

political rather than legal act” (Keating 2018, 111). 

Consider, for example, failed states (a designation not without its critics; see, e.g., 

Call 2008), a category of state wherein no government is able to exercise authority over 

the territory for a prolonged period of time (Zimmerman 2006). Somalia is often cited as 

an example of such a state. The Fund for Peace, which has ranked states by their fragility 

in the Fragile State Index (FSI) since 2006, consistently ranks Somalia as extremely 

fragile. In 2006 and 2007, Somalia was the sixth and third most fragile state, respectively; 

since 2008, Somalia has vacillated between being the first or second most fragile out of 

the 179 states ranked by the FSI. A brief examination of Somalia’s contemporary history 

indicates that it was fragile for many years prior to the FSI’s creation. Nevertheless, 

Somalia’s statehood has never been questioned or revoked. Zimmerman (2006) writes 



43 
 

that “…the continued existence of a state is not put into question unless the situation has 

become permanent and definitive, i.e. there is no longer a population which could 

exercise its right of self-determination in order to reorganize the ‘failed State.’” 

Entities that meet every characteristic of statehood but are not considered states 

also exemplify the complexities of state recognition. Taiwan, for instance, which has a 

permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and the capacity to enter into 

relations with other states (Taiwan maintains diplomatic relations with thirteen states and 

the Vatican), is not universally considered to be a state. Taiwan’s controversial status is 

due to a geopolitical dispute with historical origins: in 1949, when the Chinese 

Communist Party defeated the Republic of China (ROC), the ROC government (and 

millions of refugees) fled Mainland China to Taiwan. The People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) was established the same year and contends that Taiwan is part of it. Despite being 

an original UN Member, the ROC was removed in favor of the PRC in 1971 by UN 

General Assembly Resolution 2758, which recognized the PRC as the only lawful 

representatives of China to the UN and expelled the ROC “from the place which they 

unlawfully occupy at the United Nations…” Taiwan has subsequently applied to rejoin 

the UN at least fifteen times but has been rejected each time. In bilateral relations, 

Taiwan’s recognition (or lack thereof) by other states is often due to these same 

geopolitical issues rather than whether it meets the objective qualifications of statehood. 

The designation of ‘state’ becomes murkier still when investigating non-self-

governing territories and self-governing states that have compacts of free association with 

larger states. Chapter XI of the UN Charter defines non-self-governing territories as 
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territories governed by administering powers whose people have not yet attained self-

government. Non-self-governing territories are not recognized as full-fledged states. 

Tokelau, for example, which consists of three atoll islands, is a non-self-governing 

territory administered by New Zealand. Tokelau does not have an international legal 

personality separate from that of New Zealand, which is responsible for the defense and 

security of Tokelau and surveils Tokelau’s maritime area. In practice, however, Tokelau 

is largely self-governing, employing a system of government based on traditional village 

leadership. New Zealand statute law does not apply to Tokelau unless it is expressly 

extended to Tokelau, and in practice New Zealand legislation is not extended to Tokelau 

without Tokelauan consent. New Zealand may extend treaty obligations to Tokelau, but 

again only if Tokelau requests to be included. While not a full UN Member, Tokelau is 

an associate member of the WHO and UNESCO; at the regional level, Tokelau 

participates fully in several regional organizations, including the Pacific Community 

(SPC) and the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP), and has observer 

status with the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) (Government of Tokelau, “Tokelau 

Government”). 

States that are freely associated with larger states operate similarly to territories, 

but some are recognized as states while others are not. Take the Marshall Islands and 

Niue, which are states with free association agreements with the United States and New 

Zealand, respectively. According to its Compact of Free Association, the Marshall 

Islands, which is a full UN member, maintains international sovereignty and ultimate 

control over their territory with the United States providing defense and social services. 
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Niue, on the other hand, is not a full member of the UN but is a full member of the 

Pacific Islands Forum. Niue also conducts its foreign relations as a sovereign state and 

has signed on to various international treaties; the UN Secretary-General, as depositary of 

multilateral treaties, recognized the full treaty-making capacity of Niue in 1994 (United 

Nations Treaty Collection, “Niue”). 

The above cases exemplify the many complexities of achieving statehood, and 

highlight the number of other factors that can contribute to achieving, or not achieving, 

recognition as a state. Croxton (1999) notes that upon recognition, states become part of 

the international community, which consists of sovereign states that recognize other 

sovereign states as the final authorities within their given territories. States are subject to 

international law which governs relations between states. The creation of the United 

Nations solidified the state as the main actor in the international community. Article 3 of 

the UN Charter (1945) states that “original Members of the United Nations shall be the 

states which… sign the present Charter and ratify it…” and Article 4.1 continues, 

“[m]embership in the United Nations is open to all other peace-loving states which 

accept the obligations contained in the present Charter and… are able and willing to carry 

out these obligations” (emphasis added). Although some international organizations and 

international NGOs have limited legal personality according to international law, only 

territorial states have full international legal personality (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 

139-140). Furthermore, although this point is debated, as will be discussed in greater 

detail below, some scholars contend that once recognized as a state, there exists a 
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presumption of continuity of statehood and international legal personality under 

international law (UNHCR 2011; McAdam 2012b). 

The current international system consisting of sovereign states is a relatively 

modern phenomenon. The legal codification of this system started with the Montevideo 

Convention, which in addition to defining statehood also solidified sovereignty as a core 

tenet by stating that “no state has the right to intervene in the internal or external affairs 

of another.” The UN Charter also stipulates the principle of non-intervention, albeit with 

some exceptions, which will be examined in greater detail later on. Although the 

concepts of statehood and sovereignty were formally codified in the Montevideo 

Convention and the UN Charter, their roots extend back several centuries.  

Numerous scholars have traced the origins of the international system to the Peace 

of Westphalia in 1648, an episode which included two treaties that ended both the Thirty- 

and Eighty Years Wars. The Peace of Westphalia decentralized power by diminishing the 

authority of the Holy Roman Emperor and increasing the power of local rulers within the 

Empire. In his influential essay, Gross (1948, 28-29) writes, “In the political field [the 

Peace of Westphalia] marked man’s abandonment of the idea of a hierarchical structure 

of society and his option for a new system characterized by the coexistence of a 

multiplicity of states, each sovereign within its territory, equal to one another, and free 

from any external earthly authority.” 

Some scholars have disputed the salience of Westphalia in the transition to a 

community of sovereign states (see, e.g., Osiander 2001). Spruyt (2002, 134) stipulates 

that although the Peace of Westphalia contributed to establishing the principle of 
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sovereign, territorial rule, the articulation of these principles started well before and took 

many years after to complete. Spruyt (2000, 88) also notes a glaring irony in the final 

stages of establishing this system of sovereign states: “The inventors of the principle of 

sovereign, territorial rule denied that same principle to the non-European subject 

territories. These former subjects, however, turned the principle against their colonial 

masters to obtain their independence. But in so doing they also participated in the final 

completion (and perhaps the high watermark) of the West European project: the full 

extension of the Westphalian order across the globe.” 

Scholars have written extensively on the exact mechanism(s) that spurred the 

formation of sovereign states. The overarching theoretical perspectives on state formation 

have been broadly categorized as voluntary and coercive. Carneiro (1970, 733) notes that 

voluntary theories emphasize that individuals “spontaneously, rationally, and voluntarily 

gave up their individual sovereignty and united with other communities to form a larger 

political unit….” The social contract theories of Hobbes, Kant, and Rousseau, among 

others, evince this category. Coercive theories, as its name implies, point to force, not 

choice, to domination by one group over another group, as responsible for the formation 

of states. Tilly (1975, 42) famously wrote, "War made the state, and the state made war," 

and compared the state to a legitimate organized protection racket (Tilly 1985). This 

perspective posits that developments in warfare technology necessitated centralization, 

administration, and revenue; the resulting institutional innovation in turn increased 

battlefield effectiveness and made the successful conduct of war the key feature of early 

modern administration (Spruyt 2009). Alternatively, economic theories of state formation 
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point to economic changes that predated and made possible the abovementioned 

development of warfare technology. The main argument of economic theories is that 

urbanization and the growth of trade led to the emergence of a social group, later referred 

to as the bourgeoisie, which destabilized the feudal system because they made their living 

by production and trade and thus stood outside the traditional barter system that was the 

basis of the feudal economy (Spruyt 2009).  

Examining the origins of the sovereign, territorial state system, Spruyt (1994) 

disputes the commonly held notion that its creation was inevitable, but rather that it was 

reached after a long developmental process. The feudal system that preceded the 

sovereign state system was characterized by two competing universalist institutions – the 

Holy Roman Empire and the Catholic Church – and a variety of smaller feudal units. The 

smaller units neither had nor claimed exclusive sovereign authority in any given territory; 

the universalist authorities claimed power that was not limited by territorial borders. 

Spruyt contends that the rise of trade, which created a merchant class that had different 

priorities and perspectives than the nobility or clergy, destabilized the feudal system, but 

argues that this change produced different institutional outcomes in different contexts: the 

nation-state in France, the Hanseatic League in Germany, and city-states in Italy. 

In France, the king and the merchant class formed an alliance that recentralized 

the monarchy and asserted royal sovereignty over the church and nobility. In Germany, 

the king allied himself with nobility against the cities’ merchant class, causing the cities 

to band together to form the Hanseatic League to protect their interests against the 

nobility and king. In Italy, where the pope’s power was limited and Italian cities 
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ultimately defeated the Emperor, Italian nobles merged with the merchant class in the 

cities. After conquering nearby smaller cities and rural areas, the larger cities in northern 

Italy transformed into city-states with more or less defined boundaries that did not need 

to ally with each other for protection. Spruyt (1994) notes that the main differences 

between their institutional structures were internal hierarchy and territorial demarcation: 

the nation-state had both, the Hanseatic League had neither, and city-states had the latter. 

From these three systems, Spruyt contends that the nation-state ultimately 

emerged as the most efficient and successful and identifies three mechanisms that 

influenced institutional selection and led to the domination of the state. The first, 

Darwinian survival of the fittest, means that the emerging nation-state developed certain 

institutions (e.g. standardization of measures and coinage) that happened to be better 

suited for long-term success than those created by the Hanseatic League or city-states. 

The second, mutual empowerment, highlights its credibility as an international partner. 

For example, within its territorial boundaries, the French sovereign regulated trade and 

created means for institutional redress when violations occurred; the Hanseatic League 

neither specified on whose behalf it was negotiating nor accepted responsibility for 

violations by its members, making them an unreliable partner in the international arena. 

The third mechanism is deliberate mimicry and exit. In the Hanseatic League, for 

example, German lordships copied successful institutions from the nation-state and 

member cities began to defect and ally instead with these local lords, in essence creating 

smaller sovereign territories within the League. 
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From the sixteenth century onward, Spruyt writes that principalities increasingly 

copied the institutions of the nation-state. Once a few nation-states became firmly 

established, they developed a system of treaties and characteristics that excluded non-

states. Easier relationships between nation-states placed further pressure on non-states to 

adopt similar structures. The last formal meeting of the Hanseatic League was in 1669; 

Italian city-states were more compatible with a system of sovereign states and survived 

for many centuries after Westphalia (Spruyt 1994, 177). In time, systems with imperfect 

territorial integration and the absence of a fully articulated sovereign authority proved 

less competitive than their sovereign, territorial counterparts, and when the city-states 

looked for alternative models of rule by the end of the eighteenth century they turned to 

the consolidated, sovereign state (Spruyt 1994, 177-178). 

For this research, the most important point from the above description is that the 

predominance of sovereign states occurred through a lengthy evolutionary-like process in 

which other forms of organizational systems were attempted and, for various reasons, 

found wanting and abandoned. However, this is not meant to imply that this process 

finished as soon as the sovereign state became preeminent; the international system is not 

static, and several developments are notable. For example, the sovereign state, while still 

paramount in the international system, has been joined by other entities that have limited 

international legal personality such as supranational organizations (e.g. European Union 

and the United Nations) and even in some instances international non-governmental 

organizations (e.g. International Committee of the Red Cross) (von Glahn and Taulbee 

2016, 140). The European Union (EU) is a particularly interesting case. The EU 
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maintains the principle of territorial sovereignty; its borders, after all, coincide with the 

borders of its member states. Within these borders, however, there has been a shift in the 

locus of authority; EU member states are no longer the sole source of authority within 

their national borders, as evidenced by European Court decisions that go against national 

government policies (Spruyt 1994, 189-190). As will be discussed in greater detail later, 

this is similar to the expansion of international law in which states elect to accept 

agreements and thereby are choosing to surrender certain aspects of their sovereignty. 

Sovereignty has evolved in other ways, as well. For example, although non-

intervention was enshrined in the UN Charter, the principle contained exceptions. Article 

2.4 prohibits states from threatening or using force against the territorial integrity or 

political independence of any other state. Article 2.7 extends the principle of non-

intervention to the United Nations itself except in certain situations enumerated in Article 

39, which tasks the Security Council with determining if threats to peace, breaches of 

peace, or acts of aggression exist and, if so, recommending or deciding what measures to 

take to maintain or restore international peace and security. Articles 41 and 42 clarify 

possible measures, including “complete or partial interruption of economic relations and 

of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and other means of communication, and the 

severance of diplomatic relations” and “action by air, sea, or land forces… includ[ing] 

demonstrations, blockade, and other operations by air, sea, or land forces.” 

Furthermore, at the 2005 World Summit, the UN General Assembly agreed that 

while it is primarily the state’s responsibility to protect its populations, if a state is unable 

or unwilling to protect its citizens the international community must do so. In this way, 
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“the principle of non-intervention yields to the international responsibility to protect” and 

sovereignty transforms from control over citizens to responsibility for protecting the 

safety and lives of citizens and promoting their welfare (ICISS 2001). The intellectual 

and political origins of ‘responsibility to protect’ lie in the concept of ‘sovereignty as 

responsibility,’ which posits that governments have an obligation to protect the 

inalienable human rights of their citizens (Bellamy 2009, 19-20). Thakur and Weiss 

(2009, 23) describe ‘responsibility to protect’ as “possibly the most dramatic normative 

development of our time,” and note that it blurs domestic and international jurisdictions 

by shelving “sacrosanct sovereignty” to protect human life. Not all scholars support the 

concept, however. O’Connell (2011) argues that through violating international law by 

using force, the ‘responsibility to protect’ is actually at cross-purposes with the human 

rights it purports to protect, and that the promotion of peace and rule of law is more 

effective. Mamdani (2011, 125-126) notes that the “international community” being 

responsible for the “vulnerable populations” in “failed” and “rogue” states harkens back 

to a colonial order. For the purposes of this research, the most notable point is that 

‘responsibility to protect’ represents a shift in the principle of state sovereignty: from 

state sovereignty being inviolable to accepting, even requiring at times, outside 

intervention in a state’s affairs in certain exceptional circumstances. 

Some scholars contend that the principle of responsibility should even be 

extended beyond human life. Francioni (2004) argues that protecting cultural heritage is 

part of the shared interest of humanity and that international law should safeguard it. He 

writes, “…cultural heritage in the territory of any State may be considered an element of 
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the general interest of the international community, and, as such, it must be protected 

even against the wishes of the territorial State” (Francioni 2004, 1220). This would mean 

that states must accept scrutiny and intervention by “competent international 

organizations” when they engage in or intentionally fail to prevent the destruction or 

serious damage of cultural heritage that is of significant value for humanity (Ibid). To 

accomplish this, Francioni (2004, 1221) proposes a convention on cultural diversity in 

which the “dynamic and adaptable character of culture” is part of a “legal recognition of 

the value of cultural diversity and of the need to safeguard such diversity as a general 

interest of humanity.” 

One final point about the formation of sovereign states and the international 

system of sovereign states is necessary: as alluded to above, sovereignty is a Western 

concept and sovereign states are a Western construct. Spruyt (2009, 213) writes, “…a 

serious student of state formation, regardless of the geographic area of interest, should 

take European state formation as its referent point. It is that particular conceptualization 

of authority that succeeded in displacing rival forms of political organization in Europe 

and which was then transplanted globally” (emphasis added). Front and center in this 

conversation is colonialism. Pourmokhtari (2013) contends that in the 19th century, the 

burgeoning universal legal order predicated on state sovereignty applied the concept of 

sovereignty to “civilized” European states and not to colonized states because the latter 

were deemed 'unfit' for or only partially capable of exercising sovereignty. The League of 

Nations Covenant exemplifies this, positing that for colonies and territories “inhabited by 

peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern 
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world, there should be applied the principle that the well-being and development of such 

peoples form a sacred trust of civilization…” and “…the tutelage of such peoples should 

be entrusted to advanced nations…” (Article 22). European states became gatekeepers of 

sovereignty; non-Western societies, whose values and wishes were willfully neglected by 

the West, were expected and even required to adopt Western practices so they could 

“become dignified and competent members of the community of nations” (Pourmokhtari 

2013, 1779). 

Bonilla (2017, 332) further argues that the concept of sovereignty was 

intentionally used as a legal basis for the West to claim supposedly unowned lands, 

dispossess native communities, and establish treaties with native peoples in ways that 

“incorporated them into an ontological order of civilizational difference,” or, in other 

words, cast them as “others” (the West and the rest). She continues, “[s]overeignty as a 

legal concept is thus grounded in concrete material practices of dispossession, the 

practical work of disenfranchisement, and the creation of legal regimes of difference” 

(Ibid). Furthermore, in the mid-twentieth century when subaltern populations called for 

sovereignty and self-determination in the hopes of transforming their status through entry 

into a system of states as equal sovereigns, the colonial divisions of civilized and 

uncivilized merely persisted with new names (developed versus undeveloped, for 

example). As such, “[a]bstract pledges of codified equality were accompanied by a 

careful escort into enduring structures of systemic inequality” (Bonilla 2017, 333). The 

advent of climate change has added another layer to this critique of the transplanted, 

Western system of sovereign states: that after configuring their states according to 
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Western strictures, climate change is jeopardizing their existence through the very rules 

and practices of the system they adopted. 

 

Purpose of the State 

Thus far, this section has examined what a state is, and what the international 

system of states is, but it is also necessary to examine what a state does. In other words, 

what is the purpose of the state? Early conceptions of a state’s purpose centered on 

security. Hobbes (1651) believed that all-powerful states should protect their citizens 

from violent death in the state of nature, wherein lives are “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, 

and short” (Hobbes 1651, 49-50). Locke argued that governments exist only by consent 

of the governed to preserve their lives, liberties, and estates (Locke and Laslett 1988). 

The founding of the United States exemplifies the Lockean position, with its Constitution 

stating its purpose as following: “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a 

more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the 

common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to 

ourselves and our Posterity…” 

More recent conceptions have expanded states’ purpose to include positive 

responsibilities for their citizens’ welfare. In the current international system, people are 

guaranteed the right to citizenship (Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948). As 

citizens, Rotberg (2007, 152) writes, “[f]rom their greatest need, freedom from attack 

(security), to mundane but real needs, such as well-maintained roads and the availability 

of potable water, citizens look to their suzerains – their modern nation-states, provinces, 
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municipalities, and so on – for high-quality performance.” In total, 193 states have 

ratified the United Nations Charter in which member states commit to respect and 

promote human rights and fundamental freedoms for all people. Moreover, Deng et al. 

(1996) argue that normative principles of governance should emphasize state protection 

for the individual, and that this consideration demands the provision of essential 

requirements of life (security, food, shelter, medical care, gainful occupation, and family 

integrity) as well as democratic participation in the process of governance and 

lawmaking. 

In the conflict resolution field, very little has been written about the importance of 

the [continued] existence of the state. Instead, much of the focus is on matters of 

governance; more specifically, on the forms of government that align with peaceful 

relations between states and the functions of governments that are effective in fostering 

the wellbeing of their populations. The democratic peace theory is an example of the 

former; it holds that democracies are less likely to engage in violent conflict with other 

democracies (see, e.g., Doyle 1983), and has resulted in state-building efforts, which is 

the process of building up democratic institutions within a state, being considered among 

state-level peacebuilding strategies. Within states, the term ‘good governance,’ which in 

general means the government’s effectiveness at meeting the needs of its population, 

underscores the field’s emphasis on the wellbeing of citizens. These principles imply that 

what is most important regarding the continued existence of the state is not simply that it 

continues to exist, but that states continue to guarantee the wellbeing of their citizens 

through their existence. 
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Impacts of Climate Change on the State 

With a better understanding of sovereign states and the system in which they 

operate, this literature review now turns to examining the impacts of climate change on 

the state. Climate change has the potential to severely erode, and even entirely eliminate, 

longstanding conceptions of statehood and state sovereignty. Climate change may impact 

the legal conception of statehood in two critical ways: through the loss of territory and 

through migration. I will highlight the experiences of Small Island Developing States 

(SIDS) in this discussion, as they are some of the most vulnerable to climate change and 

the focus of this dissertation. Several impacts of climate change, including sea level rise, 

sea-surface warming, and increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, 

will jeopardize the ability of people to inhabit low-lying atolls (Barnett and Adger 2003). 

Although states have formed and collapsed throughout history, in modern times no 

country has ever ceased to exist due to submergence by the sea (Yamamoto and Esteban 

2010). Sea level rise in particular may cause states to lose territory; because of the 

forecasted increase in sea level caused by climate change, several SIDS may become 

submerged over the next century, forcing their inhabitants to relocate to other countries 

(Yamamoto and Esteban 2010). For atoll island states, namely Kiribati, Tuvalu, the 

Marshall Islands, and the Maldives, coral growth will not likely be able to overcome the 

stressors to which it is currently subjected which will lead to increases in flooding, a 

decreasing ability of the islands to sustain human populations, and eventually submersion 

(Yamamoto and Esteban 2010). Although states have ceased to exist in the past via 
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political or military actions, never before has an entire state ceased to exist through the 

disappearance, in this instance submersion, of its landmass. 

Second, the loss of territory (alongside other negative impacts of climate change) 

will likely push people to migrate away from areas where climate change impacts are the 

worst. Depending on the geographic features of the state, this may either result in internal 

displacement or movement across international boundaries. For communities in SIDS 

that have higher elevations, internal relocation to higher ground may be an option, 

although, as will be detailed later, internal relocation can also be fraught with substantial 

challenges. For low-lying atoll SIDS, however, internal relocation is generally not an 

option. Especially in the event of complete inundation caused by climate change-induced 

sea level rise, migration (either sudden or planned) may be the only option available to 

the inhabitants of low-lying atoll SIDS (Atapattu 2014). Where people cannot live in safe 

conditions or support themselves, they may move elsewhere. People may move because 

of a sudden-onset event, such as a storm surge, or they may plan to move in anticipation 

of slow onset, longer-term changes due, for example, to erosion, change in wetlands, or 

saltwater intrusion into groundwater (McAdam et al. 2016). 

There is debate in the literature about whether the loss of territory and mass 

migration would result in the loss of statehood. International law considers state 

succession in instances of achievement of independence of a formerly dependent 

territory; loss of status through annexation, merger, or imposition of protectorate status; 

and change in sovereignty via cession (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 172). International 

law does not address instances of loss of territory and mass migration, although a strict 
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application of the definition of what constitutes a state as well as application of the 

“mirroring effect,” in which the same criteria for determining the creation of states also 

applies to assessing whether a state has ceased to exist (Hioureas and Torres Camprubí 

2021, 1-2), indicates that the loss of statehood would result. Marek (1968, 7) states, 

“[w]ith regard to the material elements of a State, the argument is so obvious as to be 

unnecessary. That a State would cease to exist if for instance the whole of its population 

were to perish or to emigrate, or if its territory were to disappear (e.g., an island which 

would become submerged) can be taken for granted.” More recently, Simon and 

Alexander (2014) argue that if island states become permanently and completely 

uninhabitable, their laws will no longer be the laws of a state and the nationals under the 

operation these laws will become stateless according to the 1954 Convention Relating to 

the Status of Stateless Persons. Furthermore, they argue that even if submerged states 

retain their statehood, territory is still necessary for a state to confer nationality and its 

members would need a nationality in another state to avert de jure statelessness. To 

consider someone a national, a state must be able to readmit nationals when requested to 

do so by another state, which requires habitable territory (Simon and Alexander 2017). 

An opposing view suggests that loss of territory and mass migration would not 

necessarily result in the loss of statehood. An international expert meeting on climate 

change and displacement, organized by the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees, concluded in the Bellagio Declaration that since “there is a general 

presumption of continuity of statehood and international legal personality under 

international law, it was confirmed that statehood is not lost automatically with the loss 
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of habitable territory nor is it necessarily affected by population movements” (UNHCR 

2011). McAdam (2012a, 120-121) agrees that these losses do not necessarily result in 

losing statehood and adds that vulnerability narratives (such as the notion of a 

“disappearing state”) undermine capacity and contribute to a sense of fatalism that 

accelerates the state’s demise. Wong (2013) finds that mass migration of a state's 

nationals does not give rise to the abandonment of sovereignty or a loss of statehood. 

Regarding the loss of territory, he argues that while the presumption of continuity is not 

sufficient to guarantee statehood, international law would not tolerate the instability of 

state extinction through territory loss and would instead create a legal construct, what he 

terms a “legal fiction” (378), that would “prevent the state from becoming extinct despite 

the first wave washing over the last rock” (346). In other words, given the preference of 

international law to maintain principles of certainty and stability, even in the instance of 

submersion a state would retain its legal status as a state. 

Outside of these existential questions regarding climate change’s impacts on 

states, given their responsibility for their citizens, an important implication of climate 

change is that it will likely hamper states’ ability to protect and promote the welfare of 

their citizens, first by weakening states’ capacity to guarantee economic, political, and 

social freedoms and opportunities (Barnett and Adger 2007). Furthermore, even a cursory 

examination of climate change’s effects clearly demonstrates that it will harm people. 

Summarized, these effects include more frequent and longer lasting heat waves; more 

intense and frequent extreme precipitation events; ocean warming and acidification; 

global mean sea level rise; reduced renewable surface water and groundwater resources; 
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and increased vulnerability to these climate-related extremes (IPCC 2014a). The resulting 

social impacts of climate change include economic decline (Stern 2006; Carleton and 

Hsiang 2016); increased food insecurity; intensified competition for water; exacerbated 

health problems; increased displacement of people; and increased risks of violent 

conflicts (IPCC 2014a; Carleton and Hsiang 2016; Stern 2006). Recall also that 

developing states and marginalized people are especially vulnerable (Matthew 2014a; 

IPCC 2014a; Nyong 2009). 

Responding to and recovering from climate change-caused damage will increase 

costs for states; extreme weather alone could cost 0.5% - 1% of world GDP per year by 

2050 (Stern 2006). Additionally, disasters are exacerbated by climate change and are 

increasing in frequency and intensity, significantly impeding sustainable development 

(United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015). Economic decline caused by 

climate change can thus produce a Catch-22 situation: economic decline results in less 

funding available for climate change adaptation and mitigation, less funding available for 

climate change adaptation and mitigation leads to worsening impacts of climate change, 

and worsened impacts of climate change causes further economic decline. Altogether, 

business as usual climate change will likely reduce welfare by the equivalent of a 5-20% 

per person reduction in consumption, with Stern (2006) predicting it will be closer to 

20%.4 As a result, at the national level, climate change will reduce revenues when states 

 
4 According to Stern (2006), stabilizing greenhouse gases between 500-550 parts per million would only 
cost approximately 1% of annual global GDP by 2050. 
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face higher spending needs, further impeding the ability of states to effectively protect 

their citizens from harm caused by climate change (Stern 2006). 

The second implication of climate change for states also stems from their positive 

responsibilities for their citizens’ welfare: the need to implement climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. Without drastic mitigation, climate change has a high risk of 

severe, widespread, and irreversible global impacts by the end of the 21st century (IPCC 

2014a). I argue that a state’s responsibility for the welfare of its citizens, as noted in the 

United Nations Charter, requires states to act on climate change. Critically, international 

climate finance mechanisms5 have been created to help states, especially developing 

states with fewer resources, respond to climate change, thus enabling states to at least 

partially fulfill their positive responsibilities towards their citizens. There are two 

overarching strategies that states can employ in response to climate: mitigation and 

adaptation. Doing nothing, called “business as usual,” is a policy option, but will not be 

considered here, as it would result in the further worsening of conditions as global 

temperatures continued to rise. Geoengineering6 is sometimes considered as a third 

strategy, but its utility is limited since the understanding of these tools and their risks and 

consequences is poor (Jacoby et al. 2014) and thus will also not be reviewed here. 

 
5 Numerous climate finance mechanisms exist, each with a slightly different focus. For example: the 
UNFCC’s Adaptation Fund, Green Climate Fund, Least Developed Countries Fund, and Special Climate 
Change Fund; the Global Environment Facility; the Asian Development Bank’s Climate Change Fund; and 
the Climate Investment Funds. 
6 Geoengineering activities include: 1) carbon dioxide removal, which removes CO2 from the atmosphere 
through activities such as fertilizing ocean processes and promoting land-use practices that help take up 
carbon; 2) solar radiation management, which reflects a small percentage of sunlight back into space to 
offset warming from GHGs; and 3) direct capture and storage of CO2 from the atmosphere (Jacoby et al. 
2014). 
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Recall that mitigation involves reducing the sources or enhancing the sinks of 

greenhouse gases (UNFCCC “Glossary”). Of annual CO2 emissions, approximately half 

is removed from the atmosphere within a century by natural processes; around 20% will 

remain, affecting atmospheric concentrations for thousands of years (Jacoby et al. 2014, 

651). Stabilizing or reducing CO2 in the atmosphere will therefore require drastic 

reductions in emissions to compensate for past emissions. Planning and enacting 

mitigation efforts is complex. First, climate change fits the ‘tragedy of the commons’ 

paradigm (Hardin 1968).7 GHGs are emitted by individual people, communities, 

companies, and countries but disperse globally and accumulate over time, making solving 

climate change a collective action problem on a global scale (IPCC 2014b, 5). Inducing 

high GHG emitting states to reduce their emissions is difficult when these states are 

generally more protected from the negative impacts of their emissions and are also less 

likely as other states to reap the benefits of their mitigation efforts. 

This conundrum is also tinged with important considerations relating to morality 

and equality. As noted by the IPCC (Kolstad et al. 2014, 215), many developed states are 

expected to suffer relatively modest damage while developing states, which bear less 

causal responsibility for climate change, suffer significant damage. The Kyoto Protocol, a 

1997 agreement to reduce greenhouse gases emissions, attempted to address this. Under 

 
7 Relevant to climate change, Hardin specifically discusses pollution as an example of the tragedy of the 
commons, noting, “…the tragedy of the commons reappears in problems of pollution. Here it is not a 
question of taking something out of the commons, but of putting something in--sewage, or chemical, 
radioactive, and heat wastes into water; noxious and dangerous fumes into the air… The rational man finds 
that his share of the cost of the wastes he discharges into the commons is less than the cost of purifying his 
wastes before releasing them. Since this is true for everyone, we are locked into a system of 'fouling our 
own nest,’…” 
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the "common but differentiated responsibilities" principle, which recognizes that 

developed states are principally responsible for current emissions levels, the Protocol 

placed a higher reduction burden on developed countries (UNFCCC 1997). The Byrd-

Hagel Resolution, passed prior to Kyoto, prevented the U.S. from joining any emissions 

reduction agreement unless it “also mandates new specific scheduled commitments to 

limit or reduce GHG emissions for Developing Country Parties…” (U.S. Congress 1997). 

As such, the U.S. did not ratify the agreement, and its efficacy was thus greatly reduced. 

Beyond collective action problems, mitigation efforts include a vast array of 

strategies, many of which are technologically challenging and costly. For example, 

Pacala and Socolow (2004) proffered fifteen global-level “stabilization wedges,” which 

they describe as a portfolio of technologies that could be scaled-up to stabilize 

atmospheric CO2 levels at 500 parts per million. For example, a wedge could be achieved 

with improved fuel economy, if cars averaged sixty miles per gallon in 2054 instead of 

the thirty miles per gallon average in 2004. A wedge could also be achieved with 

increased wind electricity (although it would require an increase of fifty times 2004’s 

deployment of wind electricity). These wedges, while reliant on already available 

technology, also demonstrate the complexity and cost of global-level mitigation 

strategies. Originally, seven wedges were required to stabilize GHG levels; in 2011, 

given lack of global action on mitigation, this increased to nine (Socolow 2011).  

At the national level, mitigation strategies can include state-level actions (e.g. 

setting a price on emissions, enacting regulations and standards for GHG emitting 

activities, etc.) and market-based actions (e.g. cap and trade programs) (Jacoby et al. 
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2014, 653-4). Available policy instruments also include economic incentives, information 

programs, and voluntary actions (Kolstad et al. 2014, 212). Common mitigation strategies 

include adopting energy-efficient systems in buildings, vehicles, manufacturing 

processes, appliances, and electric grid systems; promoting renewables (wind, solar, and 

bioenergy), nuclear energy, and carbon capture and storage for coal and natural gas 

electric generation; and lowering methane emissions from energy and waste (Jacoby et al. 

2014). 

Like mitigation, adaptation strategies are also numerous and can be technically 

challenging and costly. Unlike mitigation, however, adaptation strategies are less 

susceptible to collective action problems since their benefits accrue directly to the entity 

that adopts them, especially in the short term (Kolstad et al. 2014, 211). Recall that 

adaptation involves adjusting natural or human systems to moderate the harm or exploit 

potential beneficial opportunities (UNFCCC “Glossary”). The IPCC (2014b, 27) lists ten 

categories of adaptation strategies (human development, poverty alleviation, livelihood 

security, disaster risk management, ecosystem management, spatial or land-use planning, 

structural/physical, institutional, social, and spheres of change) that expand over three 

overlapping approaches (vulnerability & exposure reduction; adaptation; and 

transformation). The social category (which overlaps the transformational and adaptation 

approaches) mentions migration as an adaptation strategy. Part of migration as an 

adaptation strategy, as briefly reviewed above, is the planned relocation of communities 
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that are vulnerable to climate change.8 Considering planned relocations, however, returns 

the conversation to the potential loss of statehood and, as a consequence, state 

sovereignty. 

Clearly, climate change is going to impact how states are able to govern as well as 

the very constitution of the state itself. Given these challenges, the question is: can states 

continue to exist without a territory, without a population, or both? Can states continue to 

exist if climate change renders them unable to effectively govern as they manage crisis 

after crisis? The next few sections of the literature review will analyze several ways or 

scenarios in which potential changes to state sovereignty in the context of climate change 

could be addressed, including analogous cases (non-state or state-like entities that 

maintain some forms of sovereignty); retaining membership in international 

organizations; and reimagining the concept of state sovereignty entirely. 

 

Addressing Climate Change Impacts on the State 

Analogous Cases 

Although statehood implies exclusive control over a territory and a permanent 

population, there is no minimum limit prescribed for either (Crawford 2007). Vatican 

City, for example, has merely 850 citizens and occupies 0.17 square miles (von Glahn 

 
8 The Guidance on Protecting People from Disasters and Environmental Change Through Planned 
Relocation outlines the process as follows: 1. determine if planned relocation is necessary; 2. if necessary, 
formulate a plan using analytical studies, assessments, and an intensive participatory process; 3. make 
preparations for the physical move, including acquisition of land and provision of infrastructure (if needed) 
as well as working with affected persons (those who will relocate, host communities, and those adversely 
affected by the relocation); 4. carry out the physical move; 5. restore livelihoods and standards of living of 
relocated persons and mitigate adverse impacts on other groups; and 6. incorporate relocated persons into 
all aspects of life in the new setting (Brookings et al. 2015). 
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and Taulbee 2016, 141). This could imply that, if SIDS can maintain even just one rock 

above the waves, they could potentially retain their statehood and sovereignty. 

Yamamoto and Esteban (2010) examine this idea in the context of the 1982 United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). UNCLOS regulates, among other 

things, coastal states’ Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), or areas beyond and adjacent to 

states’ territorial seas in which coastal states possess sovereign rights over natural 

resources in the waters and seabed. UNCLOS (1982) defines an island as a naturally 

formed area of land, surrounded by water, and above water at high tide and prohibits 

rocks that cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own from having an 

EEZ. By this definition, a rock above the waves, while perhaps still fulfilling the 

territorial requirement of statehood, would not permit territorial or exclusive economic 

maritime zones. Yamamoto and Esteban (2010) suggest that protecting small island states 

with sea dikes or building an above-water structure may enable them to retain 

sovereignty, although without the ability to sustain habitation or “economic life” neither 

option appears to meet the UNCLOS requirement and would likely result in the loss of 

sovereignty. 

Outside of UNCLOS and maritime sovereignty, there are other instances of non-

states maintaining some form of sovereignty. The Sovereign Order of Malta, for example, 

presents an interesting example of a non-state sovereign entity without a territory. The 

Constitutional Charter and Code of the Sovereign Order of Malta (1961) states that the 

Order is a subject of international law and exercises sovereign functions. It also maintains 

diplomatic relations with over 100 states and the European Union, has permanent 
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observer status at the United Nations, and maintains its government seat in Rome where 

it is guaranteed extraterritorial rights (Sovereign Order of Malta. “Mission.”). 

Furthermore, the Sovereign Order of Malta has been recognized as a landless sovereign 

nation by 40 states (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 154). 

Governments-in-exile also present interesting considerations for sovereignty in 

case of loss of territory due to climate change. The Tibetan government-in-exile, for 

example, claims legitimacy as the official representative of the Tibetan population, 

performs a number of state-like functions in relation to the Tibetan diaspora, and attempts 

to make its voice heard within the international community. As such, McConnell (2009) 

argues that the state, sovereignty, and territory can be conceptually disentangled to create 

the theoretical possibility of entities other than territorial states claiming sovereignty. 

According to Yamamoto and Esteban (2010), governments-in-exile may be especially 

useful strategies for disappearing island states since a government-in-exile could 

potentially restore its power over their former territory should the island re-emerge from 

the sea in the future. 

These two examples highlight the importance that recognition may have in 

maintaining sovereignty. Recognition in international law includes the acknowledgement 

of the existence of a state alongside an expression of willingness by the recognizing states 

to enter into relations with recognized states (von Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 142). The 

Sovereign Order of Malta, however, despite not being a state, retains limited sovereignty 

as it maintains relations with other states. On this topic, small island states’ membership 

in international and regional organizations, by promoting other states to continue to 
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recognize them, may promote the maintenance of their sovereignty. Furthermore, Article 

6 of the Montevideo Convention stipulates that recognition is both unconditional and 

irrevocable, which may lead to bilateral recognition continuing even after a state ceases 

to exist due to climate change. 

It is important to recall that recognition tends to be a political decision (Atapattu 

2014). As explained above, there are cases when entities that did not meet the customary 

international law definition of statehood were recognized as states and other instances 

when entities that did meet the definition of statehood were not recognized as states (von 

Glahn and Taulbee 2016, 142-3). As such, there is some precedent for maintaining 

sovereignty even if SIDS no longer fully meet the definition of a state as prescribed by 

the Montevideo Convention. If SIDS disappear as a result of sea level rise, their 

continued sovereignty may depend on whether or not they continue to be recognized by 

the international community; until this happens, however, this possibility remains 

unknown. 

 

Intergovernmental Organizations 

With the profusion of international organizations over the last several decades, it 

is important to briefly examine their role in addressing climate change and their unique 

relationship with sovereignty. International organizations have traditionally been defined 

as formal institutions whose members are states, although more recently the concept has 

expanded to include almost any type of patterned, repetitive behavior (Pease 2003, 2). 

Organizations with states as members are called intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), 
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and IGOs can restrict their membership either by purpose, by geographic region, or both 

(Ibid, 2-3). 

It should be clear from earlier sections of this review that climate change and its 

corresponding impacts on society are not constrained by state borders; climate change is 

a transnational issue, and as a result it is increasingly seen as something that requires 

international cooperation (Buelvas 2013) or, more specifically, IGOs established to 

further cooperation among states for policy solutions (Dellmuth et al. 2018). 

Interestingly, this presents a dilemma: while climate change is often seen as a threat to 

sovereignty, and as a transnational issue it must be addressed by international 

cooperation, international organizations (specifically IGOs) are also portrayed by some as 

a threat to state sovereignty. 

Recall that sovereignty is generally defined as the authority of a state to determine 

what happens within its borders without interference from outside actors (Krasner 2004). 

When sovereign states voluntarily join an IGO, they agree to become subject to its rules 

and procedures; in other words, states choose to cede some portion of their sovereignty to 

a supranational entity. On the one hand, this process can be construed as a restriction on 

or loss of state sovereignty (Keller 2013; Koesrianti 2003). As states have delegated more 

political authority to IGOs, IGOs subsequently affect state behavior in various ways, 

including economic coercion, social shaming, information provision, agenda-setting, and 

norm socialization (Dellmuth et al. 2018). This can make states reticent to join IGOs; in 

fact, Williams & McDuie-Ra (2018) note that concerns with national sovereignty over 

regional interests continue to challenge integrated, cohesive regional approaches in the 
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Pacific. Notably, in a section titled, ‘What the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat does not 

do,’ the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat’s Strategic Framework 2017 – 2021 (PIFS 

2017b, 17) states, “…the Forum Secretariat will only utilise donor funding to assist it to 

deliver policy advice and implement Leaders decisions, where this does not infringe upon 

the sovereignty and freedom of action of the Forum or its Secretariat.” Similarly, Keller 

(2013) finds that regional integration efforts in the Americas have been most successful 

when the sacrifice of sovereignty is minimal or when states are offered significant 

enough rewards to offset the loss of sovereignty. 

On the other hand, some scholars contest this portrayal of sovereignty loss to 

international organizations as overly simple. Sarooshi (2007) contends that no single, 

authoritative definition of sovereignty exists, and therefore that sovereignty can 

legitimately be contested in other fora (including international organizations) and that 

conceptions of sovereignty determined within states cannot be prioritized over those 

decided upon within international organizations (Sarooshi 2007, 7). Furthermore, he 

argues that a state conferring its sovereign powers on international government may be an 

important part of its sovereignty (that it has the competence to give away its powers of 

government). Joining an international organization does not mean that “…[s]tates are 

precluded from being able to exercise these powers in an individual capacity, nor that 

States are necessarily bound by the organization's exercise of conferred powers, nor 

indeed that these conferrals are irrevocable by States” (Sarooshi 2007, 18).  

Furthermore, van Wyk (2017, 52) argues that it is a state’s sovereignty that allows 

them to make a self-imposed limitation of surrendering certain aspects of their 
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sovereignty to a supra-national organization. She posits, therefore, that a state entering 

freely and without coercion into an agreement that would limit its own sovereignty is the 

ultimate exercise of its sovereignty. Hannum (1996, 22) makes a similar point with 

regards to treaties, that adherence to a treaty is one of the ultimate sovereign acts. Along 

this line of reasoning, Buelvas (2013, 463) suggests that regional integration in Latin 

America has failed because of what he calls a “low level of stateness.” In other words, he 

contends that regional integration requires states to have a certain level of sovereignty, by 

which he means institutions at the organizational and legal levels that make states 

legitimate governments, in order to achieve integration. He argues, “a low level of 

stateness… has limited the strength of sovereignty in several countries of the region and 

served as a limiting factor in the consolidation of the regional integration spaces” (Ibid). 

Whether sovereignty is lost, strengthened, or maintained by IGOs clearly remains 

a contested topic. In the context of climate change, it is possible that an international 

organization could promote the maintenance of its members’ state sovereignty by 

encouraging other states to continue to recognize them as sovereign. It is also possible, 

however, that perceived loss of sovereignty caused by climate change may make states 

less willing to “give up” sovereignty to international organizations. 

 

Reimagining Sovereignty 

Many authors propose changes to current international law that would allow small 

island states to maintain a level of sovereignty. The 1982 UN Convention on the Law of 

the Sea (UNCLOS) gave states maritime sovereignty over an area extending 200 nautical 
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miles from state’s coastal baselines; this area is called an Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ). EEZs are determined by normal baselines, which are the low-water lines (the 

lowest point on a beach that is reached by the sea at low tide) along the coast (Article 5); 

in the case of atolls islands, the baseline is the seaward low-water line of the coast 

(Article 6). States first determine their baselines and then use the baselines to determine 

their maritime zones. UNCLOS was adopted before the negative effects of climate 

change were fully recognized and understood, however, and does not clarify whether or 

how maritime zones will be affected by sea level rise. Without clarification, island states 

will lose their EEZ and maritime sovereignty if their territory becomes completely 

submerged; therefore, Gagain (2012) proposes an amendment to UNCLOS to allow small 

island states to endorse artificial islands as “defined territory” in order to save their 

statehood and maritime zones. Rayfuse (2011) argues that it would be inequitable and 

inconsistent with UNCLOS objectives for disappearing states to lose their maritime zones 

and proposes a rule that would freeze island baselines as well as formal recognition of the 

category of deterritorialized state. Juvelier (2017), who argues that irreversible harm to 

atoll states will mean they cannot maintain their status as states under international law, 

calls for using the UN Trusteeship system as a framework for enabling the continued 

existence of deterritorialized states. 

Other proposals include developing new international norms that are able to 

effectively respond to this new context. Burkett (2011b) proposes ex-situ nationhood to 

deal with the emerging possibility of states disappearing due to climate change. Ex-situ 

nationhood, Burkett (2011b, 346) writes: 
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…would be a status that allows for the continued existence of a sovereign 
state, afforded all the rights and benefits of sovereignty amongst the 
family of nation-states, in perpetuity. It would protect the peoples forced 
from their original place of being by serving as a political entity that 
remains constant even as its citizens establish residence in other states. It 
is a means of conserving the existing state and holding the resources and 
well-being of its citizens—in new and disparate locations—in the care of 
an entity acting in the best interest of its people. 
 
Similarly, Ödalen (2014) proposes deterritorialized states, in which the people of 

a vanishing island state could continue to exercise sovereign control over abandoned 

territory even after “the last rock disappears under the waters,” at which point they would 

exercise sovereign control over what used to be their territorial waters. He contends that 

deterritorialized states are conceptually plausible if a gradual understanding of self-

determination is adopted and normatively acceptable if migrant groups from vanished 

states are compensated for their loss of independence. Blanchard (2016) also supports 

developing a new international regime that disentangles territory with statehood via a 

deterritorialized state. Part of her justification for this are what she calls an equity and 

moral duty to “depart from the norm” (114) and recognize the continued existence of 

SIDS independent of their territory, given the exceptional circumstances for which they 

are not responsible that is leading to uncertainty about their survival. Additionally, 

Dietrich and Wündisch (2015) argue that the moral responsibility and compensatory 

liability of emitters needs to be taken into account and that the destruction of territory by 

rising sea levels requires financial compensation and a surrogate territory, provided by 

states that are responsible for climate change, to guarantee the continued existence of the 

political community. 
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Another proposal includes states selling part of their land to small island states; 

Atapattu (2014) suggests that this would enable a smooth transition to the new location, if 

the new land could sustain their traditional livelihoods, customs, etc., although since this 

kind of transition has never occurred it remains unclear how smooth it would be in 

practice. As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5, Kiribati purchased 20 square 

km of land on the island of Vanua Levu, Fiji in 2014. The implied purpose of the land 

was to offer a potential place to relocate i-Kiribati people if Kiribati is rendered 

uninhabitable in the future; in the meantime, it was intended to ensure food security in 

Kiribati (Caramel 2014). The Fijian Prime Minister, Frank Bainimarama, has repeatedly 

assured Kiribati that Fiji will provide permanent refuge, stating, “…the people of Kiribati 

and Tuvalu will not be refugees” (Bainimarama 2017). No official clarification has been 

made regarding whether relocating i-Kiribati people to this land would constitute a move 

for the sovereign state of Kiribati, or if the i-Kiribati who move would become Fijian 

citizens. Furthermore, the purchased land had previously been promised to local Fijians, 

which raises question about the smooth transition predicted by Atapattu. 

Instead of problematizing the loss of sovereignty, some authors contend that the 

current sovereignty-based international system should be rethought. Adelman (2009, 166) 

argues that “sovereignty is the largest unresolved problem of political modernity and the 

biggest impediment to dealing with climate change” since states emit GHGs as a 

sovereign prerogative. He proposes a rights-based approach to climate change that 

confronts the harmful principle of sovereignty in the international system. In fact, 

Adelman (2009, 178) notes that climate change could provide an opportunity to construct 
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a more rational and egalitarian global order based on legality, normativity, and 

cooperation rather than unilateralism and sovereign exceptionalism. 

Other proposals are even more provocative. Take, for instance, the idea of 

panarchy, which advocates for non-territorial states and explicit social contracts between 

citizens and states, formalized as constitutions.9 Tucker (2016, 1) explains that “panarchy 

founds the relations between citizens and states on formalized voluntary consent rather 

than on land and blood, the territorial and ancestral accidents of birth… Panarchy 

separates geographical location from citizenship.” Similiarly, Appadurai (2009), citing 

Anderson’s (2006) idea of nations as imagined communities, calls for imagination to 

carry us beyond the nation to the idea of translocalities, which are localities that both 

belong to a nation-state and are in certain ways divorced from nation-states. 

It is important to note that up to this point, the conversation on the challenges to 

state sovereignty caused by climate change is mostly theoretical. As of today, no states 

have completely disappeared due to rising sea levels, no states have experienced mass 

migration due to climate change, and no states have lost their statehood or sovereignty 

due to climate change. Should this occur in the future, however, state and regional leaders 

will be at the forefront of navigating these impacts as well as the changing understanding 

of statehood and sovereignty that accompanies these impacts. This research project 

focuses on the experiences of two Pacific atoll SIDS, Kiribati (Chapter 5) and Tuvalu 

(Chapter 6) with climate change. It examines the different policies and strategies that 

have been produced and implemented by the leaders from each country as a result of the 

 
9 For more information on the political theory of panarchy, see, e.g., Tucker and de Bellis 2016. 
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prospect of the loss of their statehood and sovereignty in the future, with attention paid to 

the priorities that underlie these strategies. My assumption is that the responses of these 

leaders will not only shed light on how Pacific SIDS leaders understand state sovereignty 

in this new and ever-changing context, but also open up new ways to think about these 

critical concepts more generally. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This research project seeks to contribute to our understanding of the effects of 

climate change on people and communities as well as responses to these effects. Its 

specific focus is how climate change may threaten the sovereignty and continued 

existence of states and how leaders understand and respond to these potential threats. 

This chapter reviews the methodology that was used in this study. After presenting the 

research questions that guided this project, this chapter begins with an overview of the 

research design and the reasons this design was selected. It also provides information on 

the sample, including the parameters for inclusion in the study and the sampling methods 

that were used. The chapter then proceeds to review the potential risks to participants, 

which are minimal, and describes the informed consent procedure that was used with 

each participant. This is followed by a description of data collection procedures and how 

the data were analyzed, as well as an examination of the study’s limitations. Finally, the 

chapter concludes with an examination of its significance and what it hopes to contribute 

to both the scholarly and policy fields. 

 

Research Questions 

This research project is guided by the following questions: 

1. How do regional and state leaders understand and respond to the impacts of 
climate change on governance in small island states? 

a. How do these leaders conceptualize the idea of sovereignty in their 
understanding of the impacts of climate change? 
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b. More specifically, how do these leaders differ in their conceptualizations 
of sovereignty in the context of climate change? 

c. In addition, how do the impacts of climate change on populations, 
especially large-scale out migration and/or internal displacement, affect 
how leaders approach sovereignty in the context of climate change? 

2. How does the relationship between regional organizations and states reflect and 
shape respective leaders’ conceptualizations of sovereignty in small island states 
in the face of climate change’s potential impacts? 

 

Overall Design 

This research project is a comparative case study of Kiribati and Tuvalu, two 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Pacific region, concerning their experiences 

with climate change. Case studies involve a systematic gathering of information about a 

particular phenomenon that enables a deep understanding of how it functions or operates. 

In this project, the phenomenon under investigation is the impacts of climate change on 

governance, statehood, and sovereignty. A comparative case study extends the reach of 

the inquiry to two or more cases in order to learn more about the phenomenon under 

study in different contexts. For this project, this means investigating the experiences of 

different countries, specifically Kiribati and Tuvalu, with climate change in order to have 

a fuller understanding of how climate change affects governance, statehood, and 

sovereignty in a variety of contexts. 

Kiribati and Tuvalu were selected as cases for several reasons. First, they are both 

SIDS in the Pacific Region. SIDS were first recognized as a distinct category of 

developing countries at the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development, also referred to as the Earth Summit, in 1992 in Rio de Janerio. SIDS were 

described as sharing certain social, economic, and environmental vulnerabilities (such as 
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small size, geographic dispersion and isolation, limited resources, and isolation from 

markets), including great vulnerability to global warming, sea-level rise, and extreme 

weather events (UNCED “Agenda 21” 17.123-125). Of note, Agenda 21, which was 

produced at the Earth Summit, states that, “certain small low-lying islands [face] the 

increasing threat of the loss of their entire national territories” (17.125). The particular 

challenges that SIDS face due to climate change make them especially useful cases to 

examine climate change’s impacts on governance, statehood, and sovereignty. Although 

there is no universally agreed-upon criteria or definition as to what constitutes SIDS 

(Lisowska 2016) and, as a result, different organizations have different lists of SIDS,10 

Kiribati and Tuvalu are each designated as SIDS by every organization that maintains a 

list. 

In addition to being SIDS, Kiribati and Tuvalu are two of only four low-lying 

atoll states in the world.11 Atoll islands are made from coral reefs that emerge above sea 

level; they are low-lying islands shaped like rings that surround a body of shallow water 

called a lagoon. Figure 1 is an image of Tarawa, the capital of Kiribati, from above. As a 

 
10 For example, the UN Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked 
Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (UN-OHRLLS) lists 38 UN member states and 
20 non-UN members as SIDS (UN-OHRLLS “List of SIDS”). The Alliance of Small Island States 
(AOSIS) lists 39 members (AOSIS. “AOSIS Member States”). UNESCO lists 39 SIDS Member States and 
9 SIDS Associate Members. 
11 The other atoll states are the Marshall Islands and the Maldives in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, 
respectively. Tokelau, in the Pacific, is sometimes included in this list as its three islands are atolls; 
however, as a dependent territory of New Zealand it is not included in the list of sovereign atoll states. 
Other states have atoll islands as part of their territories, such as the Solomon Islands, for example.  
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category, atoll states are frequently 

portrayed as being on the “front lines” of 

climate change since their geography 

makes them especially susceptible to both 

sudden-onset (e.g., typhoons) and slow-

onset (e.g., sea level rise) environmental 

impacts that are associated with climate 

change. Kiribati consists of thirty-two atoll 

islands and one raised coral island, 

Banaba. Tuvalu consists of nine islands, six of which are atoll islands and three of which 

are reef islands. Both states have an average elevation of less than two meters above sea 

level. 

The extreme geographic vulnerability of Kiribati and Tuvalu makes them very 

particularly valuable cases through which to examine the impact of climate change on 

governance, statehood, and sovereignty. Sea level rise may eventually cause these atoll 

states to “disappear” or “sink” underwater. What is more likely, however, is that before 

these atoll states are completely inundated by the sea their populations, approximately 

119,500 i-Kiribati citizens and 10,500 Tuvaluans, will be forced to relocate due to food 

and water insecurity, among other negative impacts. Given the essentially nonexistent 

options for internal relocation within Kiribati and Tuvalu, relocation across international 

boundaries becomes the most likely scenario if their populations have to flee rising sea 

levels. 

Figure 1 - Tarawa Atoll, Kiribati, from above 
(European Space Agency) 
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The study of Kiribati and Tuvalu becomes even more illuminating given varying 

approaches to addressing climate change that the governments of these two atoll states 

have taken over the last ten to fifteen years. Tuvalu, on the one hand, has steadfastly 

refused to entertain migration as an acceptable response to the impacts of climate change. 

In 2009, former Tuvaluan Prime Minister Apisai Ielemia stated, “While Tuvalu faces an 

uncertain future because of climate change, it is our view that Tuvaluans will remain in 

Tuvalu. We will fight to keep our country, our culture and our way of living. We are not 

considering any migration scheme. We believe if the right actions are taken to address 

climate change, Tuvalu will survive” (as quoted in McAdam 2012a, 35). This sentiment 

has persevered in subsequent administrations, and the Tuvaluan government has pursued 

other adaptation strategies so that Tuvaluans can remain in situ. Most recently, Tuvalu 

has enacted a Foreign Policy that “…insists that all countries forming relations with 

Tuvalu recognise the statehood of the nation as permanent and its existing maritime 

boundaries as set, even if Tuvalu loses its land territory due to sea level rise” 

(Government of Tuvalu 2020, 16). This, as will be discussed in Chapter 6, is in and of 

itself a novel strategy that relies on recognition by other states as a way to maintain its 

statehood and sovereignty. 

Kiribati, on the other hand, pursued a very different strategy under President 

Anote Tong; in addition to other policies that supported migration as a response to 

climate change, in 2014 President Tong purchased land in Fiji. Although it was initially 

described as an investment to improve food security in Kiribati, news media reports as 

well as President Tong himself implied that the intent was to have land where i-Kiribati 
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people could relocate in the future should climate change render Kiribati uninhabitable. 

Government documents under President Tong also portrayed relocation as inevitable. 

Although other SIDS have considered making similar land purchases, as of now Kiribati 

is the only state that has purchased land elsewhere (Caramel 2014). Although Anote Tong 

is no longer the president of Kiribati, and the new administration led by President Taneti 

Maamau has very different perspective and policies when it comes to addressing climate 

change, a sovereign state purchasing land in another sovereign state that would provide a 

place of refuge for displaced citizens is unprecedented and as such makes Kiribati a truly 

unique case through which to examine climate change’s impacts on governance, 

statehood, and sovereignty. 

This research project was originally designed as a comparative case study of 

Kiribati and Samoa. I initially selected Samoa because while it, like Kiribati, is a Pacific 

SIDS, its vastly different geography (Kiribati’s islands are low-lying atolls whereas 

Samoa’s are volcanic with higher elevations) could potentially lead to different policy 

options for its leaders should, for example, climate change-induced sea level rise require 

populations living at lower sea levels to relocate. In Samoa, relocation could be internal, 

whereas in Kiribati, relocation would have to be international. Sea level rise, after all, 

will affect non-atoll islands and the coastal areas of larger states as well as atolls; 

globally, a total of one billion people live in coastal areas that are within twenty meters 

above sea level (Bollmann et al. 2010, 68). With this in mind, I intended to compare 

Kiribati and Samoa’s experiences with climate change to determine if varying 

geographical features led to different conceptions of governance, statehood, and 
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sovereignty amongst i-Kiribati and Samoan leaders. However, Samoa proved to be 

unfeasible to include as a case as Samoa experienced a constitutional crisis as a result of a 

contested prime minister election in early 2021. This meant that the individuals I would 

interview were unavailable as their full attention was on this national crisis. Fortunately, 

since interviews were conducted virtually because of the COVID-19 pandemic, pivoting 

to another Pacific SIDS was relatively straightforward. As outlined above, Tuvalu was 

selected as a case because, despite its geographic similarities with Kiribati, the two states’ 

governments pursued very different climate change strategies, which may have very 

different implications for governance, statehood, and sovereignty. 

As SIDS grapple with the impacts of climate change on governance, sovereignty, 

and statehood, international organizations may come to have new, significant roles to 

play and thus they are also relevant to my research. International organizations with states 

as members can limit their membership either by purpose (e.g. migration), by geographic 

region, or both (Pease, 2-3). My interest in examining international organizations stems 

from their unique relationship with state sovereignty. Recall that sovereignty is generally 

understood as the authority of the state to determine what happens within its borders 

without interference from outside actors (Krasner 2004). States join international 

organizations voluntarily, and are thereby subject to their rules and procedures, for a 

variety of reasons; relating to climate change, an issue that transcends national borders, 

states join regional organizations to coordinate adaptation and mitigation efforts as well 

as broader governance-related matters. 
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Although the findings from a comparative case study with just two cases may 

have limited generalizability, case studies are of paramount importance when 

investigating an emergent phenomenon and building theory. In this instance, the 

comparative case study method enabled an investigation not only of the new and ever-

changing context of climate change in great depth, but also an exploration of an evolving 

complex concept: state sovereignty. Additionally, the findings of a case study can be put 

forward as potentially applicable to other cases and tested in other situations (Punch 

2005, 146). This research is useful in this vein: the findings, any potential lessons 

learned, and any theories generated from this project can be tested in other instances in 

which climate change may affect governance, statehood, and sovereignty. 

 

Sample and Sampling 

This project seeks to better understand the perspectives of leaders who are 

working on issues relating to climate change regarding their understanding of climate 

change’s impacts on governance, statehood, and sovereignty. Leaders are the focus of 

this research because, despite having strong scientific data that suggest how climate 

change will alter environmental conditions across the globe, we know little about how 

leaders who make critical decisions in this new and potentially cataclysmic context 

interpret this information. This research seeks to fill this gap by examining how state-

level leaders, international and regional organization officials, and civil society leaders 

understand and respond to the risks and impacts of climate change as they plan for an 

uncertain future. For the first group, state level leaders, this study limited its sample to 
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Kiribati and Tuvalu; ‘state-level leaders’ includes heads of government, members of the 

cabinet, ministers, and employees of government ministries. In the Pacific, efforts have 

been made to mainstream climate change work into all government ministries (called a 

whole-of-government approach), which means that that even a non-environmentally-

focused ministry may have an important role in the state’s climate change response. 

Because of this, no government ministries were automatically excluded from the 

parameters of this project; instead, officials who had roles in the state’s climate change 

response were included regardless of which ministry employed them. 

The international and regional organizations included in the sample are the United 

Nations (UN); the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS); the Secretariat of the Pacific 

Regional Environment Programme (SPREP), and the Pacific Community (SPC). Within 

the UN, PIFS, SPREP, and SPC, officials whose work includes a focus on climate change 

issues were included in the study’s parameters. This includes officials who work on 

climate change from a variety of perspectives, including sustainable development, 

conflict prevention, finance, culture, adaptation and resilience, and loss and damage, 

among others. 

The United Nations is a global organization, founded in 1945 in the aftermath of 

World War II, that includes 193 member states and two permanent observers (which are 

the Holy See and the State of Palestine). Its original mandate focused on maintaining 

international peace and security, but it has expanded over the decades to include human 

rights, humanitarian assistance, sustainable development, and climate change, among 

other pressing issues. The United Nations has numerous subsidiary bodies that work on 
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myriad global and regional issues. The sample did not limit which UN bodies were 

included because even those that are not specifically devoted to environmental issues 

often have individuals or teams working on climate change. For example, the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) works on sustainable development, which 

includes projects that increase resilience to climate change impacts.  

PIFS, SPREP, and SPC are all headquartered in the Pacific and focus on issues 

relevant to the region. PIFS, which is located in Suva, Fiji, describes itself as the region’s 

premier political and economic policy organization (PIFS, “The Pacific Islands Forum”). 

Founded in 1971, it comprises 18 members (Australia, Cook Islands, Federated States of 

Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, Kiribati, Nauru, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Niue, 

Palau, Papua New Guinea, Republic of Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, 

Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu) and its vision is “for a region of peace, harmony, security, 

social inclusion and prosperity, so that all Pacific people can lead free, healthy, and 

productive lives” (Ibid). PIFS works towards these goals by fostering cooperation 

between governments, collaboration with international agencies, and by representing the 

interests of its members. Over the last several decades, climate change has been one of 

the main focal points of PIFS. 

It is important to note that in February 2021, while conducting this research, the 

states in the Micronesian subregion of the Pacific announced their intention to leave the 

Forum due to a dispute over the election of Henry Puna, a former Prime Minister of the 

Cook Islands, as the Forum’s Secretary-General. A “gentleman’s agreement” existed in 

which the subregions of the Pacific rotated leading the Forum; according to this 
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agreement, the Secretary-General should have been selected from Micronesia since the 

outgoing Secretary-General was from Melanesia and the penultimate Secretary-General 

was from Polynesia. The Cook Islands are part of Polynesia, which meant that Henry 

Puna’s election was not received well by Micronesia. Although the five Micronesian 

states (Kiribati, the Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, Palau, and 

Nauru) formally signaled that they are leaving the Forum, which would reduce its 

membership by nearly one-third, the Forum continues to list these states as members on 

their website. As of February 2022, however, the Micronesian leaders indicated that they 

would temporarily pause their withdrawal, pending Puna voluntarily stepping down early 

(Rickey 2022). As of writing, this political dispute is still not fully resolved. 

SPREP formed as a regional intergovernmental organization in 1993. Its members 

are American Samoa, Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French 

Polynesia, Guam, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, New Caledonia, Niue, Northern 

Mariana Islands, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, 

Tuvalu, Vanuatu, and Wallis And Futuna. According to Article 2, paragraph 1 of the 

Agreement Establishing the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (1993),12 

SPREP’s mandate is to promote cooperation in the Pacific region and provide assistance 

in order to protect and improve its environment and to ensure sustainable development 

for present and future generations.  

 
12 SPREP’s name was changed from “South Pacific Regional Environment Programme” to “Pacific 
Regional Environment Programme” in 2004 
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SPREP houses the Pacific Climate Change Centre (PCCC), which officially 

opened in September 2019. When conceptualized, the PCCC was “intended to ensure 

synergies with SPREP’s strong regional roles and partnerships in assisting the countries 

and territories of the Pacific address their priorities for climate action” (SPREP 2017). Its 

work includes supporting research, driving innovation, and building capacity in climate 

adaptation, mitigation, climate services and project development areas; improving the 

flow of information between climate practitioners, policy makers, researchers, scientists; 

providing a hub for visiting researchers and experts to work directly with and for the 

benefit of Pacific island countries and territories; and cultivating partnerships to find 

innovative solutions to climate change’s challenges (SPREP “Pacific Climate Change 

Centre”). 

The SPC, located in New Caledonia, is primarily a development organization with 

scientific and technical expertise (SPC, “Our Work”). Within the SPC is a project called 

the Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability Programme (CCES), which assists 

with technical assistance and strategic coordination in designing and implementing 

climate change adaptation and mitigation projects in the Pacific region (SPC, “Climate 

Change and Environmental Sustainability”). Its specific outcomes are threefold: to 

strengthen the capacity of Pacific Island communities to respond effectively to climate 

change; to integrate climate change into all SPC programs and operations; and to 

strengthen partnerships at the regional and international level (SPC “Presentation”). 

The third group included in the sample are leaders within civil society 

organizations (CSO) that work on relevant climate change issues. The term “civil society 
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organization” can refer to a variety of groups, including non-governmental organizations, 

religious organizations, universities and other academic institutions, community 

organizations, and activist networks, among others. Included in the sample, for instance, 

were regional networks that are focused on climate change issues within the entire Pacific 

region; community organizations that are based in and focused on domestic climate 

change issues in Kiribati and Tuvalu; and academic institutions and think tanks with 

research programs on a variety of climate change related topics. Within the last category, 

academics and experts were not excluded if their expertise was not exclusively focused 

on the Pacific region; subject-matter experts with knowledge applicable to the Pacific 

context were included, even if the Pacific was not the focus of their work.  

As alluded to in the above descriptions of the sample, I relied on purposive 

sampling to collect data from individuals who are most relevant to my inquiry in each 

category: state governments, international and regional organizations, and CSOs. As I 

conducted interviews, I utilized the snowball approach and asked interviewees to connect 

me with colleagues, friends, and acquaintances who they considered relevant to the study. 

This approach was useful as it reduced my reliance on “cold call” interview requests and 

ultimately garnered many informative interviews. Using language approved by the 

George Mason University Institutional Review Board, I contacted sixty-eight individuals 

who met the parameters of my sample; of these, I successfully conducted twenty-eight 

interviews. These interviews are listed anonymously in the References section at the end 

of the dissertation (alongside the documents that were analyzed). 
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Consent and Human Participants’ Protection 

This research project complied with George Mason University’s Institutional 

Review Board’s procedures on protecting human subjects. The Institutional Review 

Board Office reviewed my application and research materials and determined this project 

was exempt from full IRB review according to federal regulations. This reflects the 

minimal risk that participating in this project posed to participants. 

Regardless of its exempt status, I seriously considered the potential risks 

associated with this research and how they may affect my results. The main risk I could 

envision would be that some participants may worry that expressing their honest opinions 

would have detrimental impacts on their career, especially if their viewpoints are counter 

to the ones of those in positions of power. Since these types of concerns may influence 

responses, obtaining informed consent (see below) was all the more important. Several 

interviewees requested that I not include their quotes in my written analysis, despite 

assurance of confidentiality, since being “on the record” would constrain what they were 

able to say. I noted these requests and have not included direct quotes from these 

interviewees in this dissertation. This type of concern also reinforced the need for me to 

ensure that all data remain stored securely and confidentially, and that sources’ 

anonymity is maintained, even for those who are in such unique positions that their 

identity may be determinable from their answers despite their name never appearing in 

the data. 

To protect participants as well as maintain their dignity, rights, and well-being, I 

obtained informed consent from every participant interviewed. The consent form 
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explained my research topic and reviewed the minimal risks that might arise from their 

participation. It also guarantees that participation is voluntarily, and that participants’ 

privacy and confidentiality will be strictly maintained. The consent form also contained 

information about audio-recording and a separate place for participants to indicate that 

they consent to be recorded. Since my interviews were conducted virtually, I requested 

and was granted permission by George Mason University’s Institutional Review Board to 

receive verbal, as opposed to written, consent from participants.13 

As I proceeded with interviews, I remained cognizant of the possibility that my 

academic affiliations and personal characteristics may impact how I was being received 

by participants. For example, as a student in a top PhD program in the conflict analysis 

and resolution field, some participants may have assumed that participating in my study 

could provide them with some kind of tangible benefits or that the results of my project 

would be able to achieve more than it likely can. Alternatively, certain personal 

characteristics (such as gender, race, nationality, age, and level of education) may cause 

people to treat me with greater or less respect. Although I did not perceive either of these 

scenarios at play in any of my interviews, I kept them in mind so that I could mitigate 

their impact on my work if it felt necessary to do so. 

 

 
13 Verbal consent was obtained with the following procedure: first, I emailed the IRB-approved consent 
form to the participant and asked that they review it before our scheduled interview. Then, at the beginning 
of each interview, I reviewed the consent form, asked if they consented to participate and, if so, if they also 
consented to being recorded. If anyone had specific requests (e.g. not to use direct quotes from their 
interview in my dissertation), I recorded these in my interview notes and in the password-protected 
identification key. 
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Data Collection 

A primary method of data collection that I used in this research project was semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews allowed me to pose open-ended 

questions about specific topics followed by probing questions based on the responses 

received. This is ideal for research that is attempting to uncover interpretations of 

phenomena, as is this project’s goal. Utilizing semi-structured interviews also provided 

opportunities for interviewees to introduce topics that they considered to be important 

that I may not have considered yet. The interviews were designed to be sixty minutes in 

length; several interviews were shorter given scheduling constraints of the interviewee. 

Each interview consisted of questions that were designed to follow a chronological path: 

examining the past (how life was and what has changed), reflecting on the present (how 

people’s lives are being impacted by climate change, and what actions are being 

undertaken), and most importantly, imagining the future (how the state will exist in an 

uncertain future). I prepared an interview guide that contained several questions for each 

chronological category and asked follow-up and probing questions when necessary. I did 

not ask each question that appears in the guide during every interview, but rather allowed 

it to guide me and ensure that I covered the necessary topics (for an example of an 

interview guide, see Appendix A). While conducting interviews, I balanced allowing 

participants to speak freely with covering the necessary research questions. As alluded to 

above, I permitted interviewees to pursue tangents while also guiding the conversation 

towards the topics on which I am focused. I found in several instances that interviewee’s 

tangents presented ideas or perspectives that I had not considered; in several instances, 
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what initially seemed like a tangent was actually an important point or a point that 

supported a larger argument the interviewee was making. 

Initially, this research was intended to be conducted in-person, with in-person 

interviews taking place during overseas fieldwork. However, the COVID-19 pandemic 

caused most countries in the Pacific to close their borders entirely, which necessitated a 

transition to conducting virtual research. For this reason, I used Zoom to conduct virtual 

interviews. For the most part, I found conducting virtual interviews to be feasible; the 

interviewees generally had reliable internet connections and the technological know-how 

to participate in a virtual interview, so my research was not constrained by the need to 

rely on virtual interviews. In only one instance was the interviewee unable to connect to 

Zoom for our interview; this interviewee ultimately answered my questions, which I sent 

in a Word document, over email. The main challenge that presented itself with virtual 

interviews was receiving responses to my emailed interview invitations to participants; as 

noted above, only twenty-eight out of sixty-eight interview invitations (forty-one percent) 

resulted in interviews. Conducting virtual research did enable me to interview individuals 

that I may not have had the opportunity to interview, given their location, if I had relied 

solely on in-person fieldwork. In this way, virtual interviews strengthened the 

generalizability of my findings.  

I also attended online events organized by relevant organizations or watched 

recordings of previously held meetings. In total, I watched pre-recorded or attended live 

six relevant conferences or meetings (one of which was in-person, prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic). For example, I watched and attended a conference series, organized by the 
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Pacific Islands Council of Queensland (PICQ) in partnership with the Climate Frontlines 

project of Friends of the Earth Australia called “Climate Change Challenges to the 

Sovereignty of our Pacific Atoll Nations,” which had a number of speakers from 

governments, international organizations, and CSOs. My notes from these events and the 

transcriptions, where possible, are also included in my data. 

Finally, I relied on a number of other important sources from which I collected 

data. Also included in my analysis were policy papers, reports, grey papers, 

conference/meeting proceedings, and other types of publications disseminated by the 

Kiribati and Tuvaluan governments as well as the UN, SPREP, PCCC, PIFS, and relevant 

CSOs. I also collected data in the form of speeches and statements of i-Kiribati and 

Tuvaluan leaders as well as SPREP, PCCC, and PIF officials. The speeches of i-Kiribati 

and Tuvaluan leaders were limited to those given at the United Nations, including at the 

annual General Assembly meetings and other relevant meetings, and were limited to each 

country’s current administration and the last term of the previous administration. In 

Kiribati, this included former-President Anote Tong’s third term from 2012 to 2016 and 

current-President Taneti Maamau’s first term from 2016 to 2020 and his current term, 

which started in 2020. In Tuvalu, this included Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga’s term 

from 2013 to 2019 and the current Prime Minister Kausea Natano’s 2019-present term.  

 

Data Analysis 

Of the twenty-eight semi-structed interviews, twenty-six were conducted on 

Zoom. Two interviews were conducted over email, one because of internet connectivity 
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issues, as mentioned above, and the second because of scheduling challenges. One 

interviewee, Exsley Taloiburi, who was at the time of our interview the Team Leader for 

Resilience and Climate Change Finance Adviser at PIFS, declined confidentiality and 

requested that his responses be attributed to him in this dissertation. Twenty-five 

interviewees consented for the interview to be recorded; one interviewee did not give 

consent to be recorded. I transcribed the twenty-five recorded interviews. For the 

interview that was not recorded, I took detailed notes during the interview and recorded 

my takeaways and reflections on the interview immediately upon its completion. 

Once the interviews were completed and had been fully transcribed, I uploaded 

them into ATLAS.ti web qualitative data analytic software along with other sources of 

data (speeches, policy documents, etc.). Utilizing ATLAS.ti, I coded the data using theme 

analysis. This process was inductive, which means that I allowed themes to emerge from 

the data itself rather than approach the data with a pre-determined list of themes. Theme 

analysis emphasizes finding patterns in data and categorizing them in thematic networks, 

enabling the researcher to uncover central ideas on the topic being researched, is founded 

on analyzing subjective viewpoints, which is the main aim of this research project, and is 

methodologically appropriate for analyzing interviews (Flick 2014, 422-423). I went 

through the data twice to ensure that no codes were missed. This was also useful because 

it enabled me to clarify my codes. For example, as I went through the data a second time, 

I realized that I had coded data as “responsibility” that conflated two different 

understandings of the word. One understanding was being responsible for something 

happening, such as high GHG emitting countries being responsible for causing climate 
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change. The other understanding was acting responsibly, such as countries reducing their 

GHG emissions to mitigate the negative effects of climate change. Ultimately, I separated 

these understandings into two codes, “responsibility” and “acting responsibly” 

respectively, in order to more accurately reflect the data. After coding the data I 

categorized similar codes into groups, or themes. For example, the codes “identity” and 

“culture” relate to how people see themselves and the world in which they live; as such, 

these codes were grouped together under “shared experience.” As I continued with 

analyzing data and writing the findings, I returned to the data to evaluate the codes and 

the categories of codes to make sure that the data was accurately represented. Ultimately, 

categorizing my codes in this way was a useful tool to understand my data, especially as I 

began my analysis. The themes that emerged from the coded data highlighted the 

perspectives of Pacific SIDS as they confront the challenges of climate change and, more 

specifically, shed light on how these leaders conceptualize statehood and sovereignty in 

their understandings of and responses to the impacts of climate change. 

 

Limitations 

The scope of this project, as with any research project, must be limited; as Punch 

(2005, 187) notes, it is impossible to study everyone everywhere doing everything. In this 

vein, the boundaries of this project are limited to Small Island Developing States in the 

Pacific region. Although climate change will impact the whole globe, I focus on SIDS 

because these states are on the front lines of climate change due to their geographic, 

demographic, and economic characteristics. I have limited my study to two SIDS in the 
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Pacific region for several reasons: first, when planning this research, it was more feasible 

logistically to conduct fieldwork in two states in the same region. COVID-19 ultimately 

prevented in person fieldwork, which rendered this reason less significant. The second 

reason I limited this research to two geographically-similar Pacific SIDS was so their 

differences in climate change responses would be all the more illuminating. 

It is also important to note the temporal boundaries of this study: my research 

focuses on the current experiences of SIDS in the Pacific as well as what leaders imagine 

the future will hold for Kiribati and Tuvalu. Although providing a full context may 

require an examination of historical events, this will be done to more clearly understand 

current experiences with climate change. 

There are several potential challenges to conducting research on this topic, 

broadly speaking. First, as of now, these threats to statehood and sovereignty produced by 

climate change remain hypothetical. For example, perhaps the international community’s 

efforts to mitigate climate change will mean sea levels do not rise and that, therefore, 

territory is not lost and populations do not have to migrate or be relocated. Second, if 

climate change does cause territory loss and population relocation, it is hard to determine 

when these phenomena may happen because it is unclear when exactly climate change-

induced sea level rise will render SIDS uninhabitable. Third, since this study will happen 

within a particular context, if the context changes (say, a new leader is elected), the 

conversation in that country may shift drastically. In fact, this has already happened in 

Kiribati: former-President Anote Tong, who purchased land in Fiji, is no longer in power 
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and current-President Taneti Maamau has a very different outlook on climate change 

which has led to policies that are quite different from those of President Tong. 

Furthermore, although conducting virtual research presented opportunities within 

this research, including, for example, the ability to pivot to another case when Samoa 

experienced a national constitutional crisis, virtual research also presented certain 

unavoidable limitations. First, virtual research limited who I could interview to those with 

a stable internet connection and the technology and technological know-how to 

participate in a Zoom interview. In Kiribati and Tuvalu, this is often limited to a more 

elite group of political and civil society leaders who have ready access to and knowledge 

of technology, but they may not be fully representative of the variety of perspectives in 

either country. This is something I kept in mind throughout my data collection and 

analytical processes. Hand-in-hand with this limitation is the fact that virtual research 

prevented me from being able to understand the context of both Kiribati and Tuvalu in 

the way that in-person fieldwork is often able to enrich a research project. I was not able 

to attend community meetings or church services, I was not able to talk to shopkeepers or 

other i-Kiribati or Tuvaluan residents to understand their opinions. This is an inescapable 

limitation in an era in which COVID-19 closed borders and prevented travel. 

Being a relative newcomer to conducting fieldwork also presents challenged. For 

example, I likely missed opportunities to ask deeper questions in interviews. A number of 

times, especially when I started conducting interviews, I was eager to keep the 

conversation flowing and did not provide enough time for interviewees to collect their 

thoughts and fully respond. I realized this while transcribing the early interviews, and I 
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became intentional about allowing more time for responses and asking questions such as, 

“do you have anything else you would like to say about that?” This is also a general 

challenge of virtual interviews: you have fewer cues from body language to determine 

whether someone is finished with a thought or is still thinking their answer through. 

Whether and to what extent interviewees disclose information is a challenge of 

any study that interacts with human participants. What interviewees were willing to 

discuss with me depended on many aspects that were out of my control (for example, the 

current political climate). However, parts of the interview process were in my control, 

such as carefully reviewing the informed consent form to reassure participants about 

confidentiality. I was less able to develop strong relationships with subjects, given that 

the interviews were virtual, but on particularly sensitive subjects (discussing the 

disappearance of your country, culture, and identity is a sensitive subject to many people 

in the Pacific) I made sure to acknowledge the sensitivity of the question while asking it. 

This seemed to work well; interviewees typically acknowledged the sensitivity as well 

and, although I cannot verify it, seemed to be honest and forthcoming in their answers. 

 

Significance 

This research projects seeks to fill a gap in our understanding of the effects of 

climate change on the state. The literature shows that climate change will have 

significant, and mostly negative, effects on societies, which potentially include causing 

violent conflict. As a result of climate change’s negative effects, large groups of people 

may be unable to sustain themselves where they live and be forced to relocate, possibly 
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across international borders. Climate change may also threaten states’ ability to 

effectively govern and manage these risks in an uncertain time when effective 

governance and management are most needed. If climate change is not sufficiently 

mitigated the global community may even face the novel situation of state extinction due 

to disappearing territory, mass migration of citizens, or both. Should this occur, it is 

unclear what would happen to the state as a legal entity and what body, if not the state, 

would become responsible for ensuring the welfare of the state’s citizens. 

Although scientific data suggest how climate change will alter environmental 

conditions across the globe, we know little about how leaders who make critical decisions 

in this new and potentially cataclysmic context interpret this information. My dissertation 

research seeks to fill this gap by examining how state-level leaders, as well as 

international and regional organization officials and civil society leaders, understand and 

respond to the risks and impacts of climate change as they plan for an uncertain future. 

The overall goal of this research is to examine important and still-unanswered questions 

about governance, statehood, sovereignty, and state extinction in order to illuminate how 

states can plan and govern effectively and in ways that protect their citizens’ welfare, 

advance conditions of peace, strengthen peaceful and stable relations between 

communities and states, and avert violent conflict in the context of great societal 

upheaval caused by climate change. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MIGRATION AND CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE PACIFIC 

Introduction 

This chapter examines migration as a response to climate change. It explores the 

tension that exists between the possible need to migrate because of climate change’s 

negative effects and the strong attachment to homeland that exists in the Pacific. In the 

past, this tension did not exist; Pacific Islanders have a long and storied history of 

voyaging and exploring, a heritage of which they are proud. In the context of climate 

change, however, many Pacific Islanders’ perception of migration has shifted. Climate 

change-induced migration no longer represents a voluntary choice that individuals and 

families can elect to pursue, but instead an option that they may be forced to undertake. 

Additionally, if environmental conditions continue to deteriorate, Pacific Islanders who 

do choose to migrate may no longer be able to return to their homelands, whether to visit 

or live, which has previously been a relatively common practice and a way to maintain 

strong connections to homelands. Overall, many Pacific Islanders view climate change-

induced migration as accepting that their homeland is lost and along with it their cultures, 

identities, traditions, languages, histories, and more. My data show that many Pacific 

Islanders view migration, especially as an official government response to climate change 

(as opposed to a voluntary choice), as severing the strong connection that they have with 

their homelands and, for these reasons, reject migration as an acceptable government 

response to climate change. 
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Historically, these forces – the pull of homeland and the push of migration – have 

not been opposed, but rather have coexisted in the Pacific as two sides of the same coin: 

the strong affinity that Pacific Islanders have for their homelands has balanced with their 

relationship with migration. Outside of the context of climate change, Pacific Islanders 

have been able to maintain strong connections to their homelands even after migrating, 

with some even eventually choosing to return. It is in the context of climate change that 

the relationship between homeland and migration has become so convoluted. As 

conditions have worsened in parts of the Pacific due to the adverse effects of climate 

change, migration has been proposed by certain scholars, policymakers, and even some 

leaders as a potential way to protect Pacific people and communities. Migration scholars, 

for example, argue that migration could be a positive and creative adaptation strategy that 

is chosen by people and communities in response to a novel and challenging context. 

These scholars remind us that migration has long been a positive adaptation strategy; 

throughout human history, when people have faced hardships, they have often chosen to 

seek a better life elsewhere. Furthermore, some Pacific policymakers and community 

leaders argue that ensuring the wellbeing and survival of their populations necessitates 

considering migration as a response to climate change. The IPCC offers both 

perspectives, noting that migration as a response to climate change could be considered 

as either adaptive, maladaptive, or both (Noble et al. 2014, 858). Depending on the 

context and the individuals and/or communities involved, the IPCC states that migration 

can be understood as a positive adaptation strategy that people and communities can 
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choose to pursue in the face of climate change impacts, as well as a failure of other 

climate change adaptation strategies that are meant to help people remain in place. 

On the whole, Pacific Islanders who oppose migration as an acceptable response 

to climate change cite the profound connection that they have with their homelands as the 

basis of their opposition. In some areas in the Pacific, this connection is overlaid with 

other concerns; for example, a climate justice advocate from the Solomon Islands 

explained that the country’s history of ethnic conflict and tension creates additional fears 

that relocating communities within the Solomon Islands will lead to a reemergence of 

conflict (interview with H.B., Oct 21, 2021). In general, however, the bulk of the data 

points to cultural ties to homeland as the reason that Pacific Islanders refuse to consider 

migration, at least until all other options to remediate deteriorating living conditions have 

been attempted. 

As noted previously, climate change poses existential threats to Pacific 

homelands, especially to low-lying atoll states and coastal communities throughout the 

Pacific. It hardly needs to be clarified that these environmental impacts would break the 

connection that Pacific Islanders maintain with their homelands: if the land on which 

Pacific Islanders live becomes uninhabitable or, even worse, is completely inundated by 

rising seas, then the connection to that land would be severed. This potential outcome is 

something every Pacific Islander seeks to avoid and is why ambitious mitigation and 

comprehensive adaptation strategies will always remain top priorities when considering 

responses to climate change in the Pacific. Migration in the context of climate change, 

especially migration that takes place before all other options have been exhausted, would 
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also sever the connection to homeland because it represents abandoning hope that their 

homelands can be saved. It represents accepting that the land that was once home will be 

lost, perhaps permanently, to rising seas. Previous instances of migration always held the 

possibility of visiting or returning home, but climate change would remove this option 

entirely. In this way, reactions against migration as a response to climate change, which 

range from reluctance to outright refusal, portray migration as a threat to Pacific 

Islanders’ ties to land in a similar way that climate change itself poses a threat to these 

connections. 

This chapter begins with an examination of the historical relationship between 

migration and homeland in the Pacific. It then moves on to a discussion of this dynamic 

in the context of climate change, highlighting the tension between the push of migration 

and the pull of homeland that this new context has created. It reviews several climate 

change adaptation strategies in the Pacific that include migration, followed by the Pacific 

Islanders’ responses to these strategies. There is some recognition, however, that climate 

change-induced migration may ultimately be the only available response to the negative 

impacts of climate change in the Pacific, despite the efforts to prevent it. Therefore, 

chapter concludes with an examination of what this scenario may entail, as outlined by 

Pacific Islanders who acknowledge that it may come to pass. 
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Migration and Homeland in the Pacific 

Migration 

In the Pacific, the conversation about migration is fraught with seemingly 

opposing viewpoints. On the one hand, the history of the Pacific is a story of human 

mobility; on the other hand, Pacific Islanders have strong connections with their land. 

Regarding their history of migration, voyagers in the Pacific navigated by seafaring 

vessels throughout the region for several millennia before Europeans arrived. Oral 

traditions and archeology attest to creation stories, migrations, and power contests that 

occurred at a crossroads of interaction among people throughout the Pacific (Chappell 

2016, 9). Epeli Hau’ofa, an anthropologist from Tonga, eloquently describes the 

relationship that Pacific Islanders have with the sea and with exploration, portraying the 

ocean not as a barrier but as a link between peoples:  

The world of our ancestors was a large sea full of places to explore, to 
make their homes in, to breed generations of seafarers like themselves. 
People raised in this environment were at home with the sea. They played 
in it as soon as they could walk steadily, they worked in it, they fought on 
it. They developed great skills for navigating their waters, and the spirit to 
traverse even the few large gaps that separated their island groups. Theirs 
was a large world in which peoples and cultures moved and mingled, 
unhindered by boundaries of the kind erected much later by imperial 
powers. From one island to another they sailed to trade and to marry, 
thereby expanding social networks for greater flows of wealth. They 
traveled to visit relatives in a wide variety of natural and cultural 
surroundings, to quench their thirst for adventure, dominate. (Hau’ofa 
1994, 153-4) 
 

Revered James Bhagwan, who is the General Secretary of the Pacific Conference 

of Churches, lamented that Pacific Islanders are not taught about this tradition of 

voyaging in the Pacific, staying, “…we learn Western history first and then we learn 
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Pacific history. And when we learn our own- the history of our people or our countries, 

our islands, we learn about the Western “discovery” [he made an air quotes hand gesture] 

of our place. We don't learn about the wonderful voyaging that was done, you know, the 

seafaring that was done, where the ocean is the highway of the Pacific people traveling 

backwards and forwards” (Bhagwan 2020). Tuvalu, in a nod to their roots as explorers, 

named their 2012 climate change policy, “Te Kavina,” which refers to the traditional 

travelling method used by Tuvaluan ancestors that relied on stars and daily weather 

patterns (Government of Tuvalu 2012a, 2). The spirit of migration continues today, albeit 

by different means, with large Pacific Islander diaspora communities in Australia, New 

Zealand, and the United States (Campbell 2010, 64). 

 

Homeland 

Pacific Islanders also have strong connections with land, with their homelands. 

This explains, Campbell (2010, 64) notes, the circular migration patterns found by early 

migration studies in the Pacific region in which migrants who had left would return to 

their homeland. The majority of people I interviewed for this research noted the 

importance of land to Pacific Islanders; many described it as the very foundation or 

source of Pacific Islanders’ identities. Starting from the very first interview I conducted 

with a climate and sustainability expert who works for the SPC, the interviewee spoke 

about the trauma Pacific Islanders would experience from the loss of their identity that 

would result from having to move and resettle elsewhere (interview with E.D., November 
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23, 2020). Former-President Anote Tong, who led Kiribati from 2003 to 2016, made a 

similar statement that explicitly connected land with identity, culture, and sovereignty: 

I think there is no question in my mind that if you ask somebody from 
Tuvalu, you ask somebody from Kiribati, you ask somebody from the 
Marshall Islands what- would they like to see their country disappear, 
always the answer is no. And I will explain why not. It is simple. I mean 
nobody wants to lose that identity. It's a source of identity. Land, 
homeland is a source of your identity. Without a home you are nothing. 
And this is why it is so vital. Without a homeland how can you continue to 
practice your culture and your tradition? Okay, so sovereignty in that 
respect is vital. (Tong 2020) 
 

Land is even viewed by some as possessing a sacred or spiritual quality, as the 

very root of Pacific peoples’ worldly existence (Mason 1987, 4; as quoted in Campbell 

2010, 61). In his speech to COP26, which he gave standing knee-deep in the water off the 

coast of Tuvalu on an area that used to be above sea level,14 the Tuvaluan Minister for 

Justice, Communication, and Foreign Affairs, Simon Kofe, explained, “In Tuvalu our 

islands are sacred to us. They contain the mana of our people. They were the home of our 

ancestors, they are the home of our people today, and we want them to remain the home 

of our people into the future” (Kofe 2021a). Although the exact meaning of the term 

mana has been written about and debated extensively (see, e.g., Tomlinson and Tengan 

2016), in common parlance it is generally used to mean a spiritual energy or force. With 

this understanding in mind, Kofe is saying that Tuvaluan islands, the land itself, contain 

the spirit of the Tuvaluan people. 

 
14 In making his speech from the water, Kofe is strategically calling attention to the very issue he is 
addressing with his speech: that Tuvalu’s existence is threatened by the rising seas, which have already 
covered part of its land. This is not the first time a leader in the Pacific has utilized such a visual, almost 
theatrical, strategy: in 2009, the former President of the Maldives, Mohamed Nasheed, held a cabinet 
meeting underwater to highlight the threats that climate change poses to the low-lying atoll state. 
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This connection to land is evident in the numerous languages of the Pacific, as 

demonstrated by the many words that mean “land.” In Kiribati, for example, the word for 

land, aba, can also be translated to “people” and “country.” Lilomaiava-Doktor (2020, 

138-9) explains that the Samoan word for land, fanua, expresses widespread notions of 

identity, group membership, and belonging, and is similar in both form and meaning to 

other Pacific language words for land: whenua (Māori), honua (Hawaiian), fenua 

(Ma’ohi Tahitian), fonua (Tongan), and vanua (Fijian). Havea makes a similar point, 

noting that the Fijian word, vanua, can mean “land,” “place,” “country,” “district,” or 

“village.” He explains: 

Vanua also refers to people, who are the lewe ni vanua (inner part of the 
land), and the flesh of the land. The identities of indigenous Fijians 
intertwine with vanua to the extent that without vanua the people are 
soulless. Vanua is the ground of belonging, the locus of being Fijian, the 
means of livelihood and the nurture of life. Vanua is life. Without vanua, 
indigenous Fijians lose something significant of their Fijianness. In our 
sea of islands, the word for land is basically the same – vanua (Fiji), hanua 
(PNG), fonua (Tonga), fanua (Samoa), fenua (Wallis and Futuna), whenua 
(Maori) – and they carry similar meanings. (Havea 2007, 51) 
 

In Fiji, kinship networks are tied to genealogical descent and to the vanua/soil; in 

Hawaii, honua metaphorically entails affiliations between Native Hawaiian people and 

their material, historical, and spiritual origins, their land and senses of place. Fanua 

(Samoan) also means placenta, and two other Samoan words,’ele’ele and palapala, 

meaning land, soil or dirt, and blood, are interchangeable with fanua (Lilomaiava-Doktor 

2020, 139). 
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The connection to land is also found in cultural practices; for example, 

Lilomaiava-Doktor (2020, 138-9) notes that many indigenous cultures in the Pacific have 

a ritual in which they bury the placenta or umbilical cord after a baby is born: 

The ritual signifies one’s heritage and rights to one’s natal place; it also 
provides evidence of the multifaceted relationships of people and land. 
When Samoans bury a fanua/placenta in the earth after the pute/umbilical 
cord of a newborn has fallen off, the soil/fanua of their i’inei/home and the 
shared ’ele’ele/blood of their ’āiga/relatives are mixed together both 
literally and metaphorically. More than merely symbolic, such rituals 
provide Pacific peoples with spiritual continuity and an environmental 
ethic embedded in the idea that the environment lives, shares pain, grows, 
and dies in a manner and form similar to human beings. A Samoan saying, 
“O le tama o le ’ele’ele/Child of this soil and earth,” similarly signifies 
respect for and identification with one’s birthplace and implies a 
reciprocal relationship with the fanua. Land is a source of both spiritual 
nourishment and political and economic power among Samoans. People 
take care of the land; the land nourishes its people. Belonging to the land 
and being able to eventually claim matai/titles and lands depends upon 
treating the land with care and responsibility. (Lilomaiava-Doktor 2020, 
138-9) 
 

In our interview, a Pacific climate activist from Fiji explained a similar custom to 

solidify the connection between people and land at birth: “when a Fijian child is born, 

every Fijian, and I’m speaking about indigenous communities, the iTaukei, our- what our 

parents would do is after the fourth night, they will bury our umbilical cords. They’ll 

bury it with the tree and that's where you- it has these things that, you know, you’re 

rooted to the land, you’re rooted to where you are from” (interview with F.T., Dec 6, 

2021). 

The connection to land is also evident in Pacific literature. Rev. Dr. Jione Havea 

of Tonga, in a short story titled “The vanua is fo'ohake,” which means “the land is lying 

down,” describes a talanoa, meaning “telling story,” between two Fijian men and a 
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Tongan man who are discussing what vanua, or land, means. In Havea’s short story, the 

elder Fijian, Pio, who is asked to explain vanua to his Tongan friend, concludes that 

vanua is a figure lying down: 

[Pio] put the stuff that he was carrying on the ground, as if to touch the 
vanua, seeking permission to continue, then his hands stretched out, palms 
facing down, then back again, and again, almost like a Samoan dancer. 
Silently at first, then he explained, ‘The vanua is a figure lying down!’ 
There was silence. This time it was the silence of awe, not knowing how 
to continue. Pio continues, ‘if you look at the way a Fijian village is 
structured, you can see its head, its body, its arms and legs. The head and 
body of the village will die if the legs don't go fishing, and if the arms 
don't turn the plantation. The hands and feet will be lost if the head 
separates from the body. The vanua is like that, and it is lying down. 
(Havea 2007, 51) 
 

In this story, Havea, through Pio’s answer, envisions the land as a person, and 

describes how in similar ways the varying parts of the body and the land cannot survive 

without the other parts. The land and the body are so interwoven that they even appear to 

be one and the same. 

The i-Kiribati poet Tanua Pine, in his poem “TE I-KIRIBATI DESCENDANT,” 

connects land with being aomata, which is the i-Kiribati word for “human.” Pine’s claim 

to being an i-Kiribati descendant rests on blood and land: his i-Kiribati parents both own 

land in Kiribati, therefore he is aomata. The poem begins: 

I was born an i-Kiribati man because my parents are both i-Kiribati. And 
to be 
full blooded i-Kiribati my parents both father and mother have lands. This 
is 
what is deserved in the eyes of the public and to earn them a title 
AOMATA. 
In all and because I inherit these from them is what qualifies me to call 
myself 
a being of i-Kiribati descendant. (Pine 2020) 
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These examples from languages and literature emphasize Pacific Islanders’ deep 

connection to land. Nearly every person interviewed for this research noted this strong 

connection, unprompted by any of my questions.15 With that said, however, two caveats 

are necessary to note with regard to Pacific connections to land. The first cautions against 

over-generalizing or promoting the idea of a singular understanding of land in the Pacific. 

The connection may be universally important to Pacific Islanders, but the specific 

characteristics of the cultural links to land vary considerably within the Pacific, given that 

the region is, as Campbell (2010, 63) writes, “remarkably heterogenous.” 

The second caveat is that the connection that people feel to land should not be 

interpreted as binding people to their land. Bønnelykke Robertson (2018, 45), who 

explores how Pacific peoples live in and make sense of changing environments, argues 

that both certainty and uncertainty are critical to how people navigate the oceans and 

predict changing weather patterns. Certainty and uncertainty, she argues, are not 

opposites but rather exist “in an interconnected and organic relationship side-by-side,” 

and that one does not exclude the other. The relationship between migration and ties to 

land in the Pacific is similar. The push of migration and the pull of land may seem to be 

opposite forces, but they are, in fact, interconnected. Scholars have described the 

relationship between mobility and homeland in the Pacific through phrases such as “the 

tree and the canoe” (Bonnemaison 1985) and “roots and routes” (Jolly 2001). The tree, 

 
15 None of my interview questions directly asked about Pacific Islanders’ connection to land. 



113 
 

which emerges from and whose roots remain connected to the land, also provides the 

materials to build the canoe that enables exploration and migration routes.  

Furthermore, migration does not cut ties to homeland. Campbell (2010, 63) 

describes how “venturing on routes does not suggest the loss of roots, the perhaps less 

tangible, but nonetheless visceral, bonds that exist and connect people with their place. 

Many migrants, even long-term ones, still consider themselves to belong to their land, 

even if they are physically dislocated from it.” Jolly (2001, 425, emphasis in original) 

makes a similar point, writing, “those who live in the islands celebrate both rootedness 

and local travel and movement. Those who have followed routes beyond the ocean still 

celebrate their roots back home. Pacific peoples live in both spatialities and contextually 

deploy metaphors of both groundedness and mobility, settlement and detachment to 

articulate their being in the world.” The connections to a homeland travel with migrants, 

and also guarantee a place, a home, to which migrants can always return. Former-

President Anote Tong made a similar point about the importance of migrants having a 

place to which to return: 

I would be lying if I said that our young people don't want to go 
somewhere else; they do. I think in Kiribati alone we have people who are 
moving from the outer islands into south Tarawa, more than 60 percent of 
the population, okay. And they're living in a very small, small part of the 
island. Why is that? Because they want to seek the opportunities. Maybe 
some of them are impacted by climate change, but it's more about the 
economic opportunities that they're looking for. Likewise, people want to 
go somewhere else, to Australia, to New Zealand, as I think we have our 
seamen who do that. They work- we have our seasonal workers who go to 
Australia and New Zealand to earn, to find employment because they 
cannot have that kind of employment back home. So it's about all of that. 
The question is do our young people- what- do our people want to go? I 
believe so, but they always want somewhere to be able to go back to. And 
I think that is the point that must be- must never be lost: that yes, they will 
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go, but they want the home to go back to. And this is why losing a home, 
our homeland, is not an option. (Tong 2020) 
 

A regional organization official who is a climate change expert made a similar 

point, stating, “[b]ut today, for example, the young people are traveling to study and they 

are moving from place to another one, and at the end they establish themselves in another 

countries, but, but their links with the countries where they have been born is something 

very strong. So it's not the same thing to live in another country and to be able to come 

back from time to time for ceremonies from- and- and to say I will never be able to come 

back again because my country's disappear [sic]…” (interview with C.H., June 2, 2021). 

It is this last point, being able to return home, that makes venturing away from home 

conceivable to Pacific Islanders; and it is this last point, I argue, that is key when 

considering migration in the context of climate change, which threatens the very 

existence of the homeland, and Pacific responses to it. 

 

Climate Change-Induced Migration in the Pacific 

Government-Sponsored Migration Initiatives 

Climate change poses threats to the habitability and even the continued physical 

existence of several Pacific SIDS, and thus threatens to sever the connection between 

people and their land in these places. Pacific Islanders cannot maintain a connection to 

home when their islands can no longer sustain life or are “sinking” beneath the waves. As 

conditions slowly worsen on these islands, migration is increasingly proposed as an 

adaptation strategy by members of the international community, various scholars, and 
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even some leaders in the Pacific. Farbotko et al. (2018, 394) note that viewing climate‐

related mobility as a potential strategy for adaptation is a significant shift away from 

earlier concerns about the national security implications of “climate refugees,” as well as 

viewing climate‐related mobility as a failure of in-situ adaptation, a negative outcome of 

climate change, and “an unwanted transgression from an ideal orderly world.” Much of 

the work in this area focuses on the developmental opportunities of climate migration 

(Remling 2020; Bettini and Gioli 2016; Gioli et al. 2016), with some specifically positing 

that remittances can help communities become more resilient to future impacts (Warner 

and Afifi 2013). Farbotko et al. (2018) suggest a transformative mobilities framework in 

which mobility, climate change adaptation, and development intersect to achieve positive 

social outcomes. In this way, migration as a response to climate change is being recast by 

some as a positive, proactive choice that brings attendant development benefits, rather 

than simply an unplanned, negative response to emergency circumstances.  

In the Pacific, strategies relating to migration vary greatly, from ad hoc individual 

migration to larger-scale government-planned relocation. Regarding the former, Pacific 

SIDS support individuals and families who choose to migrate because of the adverse 

impacts of climate change. Given multiple experiences with forced relocation under 

various colonial administrations, which will be discussed in greater detail below, the 

Pacific as a whole is a strong proponent of community engagement, choice, and consent 

when considering migration and mobility. Anyone in the Pacific Islands has the 

opportunity to pursue migration, according to the laws of the country to which they seek 

to migrate, if they choose to do so. And many do; according to Farbotko et al. (2018, 
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396), many Pacific Island stated have large portions (some with over 30%) of their 

populations living and working abroad, many utilizing preferential entry arrangements or 

seasonal labor programs with Pacific Rim countries such as Australia and New Zealand. 

There are a number of programs in the Pacific to support individuals or families 

who choose to migrate, including, as alluded to above, labor migration, a type of 

migration that is described as a triple win for sending communities, receiving 

communities, and labor migrants alike (Farbotko et al. 2018). In the Pacific, Australia 

and New Zealand both have seasonal and temporary migration opportunities for Pacific 

Islanders. New Zealand started the Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme to fill 

seasonal labor shortages in its horticulture and viticulture industries in 2007. It began 

with a 5,000-person cap and increased to 12,850 in 2019 (ILO 2019, 13); in 2022, the cap 

for RSE visas is 16,000 (Immigration New Zealand, “Information about Recognised 

Seasonal Employer Limited Visa”). Employers can only recruit workers from Fiji, 

Kiribati, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and 

Vanuatu; seasonal workers can stay for seven months in an eleven-month period except 

for citizens of Kiribati and Tuvalu, who can stay for an additional two months (ILO 

2019). New Zealand’s main temporary migration pathway for Pacific Islanders is the 

Essential Skills visa, which offers an unspecified number of visas to Pacific Islanders 

who are trained in skills such as carpentry, fishing, and farming (ILO 2019). The 

Essential Skills visa is being replaced by the Accredited Employer Work Visa in July 

2022, which will require employers, who are encouraged to hire New Zealanders first, to 

be accredited to hire migrants (Immigration New Zealand, “Hiring Migrants”). 
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Until April 2022, Australia had two labor mobility programs for Pacific Islanders: 

the Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) as well as the Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS). 

The SWP focused on the agriculture and accommodation sectors, while the PLS provided 

opportunities in numerous sectors (Australian Government Department of Education, 

Skills and Employment 2021). As of early April 2022, the SWP and PLS were merged 

into one program called the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme under 

Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. PALM offers citizens of Fiji, 

Kiribati, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, Tonga, 

Tuvalu, and Vanuatu opportunities in agriculture, meat processing, the care sectors, 

hospitality and tourism, and other sectors. PALM is demand driven and does not have a 

visa limit; as of November 2021, over 55,000 had already been approved to take up jobs 

in Australia (up from a combined 19,000 workers in SWP and PLS) (Australian 

Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2021). 

In the context of the negative effects of climate change, labor migration may have 

limited use since these programs only offer temporary employment and are limited to 

individuals, with family members not permitted to join under the visa schemes. Other 

than remittances that offer stability to families in their country of origin, one of the main 

benefits of labor migration as a climate change strategy is providing valuable skills and 

experience to those who participate. This consideration was the impetus for a joint 

Kiribati-Australia program called the Kiribati Australia Nursing Initiative (KANI), a pilot 

program that was designed to contribute to climate change imperatives as well as other 

social issues in Kiribati (e.g. population growth, urbanization, and unemployment) (Shaw 
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et al. 2014). KANI was a nursing training program that was designed to train up to ninety 

i-Kiribati youth as nurses in the Australian university system. “The main objective of 

KANI is to educate and skill I-Kiribati youth to gain Australian and international 

employment in the nursing sector; and the key outcome is that I-Kiribati nurses are 

qualified and working in Australia (or internationally) in nursing” (Shaw et al. 2014). In 

total, only eighty-four i-Kiribati took up the KANI award of the ninety selected; as of 

February 2014, in an independent report after the program’s completion, of these eighty-

four students, seventy-eight had graduated with credentials, one was still studying (and 

was scheduled to graduate), and five had withdrawn or exited the program with no 

qualifications (Shaw et al. 2014). As of April 2013 (these data were not updated 

subsequently), thirty-three graduates had full- or part-time work, eighteen were looking 

for work, fifteen were studying in Australia (not working), two were working as a nurse 

in Kiribati, six were studying nursing in Kiribati, two had returned home and were 

working or studying in a different field, and seven had returned home and their work 

status was unknown (Shaw et al. 2014). The independent review of Shaw et al. (2014, 41) 

described KANI as a unique, bold, and innovative model for “doing development” in 

small and environmentally fragile Pacific island countries. The review found the KANI 

concept to be strongly relevant to the sustainable development needs of Kiribati and its 

adaptation policy of ‘migration with dignity’ to address serious climate change 

imperatives. The report did note a number of deficiencies of the program, especially the 

cost (approximately AUD $20 million) and the limited impact (seventy-nine graduates). 
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Although the review made recommendations for how the program could be improved, the 

Australian government decided not to extend it beyond the pilot phase. 

Outside of labor migration, New Zealand offers another category for visas that 

permit indefinite stays for families. These visas may be more useful in the context of 

climate change but are very limited in quantity. Although the program is currently 

suspended until further notice because of COVID-19, New Zealand’s Pacific Access 

Category Resident Visa permits seventy-five i-Kiribati citizens, seventy-five Tuvaluan 

citizens, 250 Tongan citizens, and 250 Fijian citizens between the ages of eighteen and 

forty-five years to stay in New Zealand indefinitely, provided they have employment in 

New Zealand and can read, write, and speak English (Immigration New Zealand, 

“Information about: Pacific Access Category Resident Visa”). The Pacific Access 

Category, which was announced in late-2001 and implemented in mid-2002, initially 

allowed up to 250 Tongans, seventy-five Tuvaluans, and fifty i-Kiribati people to apply 

for New Zealand residence each year (Gosche 2001). New Zealand also has a visa 

category specifically for 1,100 Samoans with similar requirements (Immigration New 

Zealand, “Information about: Samoan Quota Resident Visa”). Demand for these visas is 

high; in the five years prior to 2014–15, the ratio of application numbers to available 

places was sixteen-to-one (McAdam and Pryke 2020, 17). Put together, these special 

categories only provide residence visas to 1,750 individuals annually, greatly limiting 

their utility in the context of climate change potentially rendering communities, coastal 

areas, or entire countries uninhabitable. Considered together, however, the popularity of 
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these programs shows that interest in migration has been high when it is a choice made 

by individuals and families who retain the ability to return home if they choose. 

Other strategies include the planned relocation of communities, although only the 

Fiji (Planned Relocation Guidelines) and Vanuatu (National Policy on Climate Change 

and Disaster-Induced Displacement) governments have enacted plans to facilitate and 

guide internal planned relocations. The Solomon Islands has relocated communities 

because of climate change but does not have a formal relocation policy. Fiji has, to date, 

relocated six communities: “The Fijian Government has successfully relocated six 

climate vulnerable communities to safer grounds since 2011 to address climate induced 

displacement. We are also one of the first countries in the world to have a policy to 

address climate induced displacement and human mobility” (Government of Fiji “Fiji 

Climate Change Portal”). Approximately forty-five communities will need to be 

relocated in the near future (Moananu 2019). To reiterate, these relocation policies are 

internal relocation policies, not international. No state anywhere in the world has an 

international relocation policy. It is also important to note that internal relocations are not 

necessarily easier or more palatable to the communities that were relocated. One 

interviewee, a climate change adaptation expert with SPREP, noted the numerous 

logistical challenges as she explained the process for internal relocation: 

We focus on countries that look into internal migration, moving people 
highly exposed areas to areas that are less exposed. But, you know, as- as I 
said, it's not just about moving people, moving bodies. Yeah, I mean, even 
if it's internal migration, you still have to look into putting in place 
[problems like] communication, water, you know, education, hospitals, 
health systems. All those lifeline service needs to be in place first, before 
you even think about moving bodies. So again, that requires a lot of 
resources, a lot of technical resources, a lot of financial resources to 
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actually put those services [into place before], you know, before you can 
move. But it's also difficult to move people from- from where they used to 
live, because that's- a lot of them are on their traditional land, their 
customary land. You know, it's a bit difficult to move people, even for- if 
it's within the country. So that’s a lot of conversation that also happens, 
but countries are- some countries are putting in place guidelines for a 
relocation- internal relocation- which is good. (interview with D.O., May 
5, 2021) 
 

Another interviewee, who works for a regional CSO on climate change 

adaptation, explained that the relocation of Vunidogoloa, Fiji, a small community of 30 

households (Government of Fiji “Fiji Climate Change Portal”) that was looking to 

relocate just two kilometers away from their original site, took seven years to complete 

because village elders were not willing to relocate. In fact, the interviewee said that it was 

not until several elders who opposed relocation passed away that the relocation was able 

to take place (interview with P.O., Dec 1, 2021). Another limitation with internal 

relocation is that, for states that are most at risk from climate change, namely the low-

lying atoll states, there is no internal land on which relocation is available. In these 

instances, only international relocation would be a viable strategy, although for many 

reasons that will be examined in greater detail below, international relocation is generally 

rejected as an acceptable strategy. 

 

Individual Climate Change-Induced Displacement 

Although not a government-sponsored strategy, a possibly impactful development 

with regard to climate change-induced migration comes from the legal case of Ioane 

Teitiota, an i-Kiribati man who, with his wife, moved to New Zealand in 2007 on a work 
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visa. In 2011, after inadvertently overstaying his visa, Teitiota filed a series of court 

appeals to receive a visa extension. The deadline for requesting a visa extension had 

passed, however, as had the grace period for an appeal on humanitarian grounds. The 

attorney who represented him, Michael Kidd, decided to present Teitiota as a climate 

refugee who could not return to Kiribati because the impacts of climate change would 

threaten the health and safety of Teitiota and his family (Weiss 2015). Kidd, hoping 

Teitiota’s case could help change international law, argued that he faced indirect 

persecution from human-caused global warming. However, Teitiota’s case was dismissed 

by New Zealand’s Immigration and Protection Tribunal, the High Court, and finally, in 

2014, the Court of Appeal, with all three ruling that Teitiota’s argument failed to meet the 

narrow criteria of the Refugee Convention (Weiss 2015). Teitiota and his family were 

deported to Kiribati in 2015. 

After his deportation, Teitiota brought his case to the United Nations Human 

Rights Committee to determine whether, by deporting him, New Zealand had violated his 

right to life under Article 6 (1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights.16 The Committee ultimately found that New Zealand did not violate Teitiota’s 

right to life because he “did not establish that he faced a risk of an imminent, or likely, 

risk of arbitrary deprivation of life upon return to Kiribati” (Human Rights Committee 

2020, para. 9.6). The Committee noted that the ten to fifteen-year time frame Teitiota 

posited for sea level rise making Kiribati uninhabitable “could allow for intervening acts 

 
16 Article 6 (1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states, “Every human being has 
the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his 
life.” 



123 
 

by Kiribati… to take affirmative measures to protect and, where necessary, relocate its 

population” (Human Rights Committee 2020, para. 9.12). It concluded that “[w]ithout 

prejudice to the continuing responsibility of the State party to take into account in future 

deportation cases the situation at the time in Kiribati and new and updated data on the 

effects of climate change and rising sea levels thereupon, the Committee is not in a 

position to hold that the author’s rights under article 6 of the Covenant were violated 

upon his deportation to Kiribati in 2015” (Human Rights Committee 2020, para. 9.14). 

The time frame for when climate change will present an imminent or likely risk of 

arbitrary deprivation of life may prove to be key in future legal cases in which individuals 

seek protection against refoulement (forcible return of refugees). According to the 

Committee’s decision, if the evidence had established that climate change’s threat to the 

lives of Teitiota and his family was imminent, protection from refoulement would have 

been extended to them. Although the Committee did not clarify what “imminent” means, 

the decision suggests that there may be future circumstances in which the principle of 

non-refoulement under human rights treaties may apply to people fleeing their country of 

origin because of the negative effects of climate change, so long as they are able to prove 

that these effects pose an imminent threat to life (Bhardwaj 2021). The reason this could 

prove to be monumental is that it opens up future scenarios for individuals to claim 

asylum due to climate change when the effects of climate change have become more life-

threatening. Although this strategy presents challenges, including the amount of time it 

took for a decision to be reached and the resources required to secure legal representation 
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(Teitiota’s lawyer completed the work pro-bono), it also creates a precedent that may be 

useful to others who are at risk of climate change-displacement. 

 

Reactions to Migration 

Any conversation about Pacific Islander reactions to migration must start with a 

brief description of several historical experiences of forced relocation and mistreatment 

by colonial administrations that still influence Pacific opinions about migration. To 

begin, the practice of “blackbirding” consisted of kidnapping or luring Pacific Islanders 

to be enslaved in places such as Australia and Fiji, and even as far away as Peru. At 

COP20 in Lima, Peru, Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga of Tuvalu paid respect to the 

Tuvaluans who were enslaved in Peru, saying, “Tuvalu has an interesting and rather 

tragic historical connection with Peru. There are Tuvaluans buried here on this land and 

we pay our respects to our ancestors who were brought here against their will” (Sopoaga 

2014). Although estimates vary, the practice is said to have involved between 60,000 and 

100,000 “blackbirds” (Pacific Islanders) and to have lasted from 1863-1904, the start of 

which coincided with the U.S. Civil War and the newfound lack of labor that resulted in 

the end of the slave trade (for more information on blackbirding, see Horne 2007). 

Furthermore, several communities in the Pacific were forcibly relocated by 

colonial administrations. In the late 1930s, the British administration forcibly relocated 

residents living in the Southern Gilbert Islands (part of current-day Kiribati) to three 

uninhabited islands in the Phoenix Islands (also part of current-day Kiribati) because of 

overpopulation and land hunger. After several decades enduring periodic droughts and 
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environmental degradation in the Phoenix Islands, they were relocated again to Wagina 

Island in the Solomon Islands (Tabe 2019; Government of Kiribati 2007, 6). Some of the 

displaced residents believe their relocation to Wagina Island resulted from the aftermath 

of the nuclear testing of Kiritimati Island, located 1,000-1,300 miles away from the 

Phoenix Islands, during which residents reported seeing a bright light in the sky that 

subsequently caused coconut trees to die (Alexis-Martin, et al. 2021). The group of 1,000 

people who were relocated to Wagina Island encountered numerous challenges upon 

arrival given the geographical, environmental, and cultural differences (Tabe 2019, 8). 

Several egregious instances of relocation involved nuclear weapons testing, which 

not only required the relocation of communities but also caused major long-lasting 

environmental damage. The US, the UK, and France all tested nuclear weapons in the 

Pacific. Between 1957 and 1962, the UK and the US conducted thirty-three atmospheric 

nuclear weapons test detonations on Malden and Kiritimati (Christmas) Islands, which 

are now part of Kiribati. The detonations were equivalent to 31,122 kilotons of TNT, 

approximately 865 times more powerful than the bombs US forces dropped on Japan in 

1945 (Alexis-Martin, et al. 2021). Malden Island was uninhabited, but the several 

hundred residents who lived on Kiritimati Island, none of whom were consulted about the 

tests, reported a number of health ailments as well as severe environmental consequences 

in the aftermath of the tests (Alexis-Martin, et al. 2021). The United States also 

conducted twenty-three nuclear weapons tests on Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands. In 

early 1946, one hundred and sixty-seven Bikini residents were forcibly removed from 

their homeland and spent the next two years on Rongerik Atoll, where near starvation 
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resulted, followed by a six month stay on Kwajalein Atoll, where they lived in tents 

beside a US military runway, until 1948 when they were finally relocated to Kili Atoll, 

where the Bikini Islanders and their descendants remain to this day (Niedenthal 1997). 

In 1900, phosphate, a useful ingredient in agricultural fertilizer, was discovered 

on the island of Banaba, then called Ocean Island by the British. Banabans protested the 

phosphate mining, which was hugely detrimental to the environment. A 1912 newspaper 

article in Australia noted, “Naturally some think the native owners are right, yet it is 

inconceivable that less than 500 Ocean Island-born natives can be allowed to prevent the 

mining and export of a produc[t] of such immense value to all the rest of mankind” 

(Sydney Morning Herald, “Ocean Islanders: To Go or Not To Go? Bad Outlook for 

Natives,” as quoted in Teaiwa 2015, 17). Ultimately, the British colonial administration 

purchased Rabi Island in 1942 as a place to relocate Banabans. There are varying 

accounts of how much input the Banabans were given regarding their move; British 

records indicate that no one was forced to move, but Banabans reported being shown 

photographs of a non-existent town in Rabi in which they could live when, in reality, 

conditions on Rabi akin to a refugee camp (see, e.g., McAdam 2014). In December 1945, 

over 1,000 Banabans were relocated to Rabi Island in Fiji (Edwards 2014, 122). 

To Pacific Islanders, these historical experiences are significant in the 

conversation about climate change-induced migration for several reasons. First, they 

point out that climate change is not the first instance in which Pacific Islanders have 

suffered as a result of the actions of outside powers, whether through enslavement, 

nuclear testing, or mining. In his 2019 speech at the General Assembly, the current 
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president of Kiribati, Taneti Maamau, evoked these past experiences as a way to call 

attention to the negative consequences of the destruction of land, specific noting that the 

destruction of land was for others’ benefit: 

Furthermore, the turbulence that we continue to face in our world today 
has emerged because of continued greed and hunger for power and 
dominance. We have had our own taste of that at the national level in the 
form of the legacies of the Second World War, in particular the battle of 
Tarawa, phosphate extraction on the island of Banaba and nuclear testing 
in the eastern part of our country and on Christmas Island. The 
consequences continue to have an impact to this day, including through 
implications for our people’s health. The destruction of our land continues 
to deprive our people of their right to live freely, and many are still living 
with unresolved issues. Those are some of the unaccountable practices and 
breaches of human rights that warrant compensation from those 
responsible. (U.N. GAOR 74th Sess., 6th plen. mtg.) 
 

In the context of climate change, the Pacific’s lack of responsibility for climate 

change adds a layer of injustice to the conversation about climate change-induced 

migration. Pacific Islanders have suffered in the past because of the actions of others, and 

in the conversation about climate change-induced migration express unwillingness to 

consider it until all other options have been exhausted. 

Second, these historical examples serve as harbingers of what may happen to 

people who live on low-lying atoll islands, such as Tuvalu and Kiribati, if they are 

compelled to leave their homelands as a result of the actions of outside powers. In a 

public online forum, Dr. Katerina Teaiwa, a Pacific scholar of Banaban, i-Kiribati, and 

African American descent, spoke at length about the importance of learning from these 

historical examples to inform current experiences, specifically regarding the challenges 

associated with relocation: 
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…in many ways the Banabans have already gone through what people are 
imagining may happen to Pacific Islanders, particularly from low-lying 
atolls- happening to them in the future because of climate change. And so 
what I regularly argue is that we need to be thinking about and learning 
from Pacific peoples who have already been displaced within the Pacific, 
especially in between countries in the Pacific, and learn from what's 
happened to them, what decisions were made, and what that displacement- 
how that displacement affected their sense of self-determination and 
sovereignty, because in many ways the Banabans were moved not with 
much choice, and they were moved because their island was devastated by 
phosphate mining. Phosphate mining is very much part of the impact of 
industrialization on the whole planet, so it's not separate from climate 
change, it's not a separate issue. Climate change is a- is a systemic issue 
that arises out of the ways in which humans have treated the planet as a 
resource for extraction in order to fuel their consumption, and Banaba- and 
what happened on Banaba with the phosphate mining is very much part of 
that story, part of that narrative, part of that history of colonialism, 
imperialism, resource extraction, transformation of the environment and 
making the environment unlivable for people. So even though Banaba is 
quite a small island there in the center of the Pacific… This tiny part of the 
Pacific though made a huge contribution to agriculture in Australia and 
New Zealand and also globally through the British empire. So that 
extraction of phosphate from people's lands, people's villages meant that 
they could no longer live on their lands, and as Maina mentioned tiapa 
[land] is everything to Banabans and to i-Kiribati so when you take 
people's lands, you take their heritage, you take their identity. So in our 
case it was mined, it was removed, and it was spread over the fields of 
Australia and New Zealand to grow the agricultural industries through 
fertilizer. So what can we learn from this history when thinking about the 
future? Banabans are not the only people who've been displaced in the 
Pacific but their story is a microcosm, it's a case study for what happens 
when you take away land, when you take away sovereignty, and when you 
take away or when you try to take away people's heritage and identity, 
because when Banabans were moved from their homeland to Fiji in 
1945… they had to rebuild their culture and did it in many different ways 
that were quite challenging. So when we think about what might happen to 
our children and our grandchildren and this potential for being removed 
and displaced, it's really interesting to learn from the Banaban experience 
because it wasn't easy at all, even being displaced within the Pacific from 
one Pacific country to another Pacific country had- took a huge toll on the 
Banabans especially coming out of World War II. (Teaiwa 2020) 
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Teaiwa is imploring Pacific Islanders to heed the lesson that Banaba’s experience 

teaches. Banabans who were relocated lost their culture, their heritage, their identity, all 

due to the actions of powerful outside forces who were seeking economic or military 

gains. Whether it is caused by mining phosphate or climate change, Teaiwa argues that 

Pacific Islanders should not accept migration as a strategy because in so doing they 

would be accepting the loss of their culture and identity. 

The vast majority of negative perspectives regarding migration as an adaptation 

strategy relate to people’s connection to their land, as described above. To some extent, 

migration as a response to climate change is portrayed by some Pacific Islanders as a 

similar threat to their connection to land that climate change itself poses. One interviewee 

from Kiribati who directs a climate change focused CSO stated: 

And as Pacific islanders, we- we are, what’s the word, as Pacific 
Islanders- All Pacific Islanders, we are indigenous people. And there is a 
connection between indigenous- indigenous people with their own land, 
it's very hard for them to leave it. And that connection to our land, because 
we belong to that land and our culture is- whenever, wherever we move, if 
we had to move to another indigenous island or the indigenous group, or 
our country, then we will never be the same anymore, we will- we will- 
we will settle in, but we wouldn’t have that belonging, that sense of 
belonging. (interview with M.B., Sept 13, 2021) 
 

A SPREP official stated, “…it's also difficult to move people from- from where 

they used to live, because that's- a lot of them are on their traditional land, their 

customary land. You know, it's a bit difficult to move people, even for- if it's within the 

country” (interview with D.O., May 5, 2021). Other interviewees specifically mentioned 

ties to ancestors who are buried on their land. An SPC official who works on climate 

resilience stated, “Because it's not so easy to leave your country and leaving your, the 
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ancestors there without taking care of them, so this is something that is also an issue” 

(interview with C.H., June 2, 2021); and a UNEP official from Fiji explained, “And like I 

said earlier, it's just human nature, people will not move from where they buried the 

parents and grandparents, where they were brought up unless they absolutely have to” 

(interview with T.O., Dec 9, 2020). 

Regardless of whether the cause is migration or climate change, Pacific Islanders’ 

connections to their land will be severed as Pacific Islanders will not be able to return to 

their homeland. Several interviewees spoke at length about how permanent climate 

change relocation would affect them. A Tuvaluan climate change activist and scholar 

explained: 

Even if we tend to- if- if the people of Tuvalu or- get to- to relocate to 
another place, I think there is a simple feeling is that there is no place like 
home. We can practice our Tuvaluan-ness in another place, but it seems- I 
would say it’s incomplete. Say, for example, we have a small community 
of Tuvaluans here in [Australian city]. Every time we get together, we sing 
and we dance our fatele, our traditional dance, and those songs and dance, 
you know, it's simply a reflection, looking back to where they're from, 
longing to go back, you know, those who have been married and stay here. 
So I always wonder like if this is going to be the case if Tuvalu submerge, 
and here we are scattered around the world. (interview with L.O., Dec 19, 
2021) 
 

Living outside of their homeland, this interviewee is saying, prevents Tuvaluans 

from being fully Tuvaluan; they are incomplete. The practice of Tuvaluan culture outside 

of Tuvalu is merely a homesick, nostalgic reflection of home; the cultural identity and 

sense of place is missing when a person is outside of their homeland. A climate change 

CSO leader from Kiribati expressed a similar sentiment: 
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But imagine if the whole country move from Kiribati and- and they- 
they're scattered all over, it's going to be a big, big loss. Loss in culture 
and loss in like a human spirit for the Kiribati, like who am I, you know. 
And one thing I find with Kiribati people, my people, they're very proud 
people in their own land, over here, yeah, in Kiribati. We are very proud 
enough on our own land because that's our culture. Once we move away to 
other countries, our culture says you humble yourself, you're no longer in 
your country. That's our- the way we are taught. You go to a foreign land, 
you behave yourself, you're no longer- you're not a king, you’re not queen 
in another land because it's not yours. When you're on your own land, you 
can please yourself, you can- you can be a king on your own land, because 
it is yours, but once you move, you cannot do it. So they always try to- 
that’s a saying that “you behave, you're not on your land, you respect the 
people who own that land.” So just imagine if the whole country moves, 
you know, a whole country moves, with that Kiribati perspective they will 
always feel, you know, second class. No, we cannot do this, we cannot do 
this, because this- this is not our land. (interview with M.B., Sept 13, 
2021) 
 

Similar to the Tuvaluan interviewee, this interviewee from Kiribati is expressing 

the profound difference that i-Kiribati feel at home versus abroad. At home, i-Kiribati 

feel proud, like kings and queens on the land of their culture, and they can live as they 

please. Abroad they must be humble, they must behave and respect the people and culture 

on whose land they now reside. This idea, that the ability to live according to your culture 

is only fully available to Pacific Islanders in their homelands, is intimately connected 

with the understanding of sovereignty in the Pacific. This interviewee continued by 

describing the losses that i-Kiribati people would face if they were forced to migrate 

because of climate change, specifically connecting it with the loss of sovereignty; she 

stated: 

We can move people anywhere in the world, but there are elements of the 
migration that- there is part of our culture that you can never replace. No 
one can replace those, their sense of belonging, their sense of security, 
their- their sense of, you know- a sense of, what you call it, sovereignty, as 
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a nation, as a as a group of people, or i-Kiribati, a sense of i- Kiribati will 
never come back, you know, because of the migration. And to make it 
worse, if they do not migrate- if the migration is not done properly and 
people go scattered all around the world, then that is really a big loss, 
there’s really no coming back. If they move, but move to one country and 
are given a- an area where they can live and start a new life there, that can 
help a little bit, but you know, just migration, like, some go to Fiji and 
Australia and New Zealand and where- you know. How will the Kiribati- 
how can people as a race come together to say “we are.” Yeah, it's the 
same as- you know the- you know that sense, like you see with the- with 
the Jews, why do they want to go back and establish Israel? They’re 
scattered all around the world. They call themselves Jews, but they do- do 
not have a country. And that's going to happen, you know, we're all going 
to be like that. Like Kiribati people we call ourselves Kiribati, but no 
country. (interview with M.B., Sept 13, 2021) 
 

The interviewee goes on to say that adapting to and integrating in a new place will 

also present difficulties: i-Kiribati culture and language will be lost in the process, and i-

Kiribati people will feel insecure and have low self-esteem. This interviewee even 

worries that people in receiving communities may mock i-Kiribati people because their 

country is underwater, making them feel like they are nothing. These negative effects 

cause many people to say that migration is not an acceptable response to climate change. 

The Tuvaluan interviewee above argued that migration should not be considered until it 

is the only option left to those enduring the adverse effects of climate change. The losses 

from migration are too profound, so all other strategies to save Tuvalu and other 

vulnerable atoll states must be undertaken first: 

I wonder, I always wonder how can we bring that form of identity as 
Tuvaluans, you know, how can we live a Tuvaluan life within a Western 
culture? And that is impossible, and that is why I think it is always the 
case that we fight our case till the end, we should not give up at the very 
beginning, or throw the white towel into the ring. It is very premature to 
say that we give up. It is premature to say that relocation is an option. It is 
also premature to say that we can let go of Tuvalu now and we can find 
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another place somewhere else. I think all those ideas are valid, but 
premature in a sense. (interview with L.O., Dec 19, 2021) 
 

The perspective shared here, that Tuvaluans will fight to stay in Tuvalu until there 

is no other option except to move, reflects the connection to land that the interviewee 

described earlier. Migrating away from Tuvalu, or from another Pacific SIDS, in the 

context of climate change severs the connection to the land and makes it impossible for 

Pacific Islanders to return. Accepting migration as a response now is like giving up, and 

the interviewee from Tuvalu insists it is too early to give up. As long as there is still hope 

that climate change can be mitigated and people will not be forced to leave their 

homeland, migration cannot be an acceptable option. The connection to homeland must 

remain intact for as long as possible. 

Even at the state-level, leaders often state strong resistance to the idea of 

migration as an acceptable response to climate change. For instance, Enele Sopoaga, the 

former Prime Minister of Tuvalu, stated, “…people have asked me have you considered 

the option of relocation. I said no, there is no Plan B” (Sopoaga 2020). Kiribati’s current 

National Climate Change Coordinator and Senior Policy Advisor on Climate Change, 

Choi Yeeting, expressed a similar sentiment; when asked what the worst-case scenario 

would be in Kiribati, he replied, “The worst-case scenario would be having to evacuate 

Kiribati. I don’t see a good future for our people if that day really comes” (as quoted in 

Randazzo 2020). A climate change adaptation expert who works at a Pacific regional 

organization described the history of contention surrounding migration as an official 

response to climate change: 
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Well, back in 2013 we had a regional conference on this, on the Nansen 
Initiative which looks at internally and internationally displaced people, 
human rights issues, and so on, and it was very clear back then that there 
was a very strong divergence in the region, you mentioned Kiribati, at that 
time, 2013, they were looking to purchase this land in Fiji, but there were 
other countries who absolutely refused to have this discussion about 
moving our people, saying we’re not going to move, we’re not going to 
have this discussion because we don't want the high emitting countries to- 
to then do some sort of cost-benefit analysis that it's cheaper for them to 
move our populations and let our islands disappear than it is for them to 
reduce their emissions, so there was a very sort of strong divergence along 
those lines. Now there were some who were in the middle, who said let's 
talk about this, let's see what you the issues are. Some were absolutely 
opposed to even bringing the subject up. (interview with K.S., June 1, 
2021) 
 

The cost-benefit issue came up several times in the data as part of a wider concern 

that more powerful states will not undertake every effort to save SIDS. The specific 

concern being expressed here is that by accepting migration or relocation as a climate 

change response, the international community will decide that it is simply less expensive 

to move everyone and will therefore only focus resources on this relocation instead of on 

mitigation and adaptation measures that would prevent the loss of land in the first place. 

The former Tuvaluan Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga even wondered if promoting 

migration is an intentional strategy by high-emitting countries to avoid their 

responsibilities: “…this could be a conspiracy by the polluter, the polluters, who caused 

all the industrialized emissions to the atmosphere, for them to escape their responsibility 

to pay for the damage, for the rubbish that they dump into the atmosphere from which we 

are suffering” (Sopoaga 2020). Whether it was an intentional strategy of these countries 

or not, accepting migration would enable countries that are responsible for climate 
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change to avoid the ambitious mitigation and adaptation efforts that are required to save 

countries like Kiribati and Tuvalu. 

Additionally, Pacific Islanders do not want their cultures, identities, languages, 

and histories to be evaluated in economic terms; the aspects that make up their ways of 

life are invaluable, and there is no price high enough to account for what they mean to 

Pacific Islanders. For instance, in responding to my question about loss and damage, 

specifically about how valuation of what the UNFCCC terms “non-economic losses and 

damages” is even possible, an interviewee from Fiji who works with the Pacific Islands 

Climate Action Network explained: 

Yes, like, a answer to that there is no economic value, these are things that 
you cannot put a price tag on, and this is why, when we visited some of 
the communities, some of the community, you know, the villages are 
saying, you know, we can stay here and see sea level rise and hurricanes 
and what come, you know, come what may, but we're not going to move 
from where we're at because our, you know, generations have grown up 
here, we've grown up here, this is, you know, the only thing that, you 
know, continues to hold us together, as, you know, communities, as- as 
families. So, yeah, it’s hard to put an economic value, and again it's- it's- 
it's because it's rooted to, you know, their own to- not their, but, you know, 
our own identity, it's rooted to our own customs and heritage. (interview 
with F.T., Dec 6, 2021) 
 

Beyond merely avoiding the costs of mitigation and adaptation, others suggested 

that economic greed may also be a motivation for other countries to support migration as 

an adaptation strategy for Pacific atolls. Other countries may want the resources of atoll 

states that are found in the EEZs over which atoll states maintain maritime sovereignty. 

One climate leader in a regional CSO wondered, “…when it comes to the political side of 

things, for me it's: are you supporting, you know- for those countries that's coming, you 
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know, to the Pacific, to support, to facilitate some of our adaptation, mitigation programs 

on climate change, is it only for the sake of, you know, when we get- when we disappear 

as an island, you know, that we have something to give back, which is our EEZ. The- I 

think it needs- this conversation really needs to be unpacked, you know, clearly” 

(interview with P.O., Dec 1, 2021). Another senior UN official said economic greed may 

even lead to countries wanting Pacific SIDS to disappear: 

…Kiribati is so small, economically insignificant and in the big scheme of 
things- but then, like I said, they get much of their government revenue 
from- from big commercial fishing vessels. Now it is in the best interest of 
the countries operating these fishing vessels not to pay these licensing fees 
anymore, so they might be happy to see Kiribati disappear because this 
becomes high seas, and then they can exploit the economic gains and for 
them from a purely economic perspective the disappearance of Kiribati 
makes more sense to them than the continued existence of that country, 
which is only important to the citizens of that country, and they may be 
even willing to finance the relocation because it's cheaper than- than- 
because what's the importance to you or to me or anybody else of having 
an extra name in the list of countries in the world, theoretically? (interview 
with E.O., June 2, 2021) 
 

This official, whose larger point is that there should be mechanisms in place to 

help both countries and individuals who have been harmed by climate change, is noting 

that, beyond simply avoiding the costs of helping, economic incentives not to help exist 

and must be considered and addressed. If territorial seas become high seas, countries that 

currently lease fishing rights from the countries’ territorial waters would no longer have 

to pay to fish there. Pacific SIDS are working to eliminate this potential scenario by 

calling for their maritime boundaries established under UNCLOS to be permanent, 

regardless of whether baselines shift or, in the worst-case scenario, the country “sinks” 

underwater. As Exsley Taloiburi of the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat explained: 
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Fish coming from the Pacific Ocean is by far the one of the largest 
globally, so the market for tuna from the Pacific is very high. We 
recognize that and those resources and so at the moment we are saying 
that even in the instance that countries have to move, that particular sea 
area that used to be the EEZ, whatever tuna resources or coastal benefits 
that are derived out from that should still support those people that 
actually inherited that place originally… some of some of our island 
countries at the moment, they also even exploring deep sea mining like in 
the Cook Islands, in Papua New Guinea. So there might be some valuable 
things down at the bottom of the oceans in where the EEZs currently lie, 
and so, if that instance happens, if somebody comes in and extracts those 
resources in the future, who is going to get the benefit? Because at the end 
of the day we don't want those players to be treated or perceived as 
international waters where anybody can get their hands on it. We want to 
safeguard it so that even if the people move, the benefits of that still is 
facilitated to the rightful landowners or the resource owners. (interview 
with Exsley Taloiburi, April 5, 2021) 
 

The majority of perspectives portray migration as an undesirable solution except 

as a last resort option in a worst-case scenario. In a public online forum, Maina Talia, a 

Tuvaluan scholar and climate activist, stated that “[m]igration must not and should not be 

a solution. I strongly believe that migration is absolutely- absolutely premature and 

morally incorrect at this point in time.” This perspective was shared by those in the 

international community as well. One climate resilient development expert was very 

direct, stating that migration can only be “the last last last last resort” (interview with 

H.R., May 10, 2021). A regional organization official disagreed with the IPCC including 

migration as an acceptable climate change adaptation strategy, stating: 

I read the draft IPCC report on adaptation and I was a little bit surprised 
that we put migration as an adaptation option. For me… this is not an 
option, this is a [sic] impact of climate change, so this is not something 
that that you choose, it's just that you are- you have to do that because you 
have no more land available to live. So I think it's- it's perhaps not so 
smart to- or it's, yeah, it's- it's perhaps a little bit dangerous to do, to 
classify migration as an adaptation option because it's not like- if you have 
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a plenty of option and you choose this one, and choosing this one is easy, 
in a way, so you- you choose, you said that all the options or trying to 
building green infrastructure, trying to- to organize agriculture in a 
different way, trying to build different kind of houses, all these option, you 
say, you say, you said that this option are not- no more relevant and the 
only one is migration. So if we said that migration is an option of 
adaptation all the other one will be removed from the list because if you- if 
you- if you just- just have to remove people from some- some countries 
and put them in another one, this is done, and so you do not have to take 
care on to develop adaptation option. I think it's a- it's something that is a 
little bit weird to put that in the same list because for me it's- it's the last 
option, and it has to be- to be seen as that. (interview with C.H., June 2, 
2021) 
 

The concern that presenting migration as an acceptable solution means that other 

mitigation and adaptation work will be overlooked or ignored was mentioned frequently. 

A SPREP official explained, “[b]ut I know for a fact and after working in the Pacific that 

migration is the last option, it's- because also where most of the people live is sacred to 

them so they would try to, you know, implement as much as possible adaptation- 

adaptation measures that would safeguard their existing land. So you're looking at river 

walls, for- climate proofing river walls for flooding, you're looking at climate proofing 

sea walls for low coastal areas” (interview with E.L., April 27, 2021). In this way, 

adaptation measures that will protect states’ territories is an important strategy for 

maintaining the connection between Pacific Islanders and their homelands. A state-level 

government leader in Tuvalu, explaining why relocation is not a strategy that Tuvalu will 

pursue, stated: 

…it actually comes down to the to the messaging, you know, what- what 
is the- the message that we are sort of advocating to the to the international 
community. And even from the previous government there's been a very 
strong advocacy to- to- for countries to really take responsibility and to 
reduce the greenhouse emissions, and so the view was that if we- if we- if 
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we accept relocation as a policy then that would be an easy way out for- 
for these countries, you know, to really take responsibility for what- for 
their actions and for the- the pollution (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). 
 

A UN official who works on migration in the Pacific confirmed that “…countries 

are really, I think, particular about emphasizing that you should- we shouldn't be looking 

at particularly cross-border relocation as an option, it should definitely be a last resort and 

that, you know, immobility or basically staying in situ where one is should be something 

that is prioritized and protected by all means. That's the bottom line. And then, of course, 

then there needs to be I guess, you know, a plan in one’s back pocket if things become- if 

worse comes to worse” (interview with K.D., Aug 2, 2021). This chapter now turns to a 

brief discussion of what the Pacific’s plan in this situation might entail. 

 

A Last-Resort Strategy for the Worst-Case Scenario 

The final point in this chapter is that despite rejecting migration as a strategy at 

this point in time, Pacific Islanders are aware that this last-resort strategy may become 

necessary in the future. There is acknowledgement of this possibility, as well as 

recognition that it is better to plan ahead of time in case migration and relocation become 

the only available option left for Pacific communities. Some expressed this 

acknowledgement more as inevitability. For example, a UNDP official from Fiji, who 

related a story of being told by “some consultant” that Pacific Islanders waiting to 

migrate is just “like living to see our necks underwater,” seemed resigned that relocation 

will ultimately be unavoidable, especially given that “there's not much time.” He stated, 

“…the honest truth, Brigit, is like, whether we like it or not, it's going to happen” 
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(interview with A.N., July 2, 2021). For the most part, however, interviewees were 

neither optimistic nor pessimistic; most seemed to balance determination to avoid the 

situation with acceptance of the need to formulate plans if migration becomes necessary.  

The need to plan for a potential future scenario in which a country was 

uninhabitable was acknowledged by several of the individuals I interviewed. For 

example, a Kiribati civil society leader who works on climate change issues stated, “[b]ut 

if anything happens and we couldn't- we cannot stay and we have to move, then we need 

to move, we cannot, you know, be stubborn and say no, we cannot, we don't. If we are 

stubborn then we are what, committing suicide. We, we have to- to be prepared if 

anything happens like that. It's a last resort…” (interview with M.B., Sept 13, 2021). This 

interviewee proceeded to argue that legal protections are needed for people displaced by 

climate change: “…what we're trying to do is engaging all leaders around the world, you 

know, to make sure that there is a legal framework prepared for climate migrants. If it's 

going to happen there should be a legal framework, something that is ready for people. 

We don't- it's not that it's going to be there and we're going to use it straight away, no. 

But it should be there to be ready in case anything happens and people are going to go. 

Because right now, if- if it happens and there's no legal framework, you will see people 

will suffer when they move, they'll be- they'll be treated like refugees” (interview with 

M.B., Sept 13, 2021). 

Beyond this acknowledgement, however, little tangible work has been done. The 

former Prime Minister of Tuvalu, Enele Sopoaga, who pursued an international legal 

framework to protect people displaced by climate change while he was in office and who 
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remains staunchly opposed to migration as a climate change response, has also 

acknowledged, “[i]f we were to be relocated, the community has to be relocated as a 

nation of Tuvalu, with all full rights protected by under international law” (Sopoaga 

2020). Tuvalu’s current Minister for Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, Simon 

Kofe, in his COP26 speech (the one he made standing in the ocean off the coast of 

Tuvalu), after demanding ambitious mitigation work and adaptation support from the 

international community, explained that Tuvalu is “not going to wait for the world to get 

its act together. We're looking to the future and preparing now for the worst-case scenario 

where our lands disappear and our people must leave. We will not stand idly by as the 

water rises around us. We're not just talking in Tuvalu, we're mobilizing collective action 

at home, in our region, and on the international stage to secure our future” (Kofe 2021a). 

In this speech, Kofe proceeds to describe some of the actions that Tuvalu is undertaking, 

which include work to preserve Tuvalu’s existing maritime boundaries and sovereignty, 

even if their land territory is lost to climate change, as well as creating a digital nation. In 

Kiribati, the purchase of land in Fiji that was completed under President Anote Tong, 

despite being advertised as primarily ensuring Kiribati’s food security, also insinuated 

that Kiribati citizens may be relocated there in the future. These government strategies 

and others will be discussed in the following chapters on Kiribati and Tuvalu. 

In the Pacific, international organizations, states, and CSOs are trying to prepare 

for a scenario that they hope never occurs. As stated by Reverend Bhagwan, an 

outspoken climate activist who is the General Secretary of the Pacific Conference of 

Churches, “we don't want climate-induced relocation, or migration as some people call it, 
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to be a solution. But how do we go around preparing for it as an option that we keep in 

the back pocket, when everything else fails. You know, as Pacific Islanders one of our 

important things we are reminded when we are growing up, especially if we are by the 

sea, is to always keep our eye on the horizon, look ahead of the wave and be prepared for 

what is coming. And so we've been having discussions and work on the issue of climate-

induced migration and the impacts that that will have” (Bhagwan 2020). There is 

recognition that preparation for migration and relocation is essential, even if the universal 

hope is that it can be avoided and that Pacific Islanders will be able to remain in their 

homelands, on the ground that provides the foundation for Pacific cultures, identities, 

histories, and sovereignties. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: KIRIBATI CLIMATE CHANGE STRATEGIES (2012-2021) 

Introduction 

This chapter examines climate change responses undertaken in Kiribati under two 

different leaders, President Anote Tong (2012-2016) and President Taneti Maamau 

(2016-present). The goal is to shed light on how these state leaders understand the 

impacts of climate change on statehood and sovereignty. President Tong was first elected 

in 2003 and was reelected in 2007 and 2012. As Kiribati’s constitution limits presidents 

to three terms, President Tong’s third and final term was from 2012 to 2016. This final 

term proved to be his most impactful in terms of responding to climate change’s negative 

effects on state sovereignty, and as such its beginning is the starting point for this 

research. As president, Tong’s policies and strategies show that he prioritized the survival 

of i-Kiribati people over all else in the government’s responses to climate change. This 

does not immediately stand out as a unique viewpoint; after all, it is the responsibility of 

governments to protect the lives and welfare of its citizens. However, upon closer 

examination, what makes this position remarkable was what President Tong was willing 

to give up in order to ensure the survival of i-Kiribati citizens: the sovereign state of 

Kiribati itself. As president, Tong would have relocated every i-Kiribati citizen elsewhere 

if doing so were necessary to guarantee their survival. He acknowledged that this would 

leave Kiribati’s status as a sovereign state undetermined, and he sought answers to many 

important questions about Kiribati’s continued existence as a sovereign state in this 
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context. Nonetheless, this analysis indicates that as the leader of Kiribati he would have 

relocated the entire population if all other options had been exhausted. 

To be clear, President Tong’s stated preference was not to abandon Kiribati to 

rising seas and to relocate its population; his strong preference was for the international 

community to adopt ambitious mitigation policies and support adaptation efforts that 

would enable i-Kiribati people to remain in Kiribati. He also advocated for migration to 

be a voluntary choice, undertaken with dignity, rather than mandated by government, and 

therefore worked to increase opportunities for i-Kiribati citizens to migrate voluntarily. 

However, President Tong interpreted the dire scientific predictions from the IPCC, 

alongside lackluster mitigation commitments from the international community, as a 

death knell for the physical landmass of Kiribati. If the physical demise of the sovereign 

state of Kiribati was inevitable, and President Tong did see it as inevitable, then he 

needed “to come to terms with that reality and… find solutions” (Tong 2018). President 

Tong supported voluntary migration as a climate adaptation strategy, but also 

acknowledged that there might come a time when relocation to safer shores would 

become mandatory. Within Kiribati, President Tong’s focus on migration as a response to 

climate change was generally interpreted by i-Kiribati citizens as confirming and 

accepting the loss of Kiribati to rising seas, which meant they would be required to leave 

their homes, which would in turn sever their connection to their ancestral homeland and 

result in the loss of their cultures and identities. President Tong, however, did not 

interpret migration as a threat to culture; in fact, he understood migration as a way to 

“secure Kiribati’s long-term survival as a nation, people and culture” (Government of 
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Kiribati 2015b, 3) given the threats of climate change. I-Kiribati people, for the most part, 

disagreed, and thus elected Taneti Maamau, a politician with very different perspectives 

on climate change, and therefore policy priorities, than President Tong. 

Taneti Maamau was first elected as President of Kiribati in 2016 and then 

reelected in 2020. President Maamau’s climate change strategies do not include migration 

or the relocation of i-Kiribati citizens. In fact, President Maamau cast aside what he 

described as President Tong’s “misleading and pessimistic scenario of a sinking/deserted 

nation” (Maamau 2017) from which i-Kiribati people will have to flee. Instead, his focus 

is “transform[ing] Kiribati into a wealthier, healthier and peaceful country” (Government 

of Kiribati 2016b, 6) where i-Kiribati people can continue to live well in the future. 

President Maamau recognizes the challenges posed by climate change, and even 

acknowledges its potential threat to Kiribati’s sovereignty, but ultimately rejects the idea 

that climate change will render Kiribati uninhabitable or cause it not to exist in the future. 

He views climate change as a costly impediment to development and sees sustainable 

development, which includes climate change adaptation that will make Kiribati more 

resilient to the effects of climate change, as the best way to safeguard the sovereign 

Kiribati state, the i-Kiribati people who call it home, and the i-Kiribati culture, identity, 

and overall way of life. 

The differences between these two leaders’ responses to the impacts of climate 

change demonstrate that there are many ways to approach the overwhelming challenge of 

managing the existential threats to a sovereign state that climate change poses. The two 

leaders’ differing approaches also tell us something about how they conceptualize state 
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sovereignty in this unprecedented context. I argue that both leaders’ strategies ultimately 

work to expand the concept of state sovereignty, albeit in different ways, to align better 

with Pacific needs and cultural values in a challenging new context. For President Tong, 

the main utility of sovereignty is to protect i-Kiribati citizens; when the sovereign state is 

threatened, it can no longer meet this need, and therefore protection for its citizens should 

be sought elsewhere. As will be shown in the analysis below, President Tong’s approach 

attempted to expand the boundaries of how the current international system understands 

state sovereignty. 

President Maamau’s perspective appears relatively straightforward on the surface: 

since climate change does not pose an existential threat to the sovereign state of Kiribati, 

his priority is simply to improve the quality of life for i-Kiribati citizens at home. Digging 

deeper, however, an expanded definition of sovereignty begins to emerge from the role 

culture plays in President Maamau’s responses to climate change. His climate change 

responses implicitly link state sovereignty, via the physical land that makes up Kiribati, 

with the ability for i-Kiribati people to live according to their cultural values. In other 

words, President Maamau interlaces culture as a fundamental component of state 

sovereignty, and both concepts are intimately tied to the land that makes up Kiribati. To 

President Maamau, the utility of state sovereignty is to enable citizens practice their 

culture, to live according to their preferred cultural norms and ways of life, an option that 

many i-Kiribati people as well as President Maamau argue is not fully possible if i-

Kiribati citizens have to leave Kiribati. 
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After providing a brief background on Kiribati, this chapter reviews Kiribati’s 

initial stance on climate change as well as the country’s early adaptation strategies, which 

are important to understand the progression from Kiribati’s early responses to climate 

change, to President Tong’s responses, to President Maamau’s responses. The chapter 

then turns to its main focus: the climate change adaptation priorities and strategies that 

have been implemented since 2012 under the administrations of President Anote Tong 

and President Taneti Maamau, with attention paid to what the responses say about each 

leader’s overarching perspective on climate change’s impacts on Kiribati’s state 

sovereignty. 

 

Kiribati Background 

The Republic of Kiribati is located approximately halfway between Hawaii and 

Australia and consists of thirty-three islands, thirty-two of which are low-lying coral 

atolls and one of which, Banaba, is a raised coral island. Kiribati is home to 

approximately 119,500 people (Government of Kiribati 2020, 17). Only twenty-one of 

Kiribati’s islands are inhabited; eleven are too small and have no freshwater lens to 

support human life (Government of Kiribati 1999, vi). Kiribati is part of the Pacific 

subregion of Micronesia and has three groups of island chains: the Gilbert Islands, the 

Line Islands, and the Phoenix Islands. Its total land area is approximately 800 square 

kilometers (sq. km.) that is dispersed across its 3.5 million sq. km. Exclusive Economic 

Zone (EEZ) of the Pacific Ocean (Government of Kiribati 1999, vi). Despite its small 
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land area, Kiribati’s EEZ, the maritime area over which it maintains maritime 

sovereignty, is one of the largest in the world.  

Kiribati became independent in 1979 after 87 years as a British colony, and joined 

the United Nations in 1999. Kiribati and Tuvalu share a similar colonial history as the 

now-independent countries were administered as one entity under the British Empire. In 

May 1892 and September 1892, the Gilbert (now Kiribati) and Ellice (now Tuvalu) 

Islands became a British protectorate (Macdonald 1982, 68 & 70); Ocean Island (now 

Banaba) was added in 1900 after the discovery of phosphate. Parts of Kiribati were 

occupied by Japanese forces during World War II, and Tarawa saw a fierce battle 

between Japanese and American forces from November 20-23, 1943. The Ellice Islands, 

now Tuvalu, through a national referendum, elected to separate from the Gilbert Islands, 

now Kiribati, in 1975 and achieved independence from Britain in 1978. “Kiribati” is the 

transliteration of “Gilberts” in the i-Kiribati language and is the origin of the country’s 

name; prior to British colonial rule the islands were called Tungaru and the people who 

lived there called themselves i-Tungaru. 

Kiribati is a parliamentary democracy; its head of state and head of government is 

Te Beretitenti (the President), who is nominated from among Members of Parliament to 

be elected in a presidential election by universal adult suffrage. Kiribati’s parliament is 

called the Maneaba ni Maungatabu, or Maneaba for short. A maneaba is a traditional i-

Kiribati structure that is the nexus of village life in Kiribati; it is where village decisions 

are made and where significant social activities take place (Whincup 2010, 113). 

Kiribati’s Maneaba consists of 44 elected Members of Parliament, one nominated 



149 
 

member (from Rabi Island, in Fiji, where most Banabans were relocated in 1945) and one 

ex-officio member (the Attorney-General) (Government of Kiribati, “Welcome to the 

Maneaba”). 

In addition to being a Small Island Developing State, Kiribati is recognized as a 

Least Developed Country (LDC). In 2014, Kiribati was ranked 170th of 186 countries on 

per capita GDP, and the economic cost of climate change-related risks was estimated to 

be 35% of its total GDP (Government of Kiribati 2015a, 3). According to the World 

Development Indicators database (World Bank 2021), Kiribati’s 2020 GDP was US$200 

million. According to Kiribati’s government (2015a, 3), the state’s revenue is drawn 

primarily from five main sources: the sale of fishing licenses, which account for more 

than 50% of annual government revenue; official development assistance; the Kiribati 

Revenue Equalization Reserve Fund (RERF); general taxation; and tariffs paid by 

households for services. Kiribati is highly dependent on foreign aid and is vulnerable to 

external economic and environmental factors (Government of Kiribati 2015a, 3). 

Kiribati’s geography as an atoll state makes it uniquely vulnerable to climate 

change, specifically climate change-induced sea level rise. On average, Kiribati’s islands 

have an elevation of only two meters above sea level. According to the World Bank 

(2011, 120), 96.7% of Kiribati’s land area is below five meters of elevation and 95.2% of 

the population lives below five meters of elevation. Inundation and erosion are already 

frequent impacts of climate change that destroy key areas of land in Kiribati, and storm 

surges and wave-overtopping already contaminate the critical fresh groundwater lens. 

Figure 2 below demonstrates the impact that wave-overtopping will have on atoll islands’ 
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groundwater lenses. A fresh groundwater lens is a lens-shaped body of fresh water, 

generally rainwater that filters through soil until it reaches the saturated zone, that floats 

above denser saltwater (Werner et al. 2017). Kiribati’s (and many other atoll islands) 

only freshwater sources are the groundwater lens and rainwater catchments (Government 

of Kiribati 2013b, 48). The negative consequences of climate change-induced sea level 

rise are predicted to worsen; prior to Kiribati being submerged by the sea, its freshwater 

resources will become brackish and its limited agriculture will be harmed by saltwater 

inundation. The IPCC’s most recent projections for sea level rise, noted in Table 1 below, 

Figure 2 - Diagram of sea level rise on wave height, flooding, and impact on atoll groundwater lens. 
(A) shows current sea level. (B) shows future elevated sea level. (Storlazzi et al. 2018) 
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highlight the dangers of inundation that Kiribati, at only two meters above sea level, will 

face, depending on the levels of temperature warming that is reached by the year 2011. 

As the table indicates, even meeting the goal of the Paris Agreement, which is to stabilize 

temperatures at 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, there is a 90% likelihood of twenty-

eight to eighty-two centimeters of sea level rise and the modal prediction is nearly half a 

meter. Sea level rise predictions increase under higher warming scenarios, thereby 

increasing the dangers that would face low-lying atoll island states such as Kiribati. 

 

Table 1 - Global mean sea level rise at 2100 projections for global mean surface temperature stabilization 
targets of 1.5°C, 2.0°C, and 2.5°C 

Stabilized warming at 2100 (above pre-
industrial level) 1.5°C 2.0°C 2.5°C 
Percentile 50th 5th–95th 50th 5th–95th 50th 5th–95th 
Global-mean sea level rise (cm above 2000 
baseline) 48 28–82 56 28–96 58 37–93 

(Data from Table 15.4 in Mycoo et al. 2022, 15-30) 

 

An added consideration in the conversation of climate change impacts is 

Kiribati’s negligible contribution to global greenhouse gas emissions. This is often the 

focus of climate justice advocates, who note the injustice in Kiribati paying the price for 

the actions of high greenhouse gas emitting developed and developing states. In 2014, 

Kiribati’s greenhouse gas emissions were approximately 63,000 tons of carbon dioxide 

equivalent (CO2-e) per year, approximately 0.0002% of global emissions; Kiribati per 

capita emissions are also extremely low, at just 0.6 tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per 

person in 2014. (Government of Kiribati 2015a, 7). For comparison, the World Bank 

indicates that in 2018, when Kiribati’s emissions were 0.7 tons of CO2-e per capita; the 
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same year, the United States’ emissions were nearly twenty-two times higher at 15.2 tons 

of CO2-e per capita (World Bank “CO2 Emissions”). 

 

Early Climate Change Strategies in Kiribati 

Kiribati became more engaged in international climate change fora in the 1990s 

under President Tong’s immediate predecessor, President Teburiro Tito. In 1995, Kiribati 

ratified the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and 

in 1999 Kiribati submitted its Initial National Communication (INC) to the UNFCCC. 

The INC reviewed Kiribati’s specific vulnerabilities to climate change and outlined its 

adaptation needs to counteract them. In the INC’s preface, Kataotika Tekee, the Minister 

of Environment and Social Development at that time, described Kiribati’s general 

concerns about climate change, specifically mentioning potential submersion: 

There are certain premises that underscore Kiribati’ [sic] grave concern 
about climate change. The premises are that climate change is occurring, 
its impacts include a rising sea level, therefore low lying atolls would 
progressively submerge… Kiribati government and the people are 
extremely worried and also scared by the potential for the sea level to rise 
as a result of the enhanced greenhouse effect, and recognise at the same 
time that there is very little that that [sic] they can effectively do to prevent 
global warming or to effectively adapt to the accelerated sea-level rise. 
(Government of Kiribati 1999, iii) 
 

From the very beginning of its involvement with climate change issues, Kiribati 

has hinted at climate change’s potentially existential threats. The INC framed its 

discussion on vulnerability and adaptation with concerns that “atoll systems would not be 

able to adjust to the adverse impacts of climate change and sea-level rise without serious 

repercussions on the national socio-economic circumstances” and that “some of the atolls 
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would soon be unable to support human habitation” (Government of Kiribati 1999, 30). 

The INC noted that i-Kiribati people are “worried to hear climate change and sea level 

rise” and “do not think that the Kyoto Protocol target of about 5% reduction of 

greenhouse gases on the 1990 level is ‘sufficient for a secure future’ for Kiribati” 

(Government of Kiribati 1999, 30). The adaptation measures the INC proposed, which 

included a diverse array of strategies such as coastal protection, public awareness and 

education, and water security, did not include migration. In fact, migration was portrayed 

only as a failure of mitigation and adaptation: “IPCC has suggested three forms of 

adaptation to sea level rise. They are accommodation, protection, and retreat. A fourth 

option should be external resettlement but this is an option to signal the failure of the 

human race to have used and managed the global environment wisely” (Government of 

Kiribati 1999, 30). Early responses to climate change in Kiribati were therefore focused 

on the actions that would be necessary to avoid climate change’s worst impacts and 

thereby avoid migration. 

 

President Anote Tong’s Early Climate Change Strategies 

Kiribati’s initial rejection of migration as a viable response to the threat of climate 

change shifted under President Anote Tong. Early in his tenure, President Tong included 

migration as part of the government’s climate change adaptation strategies. This is not to 

imply that he abandoned other, more standard adaptation measures, such as constructing 

sea walls and planting mangroves to protect against sea level rise. Broadly speaking, 

under President Tong, Kiribati’s strategies regarding climate change can be divided into 
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two categories: ones that would facilitate i-Kiribati people to remain in Kiribati, and ones 

that would enable i-Kiribati people to migrate outside of the country. Given that his first 

priority was the preservation of Kiribati, throughout all three of his presidential terms 

President Tong pursued adaptation strategies that would enable i-Kiribati citizens to 

remain in Kiribati. The Kiribati Adaptation Program (KAP), for example, was a long-

term (2003-2015) project aimed to reduce Kiribati’s vulnerability to climate change, 

climate variability, and sea level rise by raising awareness of climate change, assessing 

and protecting water resources, and managing inundation (Government of Kiribati, 

“Kiribati Adaptation Program (KAP)”). 

As noted above, President Tong’s position was that it was the responsibility of the 

Kiribati government to ensure the survival of Kiribati citizens. Given this responsibility, 

President Tong characterized the failure to plan for the worst possible outcome, Kiribati’s 

eventual submersion, as irresponsible, despite his stated preference that every i-Kiribati 

citizen who preferred to stay should be able to do so. Early on in President Tong’s tenure, 

planning for the worst-case scenario resulted in migration policies to promote permanent 

emigration outside of Kiribati. For example, the 2005 Climate Change Adaptation 

Strategy, which called for Kiribati to be “mentally, physically and financially well 

prepared to deal with whatever climatic trends and events the future may hold” 

(Government of Kiribati 2005, 1), called for the “active promotion of permanent 

emigration to Pacific Rim countries,” noting that “[t]he need to reduce the vulnerability 

of Kiribati to increasing physical risks caused by climate change forms an important part 

of the case for host country agreement to government-sponsored and self-sponsored 
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emigration to resettle about 10,000 I-Kiribati overseas in the next twenty years” 

(Government of Kiribati 2005, 6-7). 

Over the course of his first two terms as president, President Tong struggled with 

the challenges of responding to climate change. In an interview on the show Global 

Dispatches after he was no longer president, he described how he initially worried about 

how to respond to climate change and why he ultimately embraced the dual priorities – 

adaptation to improve conditions for those who preferred to stay in Kiribati and migration 

for those who chose to leave – that were later adopted by the government: 

Because the challenge we are facing- and I can- I can tell you that from 
my own experience, for a long time I agonized because there were- my 
greatest fear was to be asked by my people while I was in office, ‘so we're 
hearing this about climate change and that our islands will be submerged 
given the projections made by the IPCC, you know, what- what- what is 
going to happen to our grandchildren and our children?’ Because at one 
time I had no answer. Because I think one gets paralyzed to inaction, and 
so you stick with this emotional response by saying- denying it, but I had 
to come to terms with that reality and say ‘no, we have to find solutions.’ 
And so solutions have got to be so radical they don’t exist in any thinking, 
it doesn’t follow the linear line of logic that you would normally- it’s not 
business as usual, you have to discard all of that and think in entirely new 
terms whatever we do, whatever our society is going to be as we respond 
to climate change, it’s going to bring about some very radical changes to 
the life that we know today. And we have to acknowledge that, and we 
have to gear our thinking to, you know, build the energy to try and go 
forward because, you know, the- it’s- people say it's either stay or go. No, 
it's not, it doesn't have to be either one or the other, it can be both, and that 
is what I've been saying. (Tong 2018) 
 

In addition to explaining why he ultimately embraced migration as a climate 

change strategy, President Tong describes the denial of climate change as an emotional 

response that causes paralysis, and contrasts this emotional-denial with rational 

acceptance of the reality of climate change, as proven by science, in order to find viable 
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solutions. Migration, he is saying, is a rational strategy to the challenges posed by climate 

change. President Tong also states that the radical climate change adaptation strategies 

that are needed in Kiribati require outside-the-box thinking that will change “the life that 

we know today.” President Tong does not specify whether “life that we know” means i-

Kiribati lives or the lives of all humanity, nor does he clarify whether “our society” 

means Kiribati specifically or the international community more generally. Given the 

radical solutions he goes on to propose, however, as examined in detail below, President 

Tong may have assumed that the changes needed to address the negative effects of 

climate change in Kiribati would have a ripple effect on other states in the international 

system; alternatively, he may have even intended to change the international system 

through his actions. Regardless of how his actions would affect the system as a whole, 

however, President Tong’s main motivation was saving i-Kiribati lives and, if he could, 

the state of Kiribati itself, even if its physical location was underwater. He did consider 

culture in his plans to migrate, such as which aspects of i-Kiribati culture should be 

retained so as to also retain i-Kiribati identity “in the lead up to the inevitable” 

(Government of Kiribati 2013a, 34). However, his main focus was saving i-Kiribati lives. 

 

President Anote Tong’s Radical Climate Change Strategies 

In a speech to the UN General Assembly in 2015, the Permanent Representative 

of Kiribati at the time, Makurita Baaro, gave what could be portrayed as a formulaic 

description of Kiribati’s experience with climate change, as it followed a general script 

that had been used in previous General Assembly speeches, both by Kiribati leaders and 
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leaders of other Pacific SIDS: Baaro described Kiribati’s unique vulnerabilities to climate 

change; called on the international community, especially major greenhouse gas emitters, 

to increase efforts to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions; and requested assistance for the 

most vulnerable countries to adapt and build resilience to climate change. What stands 

out in this speech is the scope of responses to climate change the Kiribati government 

under President Tong was undertaking: “We take full responsibility for the future of our 

people and we will do our part. In Kiribati, we have adopted a multi-pronged strategy to 

ensure the survival of our people. We have bought land offshore. We have looked at 

floating and artificial islands and options for raising our islands from their current heights 

to heights above the predicted sea-level rises. We have embarked on a major education 

reform programme designed to upgrade the skills of our people in line with our 

programme on migration with dignity” (U.N. GAOR, 70th Sess., 27th plen. mtg.). Baaro 

did not elaborate further on these strategies in her speech, but outlining the extraordinary 

measures the Kiribati government was undertaking to protect its citizens from the impacts 

of climate change demonstrated the seriousness of the threat of climate change to 

Kiribati. It also suggested that the Kiribati government under President Tong perceived 

itself to be the last line of defense of i-Kiribati citizens, and that that their survival would 

depend on extraordinary measures. These strategies will be examined in greater detail 

below, starting with the radical adaptation strategies that were intended to make it 

possible for i-Kiribati people to remain in their homeland, followed by the radical 

strategies to facilitate migration should the worst-case scenario, Kiribati’s submersion, 

come to pass. 
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Adaptation Strategies 

President Tong’s first priority was to protect the physical landmass that makes up 

the state of Kiribati so that i-Kiribati people were not forced to flee their homelands 

because of water and food insecurity or inundation. To ensure that i-Kiribati people had a 

choice about whether to remain in their homeland or to migrate, President Tong also 

pursued adaptation strategies that would extend the timeframe that Kiribati would be 

habitable in addition to enacting migration strategies. Recall that adaptation strategies are 

adjustments to natural or human systems that are intended to moderate harm or exploit 

beneficial opportunities in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects 

(UNFCCC “Glossary”). Kiribati’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution17 framed 

the need for adaptation as a means to survive: “For Kiribati, where climate change 

threatens the very existence of the nation and population, adaptation is not an option – but 

rather a matter of survival” (Government of Kiribati 2015a, 11). Adaptation strategies 

pursued by the Kiribati government have included a number of more common measures 

such as coastal protection mechanisms (e.g., constructing sea walls or planting 

mangroves). Planting mangroves, for example, was first recommended in Kiribati’s INC 

as well as in several subsequent development plans. For example, the Kiribati 

Development Plan 2012-2015 (Government of 2012, 15) touted having planted “over 

 
17 As outlined in Article 4 of the Paris Agreement, Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), which 
were referred to as Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) prior to the conclusion of the 
Paris Agreement, are primarily intended as a way for countries to communicate their plans for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions to the UNFCCC. Some countries, especially those that are most vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change, also use NDCs to communicate their adaptation and low-emission sustainable 
development plans and needs. 
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72,000 mangrove seedlings in areas prone to coastal erosion” between 2008-2011. The 

KAP, discussed above, provides other examples of more traditional climate change 

adaptation strategies. 

Under President Tong, however, the Kiribati government also examined climate 

change adaptation measures that were, in his words, radical: floating islands, artificial 

islands, and reclaimed land. Land reclamation is the process of creating new land by 

raising the elevation of a waterbed or low-lying land or by pumping water out of muddy, 

uninhabitable areas. In an interview given in 2018, once he was no longer president, 

Tong explained why drastic measures were necessary to ensure that i-Kiribati people 

could stay in Kiribati:  

…without radical- significant, radical adaptation measures to raise the 
islands or find some way to accommodate the people who would stay 
here, there is no choice but to go somewhere else. That is the brutal 
reality. Whether we like it, how emotional we might be, that is the 
reality… I know in- around the region, my colleagues in the region 
they’ve been emotional. And I can tell you it is an emotional reaction that 
we don't want to say, ‘yes, we have to go.’ Nobody wants to admit that. 
But the reality is that unless we can come up with ways of maintaining 
climate resilience, then our choice, we just have to go. (Tong 2018). 
 

As president, Tong had begun studies on floating islands, artificial islands, and 

raising land before he left office, and had met with groups from Japan, the United Arab 

Emirates, and the Netherlands that had successfully completed similar projects. The 

Japanese engineering company Shimizu even developed a novel idea to construct lily 

pad-like floating islands, which transformed into ideas for a spiraling, underwater glass 

village that was designed to hold 50,000 people, as shown in Figure 3 below. Although 

Shimizu worked on the proposal for years, a 2019 news article indicated that the plan was 
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“dead in the water” (Walters 

2019). In fact, none of the plans 

for artificial islands, floating 

islands, or land reclamation 

projects were completed during 

President Tong’s tenure; under 

President Maamau, however, a 

land reclamation project proposal 

was developed, as will be discussed in detail below. 

As noted in the literature review, it is unclear whether these strategies would meet 

international legal standards for sovereignty. Some scholars argue that international law 

would employ a “mirroring effect” to determine when a state has ceased to exist, which 

means that the same criteria for becoming a state, when no longer met, would lead to the 

state ceasing to exist. Other scholars argue that there is a presumption of continuity in 

international law regarding state existence. Similarly, I received a range of responses 

from the leaders and officials I interviewed, with several indicating that land reclamation 

would enable Kiribati to continue to exist. For instance, a climate change adaptation 

expert explained that land reclamation would satisfy international legal requirements 

because “there’s a slight difference between sort of reclaiming areas that have become 

uninhabitable versus creating something totally from scratch. So I mean you wouldn't be 

able to stick an oil rig in the middle of international waters and say, ‘because, well, we 

can live on this, therefore it’s our new country.’ That wouldn’t be accepted… the issue is 

Figure 3 - Ocean Spiral city design 
(Shimizu) 
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a place that has previously habited- inhabited, that’s been eroded and has been 

refurbished, if you like, reclaimed, is where the difference is” (interview with K.S., June 

1, 2021). A Tuvaluan government consultant and international environmental law expert, 

discussing whether a state would continue to exist if its citizens moved internationally or 

it became submerged, stated, “[t]his is a hypothetical question which no country should 

be considering. As we have seen with the reclamation of islands in the South China Seas 

by the Chinese, there are always ways to maintain an island above sea level and make it 

habitable so that it maintains its nation status.” Later he argued that “low lying countries 

will continue to exist, either naturally because the coral will be able to provide sufficient 

material for atolls to continue or through artificial means reclamation activities [sic]” 

(interview with S.G., Oct 16, 2021). A senior Tuvaluan government official indicated that 

land reclamation in lagoons “won't have an effect on our maritime boundaries because 

they're being built in internal waters” (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). Numerous 

interviewees were unsure, but, interestingly, an international climate resilient 

development expert explained that these kinds of international legal questions are not 

considered as these projects are developed in coordination with state officials (interview 

with B.H., June 30, 2021), which indicates that they are secondary to other 

considerations. It may also indicate that states are working to develop state practice in 

order to set legal precedents through these kinds of projects. 

Overall, these responses complement the discussion in the literature to show that 

the international legal ramifications are still unsettled regarding maritime sovereignty and 

artificial islands, floating islands, or reclaimed land. In fact, the International Law 
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Commission is currently investigating these and other issues in its work program on sea-

level rise in relation to international law. For example, in considering sea-level rise in 

relation to international law, the International Law Commission is reviewing state 

practice on a number of different issues, including “practice with regard to the 

construction of artificial islands or measures to reinforce coastlines, in each case in order 

to take into account sea-level rise” (PIFS 2021b), which increases the importance of 

developing state practice on these issues. As of this writing, however, the International 

Law Commission’s investigation of state practice in a number of legal areas continues, 

and no definitive recommendations or decisions have been made. 

 Regardless of whether President Tong’s radical solutions meet the legal 

requirements of a sovereign state, these strategies have not been implemented because of 

high costs and technical difficulty. There is also concern about how they would be 

implemented. Exsley Taloiburi of PIFS, after noting that the legal sovereignty questions 

were not a priority of the Pacific region, expressed concern: “…but the issue is then with 

those atoll island countries: where do you bring that additional land from, the soil from? 

Whether that will involve dredging your oceans, which would then also have impact on 

the ocean environments, or you are going to go and dig or import land from another 

bigger Pacific island country. That's the question that's currently not being really 

explored… So those are the kind of questions that Pacific island countries will need to 

answer if they are looking at those kind of approaches, where do you bring the land that 

you will use or the soil?” (interview with Exsley Taloiburi, April 5, 2021). 
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In addition, the cost is especially prohibitive considering that these strategies may 

not even provide a permanent, lasting solution that would allow i-Kiribati to remain in 

their homeland forever. Without ambitious global reductions in greenhouse gas 

emissions, Kiribati would simply face these very same issues once again at a later date. 

Kiribati, as a least developed state, has a limited national budget, and funding for this 

type of project can be difficult to secure (although a land reclamation project in Tuvalu 

has received funding, as will be discussed in the next chapter). As one development 

expert explained: 

I mean the reality of even reclaiming land but particularly island 
construction of some kind, is that where is the money going to come from? 
It's hugely expensive and for very small administration or very small 
populations in a lot of cases. The atolls, Kiribati and Tuvalu, I think about 
10 and 12 or 13,000 population each.18 And that's a challenge, just, I 
mean, in a lot of ways in this debate because the solutions that maintain 
culture and place are very, very expensive and the per capita benefits of 
that expenditure sometimes hard to justify if you think about the- a large 
vertical fund funding a climate finance activity in Bangladesh relating to 
flooding or something, compared to the per capita impact of working in 
Kiribati and Tuvalu, or Republic of Marshall Islands, any of them. It's 
something that comes up, and I mean we have these debates in UNDP, 
like why would you prefer to go here rather than here when, you know, 
and the number of people we could impact is so much greater. There's a 
whole sort of utilitarian question, which is a horrible debate to have, and I 
mean there are very important counter argument to that… (interview with 
B.H., June 30, 2021).  
 

President Tong acknowledged the difficulties and high costs and lamented that, 

even if they were implemented, they still would not be able to save every island of 

 
18 This interviewee misstates the population of Kiribati (which is approximately 119,500 people), but the 
overall point is valid, especially since the comparison is to Bangladesh, the eighth most populous country 
in the world with a population of approximately 165 million: that it is challenging to justify the cost needed 
to address climate change impacts in countries with small populations because the same amount of money 
could be spent elsewhere to help a significantly larger number of people. 
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Kiribati with these radical measures: “I’ve acknowledged the reality that we will not be 

able to build up the island- all of the islands in Kiribati, because it's too many of them, 

nor is it likely that the resources required to do so would be available. So it's about 

reconciling myself with the possibility of maybe one or two islands raised, which would 

be able to accommodate the people- how many people, that's the question” (Tong 2018). 

However, later in the same interview, in discussing the prohibitively high cost for these 

radical strategies, he wondered, “But, you know, is there a price to sovereignty and, you 

know, the- the- the future of our people?” (Tong 2018). 

 

Migration Strategies 

Unlike his predecessor, President Teburoro Tito, who framed migration as a 

failure and rejected it as a climate change strategy, President Anote Tong saw migration 

as a viable, if undesired, strategy to address the adverse impacts of climate change in 

Kiribati. Kiribati’s Second National Communication (SNC) to the UNFCCC mentioned 

pursuing migration as a strategy: “Now it is felt that it is time to raise issues that the 

Kiribati SNC team highly suggest should start preparing for the extreme threat that sea 

level rise (extreme sea levels projections) is causing. People will be displaced, and 

opportunities for external migration should be quietly explored” (Government of Kiribati 

2013b, 128). Critically, President Tong did not share the view that leaving Kiribati would 

result in the loss of i-Kiribati culture. As the labor migration policy his government 

released in 2015 stated, “[m]igration is often seen as synonymous with displacement, 

with brain drain and with loss of culture. However, these fears are not inherent in the 
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concept of migration, but rather are the consequences of what happens if we don’t 

manage migration well” (Government of Kiribati 2015b, 2). Preserving Kiribati’s culture 

was another reason that migration needed to be planned in advance. The Kiribati National 

Framework for Climate Change & Climate Change Adaptation (hereafter: National 

Framework), which was President Tong’s government’s long-term plan to address the 

current and projected impacts of climate change, goes further. It called for standard 

adaptation measures, but also stated: 

…we need to think beyond adaptation. New and innovative initiatives (as 
has already been taken by Government) on the ultimate – and unthinkable 
– consequences of climate change, need to be actively pursued now and 
dialogue with our development partners on how this is to be approached 
should start immediately. We acknowledge that the ultimate fate of our 
nation rests with decisions made elsewhere; that developed and the larger 
developing countries make in terms of stabilizing atmospheric greenhouse 
gases to avoid dangerous levels of climate change. We can, as a nation 
make the decision to begin and step up discussions on the real possibility 
that the nation and its people will have to face relocation to another 
country in the near future. (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 12). 
 

A point worth noting here is that the National Framework did not describe 

migration as a form of adaptation; migration was distinct, a “beyond adaptation” strategy. 

Furthermore, the “ultimate consequence” referred to here is Kiribati being rendered 

uninhabitable by climate change and, as a result, i-Kiribati citizens having to relocate 

outside of the country. Kiribati, given its miniscule emissions, has limited ability to 

mitigate climate change; the responsibility to reduce emissions and mitigate climate 

change lies with high-emitting countries, which should also, according to the National 

Framework, be responsible for assisting Kiribati with adaptation efforts. The Kiribati 

government, however, despite its limited resources, committed to preparing for climate 
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change’s worst anticipated effect, an uninhabitable Kiribati, should mitigation and 

adaptation fail. The foundation of the Kiribati government’s perspective on migration as 

a climate change response under President Tong was that if climate change will cause 

Kiribati to be uninhabitable someday, if not completely underwater, it was the Kiribati 

government’s responsibility to plan for this worst possible outcome so that the country 

and its citizens would be prepared. This also informed both President Tong’s Migration 

with Dignity strategy and the purchase of land in Fiji that his government completed in 

2014. 

 

Migration with Dignity 

President Tong’s migration strategies began with a plan called Migration with 

Dignity, which was essentially an international labor migration strategy accompanied by 

improved educational programming. Migration with Dignity was not an official policy of 

the Kiribati government, but rather a guiding principle behind several government 

initiatives such as training programs and increased labor migration opportunities. It 

sought to facilitate both temporary and permanent emigration outside of Kiribati. The 

Kiribati Australia Nursing Initiative (KANI) described in the previous chapter is an 

example of a Migration with Dignity program. President Tong described the Migration 

with Dignity strategy in his speech at the UN General Assembly in 2014: “Our strategy 

for migration with dignity is an investment in the education of our people and upping the 

skills of our young population to equip them with the educational qualifications and 

employable skills that will enable them to migrate with dignity to other countries as a 
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matter of choice and, in the worst-case scenario, when our islands can no longer sustain 

human life” (U.N. GAOR, 69th Sess., 13th plen. mtg.). President Tong’s reasoning was 

that by increasing the skills of the i-Kiribati workforce, i-Kiribati people would become 

more qualified workers and therefore more desirable migrants to other countries, such as 

Australia and New Zealand, should climate change render Kiribati as uninhabitable and i-

Kiribati people are forced to move internationally.  

In addition to the economic benefits of remittances, the Kiribati government also 

hoped that i‐Kiribati communities in receiving countries would then support other 

migrants to relocate, as well as maintain i‐Kiribati culture outside of Kiribati (Farbotko et 

al. 2018, 397). This strategy was suggested in the National Framework, which called for 

“emigration to resettle I-Kiribati overseas so as to establish a community which can then 

sponsor and assist the inevitable migration of the whole population, due to CC [climate 

change], as and when this eventually arrives” (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 21). It was 

elucidated more fully in the Kiribati National Labour Migration Policy (NLMP), which 

included as one of its goals: “[t]o enhance the resilience of I-Kiribati communities and 

people against climate change and ensure that Kiribati as a nation, culture and people will 

not perish as a result of climate change” (Government of Kiribati 2015b, 17). The NLMP 

further clarified that permanent relocation would actually preserve i-Kiribati culture in a 

scenario in which Kiribati no longer exists: “[t]he NLMP supports the temporary 

movement for overseas employment as well as the permanent settlement of I-Kiribati 

abroad – the latter in particular in light of Kiribati’s vulnerability through climate change 
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and within the vision that Kiribati as a nation, culture and people will not perish” 

(Government of Kiribati 2015b, 30). 

Kiribati had included overseas employment as a development strategy in the 

National Development Strategies 2004-2007, the development plan of Kiribati’s previous 

president, President Teburoro Tito, and President Tong’s Kiribati Development Plan: 

2008-2011. Numerous other Pacific SIDS also rely on international labor migration 

remittances as a source of income and a development strategy. What is unique about the 

strategy as part of the Migration with Dignity framework under President Tong is that 

international labor migration was explicitly intended to be a response to climate change. 

It was also unique in that it framed the preservation of i-Kiribati culture as dependent on 

well-managed permanent emigration. 

President Tong had outlined this strategy in previous UN General Assembly 

speeches as well. In 2012, he stated, “While we are taking adaptation measures to ensure 

that Kiribati remains habitable for as long as possible, we are also preparing for a future 

when our islands may no longer be able to sustain our population. We are looking to 

improve the skills of our people to a level where they will be able to compete for jobs in 

the international labour market. We want our people to have the option to migrate with 

dignity, should that be a necessary choice in the future, and all the science is telling us 

that that is a real possibility” (U.N. GAOR, 67th Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). Similarly, in 

2013, President Tong said, “While we are taking adaptation measures to ensure that 

Kiribati remains habitable for as long as possible, prudence demands that we prepare for 

the future of our people. We are looking to improve the skills of our people to a level 



169 
 

where they are able to exercise the option of migrating, to be able to migrate with 

dignity” (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 9th plen. mtg.). In both speeches, President Tong 

clearly stated that Kiribati’s first priority was adapting to climate change so that i-Kiribati 

people can remain in their homeland as long as possible. However, ensuring that 

“Kiribati remains habitable for as long as possible” also indicates that President Tong 

saw an end date to Kiribati’s habitability. The logical conclusion of this perspective, 

given the government’s obligation to protect its citizens, is for the government to prepare 

for the worst-case scenario in which Kiribati is uninhabitable. President Tong’s priority, 

therefore, was to plan for when climate change inevitably renders Kiribati uninhabitable 

and i-Kiribati citizens are forced to leave their homeland. 

Although he supported migration, and further viewed it as the inevitable outcome 

for i-Kiribati people, President Tong stressed that migration should be voluntary unless 

absolutely necessary as conditions worsen. President Tong emphasized the “free choice” 

of would-be migrants in his 2012, 2013, and 2014 UN General Assembly speeches, as 

quoted above, when he said migration should be a “matter of choice,” that people should 

have the “option to migrate” and be “able to exercise option of migrating.” To President 

Tong, choice was an integral part of dignity. Stressing the voluntariness of migration is 

also partly born of the history of forced migration, both in the region generally and 

Kiribati specifically, as was explained in Chapter 4. 

Consensus building is generally an important cultural practice in many Pacific 

Islander cultures, including Kiribati, and it was stated as an action to be undertaken in the 

National Framework. Consensus building generally refers to a collaborative process that 
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strives to meet the interests of all stakeholders and seek a unanimous agreement. 

However, the brief section on consensus building in the National Framework did not 

approach it this way. Rather, it explained consensus building as support for the 

government’s position and warned against “the danger of having free agents roaming and 

spreading misconceptions on the issue.” It further stated, “[t]here will always be skeptics 

on the issue of climate change and it will be easy to put a twist on it to create a sense of 

security among the community to deviate from what needs to be done to address this” 

(Government of Kiribati 2013a, 29). Additionally, although the National Framework 

stressed free choice regarding migration, it also noted that there may come a time when 

the government might have to mandate relocation in order to protect i-Kiribati citizens: 

“It is important that it is clear that government’s role will be in facilitating the free choice 

of the individual to relocate to another country in the first instance. With time and as 

[climate change] impacts takes [sic] hold, government may then decide to intervene and 

initiate measures for a more mandatory relocation based on circumstances as and when 

they arise” (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 33). The 2015 Kiribati National Labour 

Migration Policy’s Vision also included permanent relocation as a goal: 

The long-term vision of the National Labour Migration Policy is to 
provide I-Kiribati with increased opportunities to migrate with dignity by 
accessing decent work opportunities abroad. The permanent relocation of 
some of its citizens is part of the Government’s long-term climate change 
adaption strategy. In the medium-term, the National Labour Migration 
Policy’s vision is to help Kiribati achieve its national sustainable 
development goals, reduce poverty and relieve pressure on the domestic 
labour market through identifying strategies to secure employment abroad, 
improving the linkage between training and overseas employment, and 
providing I-Kiribati with realistic options to work abroad, within a decent 
work agenda which primarily addresses the generation of productive 
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employment opportunities for all citizens within the country. (Government 
of Kiribati 2015b, 17) 
 

As a result, President Tong’s migration strategies, despite being advertised as 

voluntary, were perceived in Kiribati as moving towards compulsory migration, which 

led to the perception that President Tong was giving up on Kiribati’s survival and 

admitting that Kiribati would submerge under the waves. The fear that started to emerge 

among many i-Kiribati citizens, which will be discussed later on in the chapter, was that 

President Anote Tong’s migration policies would ultimately force them to abandon their 

homes, their homeland, their culture, their i-Kiribati identity, and their way of life. This 

was further confirmed to i-Kiribati people with President Tong’s purchase of land in Fiji. 

 

Purchasing Land in Fiji 

In 2014, President Tong undertook an unprecedented climate change adaptation 

strategy: buying land in Fiji. The plot of land that Kiribati purchased in Fiji consists of 

twenty sq. km. on the island of Vanua Levu, Fiji’s second largest island, which is located 

approximately 2,000 kilometers away from Kiribati. The land was owned by the Church 

of England, which sold the majority of its parcel to Kiribati for USD $8.77 million 

(Caramel 2014). Although the land was sold by the Church, the Fijian government had to 

approve the purchase; then-Interim Prime Minister Frank Bainimarama (who is now the 

Prime Minister, no longer Interim), provided the approval (Hermann and Kauph 2017, 

238). The land was occupied by the Fijian-born descendants of laborers from the 

Solomon Islands who had come to Fiji to work on coconut plantations in the 19th 
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century. In 1947, the Anglican Church had invited the ethnic Solomon Islander Fijians to 

live on the land, called the Natoavatu Estate, and told them that they could live there 

indefinitely so long as they practiced the Anglican faith. Once the Church sold most of 

the estate to Kiribati, the original 270 villagers were left with only 125 hectares, an area 

that is insufficient to sustain the village (Pala 2014). 

Although this strategy was unprecedented, it was not unexpected. According to 

Fiji's Real Estate Agents Licensing Board, talks about Kiribati’s purchase of land began 

in 2011 (BBC News 2012). In early 2012, two years before finalizing the purchase, 

President Tong gave several interviews about his intent to purchase land in which he 

explained that the purchase was intended to improve Kiribati’s food security situation, as 

agriculture production in Kiribati was being negatively affected by saltwater intrusion. 

Many news articles conflated Kiribati’s purchase of land in Fiji with President 

Tong’s Migration with Dignity policy, however, and promoted the idea that this land was 

intended to be used to relocate i-Kiribati citizens when Kiribati became uninhabitable. 

This connection was made despite President Tong’s stated assurances that the land was 

not intended to be a site where i-Kiribati would be relocated in the future. In a press 

release published by the Office of Te Beretitenti (the President), however, the reasons 

that were given for the land purchase are slightly more ambiguous. The press release 

highlighted that it was an investment that “marks a new milestone in government’s 

development plans particularly in its endeavor to address its economic and food security 

issues as it is greatly impacted by climate change,” but also noted that “[e]arlier this year, 

President of the Republic of Fiji, Ratu Epeli Nailatikau met with his Kiribati counterpart 
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on Kiribati shores where he assured ‘that the people of Kiribati will have a home if their 

country is submerged by the rising sea level as a result of climate change’” (Government 

of Kiribati 2014a). Numerous news media reports that followed indicated that the land 

was intended to relocate either the majority of or the entire population of Kiribati should 

the country become uninhabitable. Many of these stories included this quote by President 

Tong as evidence: “[w]e would hope not to put everyone on [this] one piece of land, but 

if it became absolutely necessary, yes, we could do it” (Caramel 2014), which indicated 

that relocation of i-Kiribati to Fiji was at least under consideration. 

President Tong had been talking about the need to plan for climate change-

induced migration for years, which also suggested that he intended the land in Fiji to be a 

safeguard for possible future relocation of i-Kiribati. President Tong had long been vocal, 

both within Kiribati and internationally, about the devastating impacts of climate change 

on low-lying Kiribati since he was first elected as President. In 2008, for example, he 

appealed to Australia for assistance in relocating i-Kiribati due to climate change, saying 

that migration should begin immediately: “[w]e want to deny it, we don't want to believe 

this, and our people don't want to believe this. But it gives us a deep sense of frustration. 

What do we do? If you want to lead the people you must always be in the position to 

provide options, and so this is the option that we are suggesting, in the belief that if it is 

going to happen we will have at least addressed part of the problem and it won't be such a 

severe one to address when the time finally comes” (as quoted in Ritchie 2008). Also in 

2008, President Tong indicated that climate change’s event horizon may have already 

passed Kiribati, and that migration may well be the only strategy available to i-Kiribati as 
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they confront climate change: “I am not a scientist but what I know is that things are 

happening we did not experience in the past," Tong said. “We may be beyond 

redemption, we may be at the point of no return where the emissions in the atmosphere 

will carry on to contribute to climate change to produce a sea-level change that in time 

our small low-lying islands will be submerged,” he said. “Villages that have been there 

over the decades, maybe a century, and now they have to be relocated. Where they have 

been living over the past few decades is no longer there, it is being eroded” (ABC News 

2008). All of this supports the notion that, regardless of the officially stated purpose for 

purchasing land in Fiji, the relocation of some or all of the i-Kiribati population was 

being contemplated within government planning. In fact, the ambiguity surrounding the 

purpose of the Fiji land purchase may have been intentional, especially given the 

sensitive nature not only of planning to move a country’s population but also the 

reception of that plan in the country where the land was purchased. On the latter point, 

Hermann and Kauph (2017, 239) confirm that the Kiribati government was intentionally 

vague because of political considerations in Fiji since, as a sovereign state, “only Fiji 

could clarify issues relating to immigration to its shores.” In a 2018 interview with 

Global Dispatches, once he was no longer president, Tong clarified his intentions: 

But the controversy arises because there's been an interpretation that 
when- when I- when I had it done, it was done to move our people, OK? 
I've never said that- and it's you who- if you go back I think what the- it's 
the media that's been saying that I said that. But the reality is that I 
always- in my response I had always been very careful, and my- my 
answers has been- your question is why did you buy land, and I've said 
‘Oh, it as an investment,’ which in reality it is… And so in my view that 
was an investment. But I think it's the subsequent interpretation, and I 
have allowed people to make their interpretation. Although it might have 
been my own desire, OK, but I've never said it, because of the sensitivity 
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of saying that we bought land in Fiji so we could move our people to Fiji, 
what would the Fiji people say? What would the Fiji government say 
without us making that formal approach for permission to do that? So it's 
a- it's been very sensitive, but it was once raised in in parliament in Fiji. 
But I must think [unclear] thinking that the mentality in Fiji, even at the 
political level, that it was not argued, the only question was what kind of 
land- is it native land or is it crown land or is it freehold? And that was 
answered- the government answered, it’s freehold. (Tong 2018) 
 

Hermann and Kemph (2017) conducted a long-term anthropological research 

study in Kiribati and Fiji between 2012-2015 to examine how Kiribati’s purchase of land 

in Fiji impacted the imagination of migration for citizens in both countries. Their research 

shows that, despite the Kiribati’s government’s careful portrayal of the land purchase as 

an investment in food security, a large portion of i-Kiribati citizens interpreted the 

purchase as part of a government plan to relocate Kiribati citizens.19 I-Kiribati people 

assumed that the government had only completed the purchase of land because the 

government had acknowledged and accepted the predictions that Kiribati would sink 

under the waves. Hermann and Kemph relate a number of interviews with i-Kiribati 

people in which interviewees connected the land purchased in Fiji with relocation. For 

instance, a retired teacher living on Nonouti Atoll stated in 2012, prior to the completion 

of the purchase, “The government is buying a piece of land in Fiji, our government! So 

maybe it is thinking of evacuating the people there” (as quoted in Hermann and Kemph 

 
19 Fijians also interpreted Kiribati’s land purchase as an immediate precursor to i-Kiribati relocation to the 
Natoavatu Estate in Vanua Levu. Hermann and Kemph (2017, 253) described several interactions they had 
with Fijians during their research, including this one: “After a collective tour of the Natoavatu Estate, a 
Fijian man in his mid-fifties who was related to descendants of immigrants from the Gilbert Islands (now 
Kiribati), explained: "We were just waiting for one big ship to bring them across!" (3 Aug 2014). And a 
younger relative of his added: "We were expecting the town [Savusavu] to be full of Gilbertese!" Many of 
our interlocutors were surprised when they heard our own account of Kiribati's official statement to the 
effect that the land was primarily intended for future food security in the atoll state.” 
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2017, 243). They describe how this interpretation, that the land purchase was directly 

connected with imminent relocation, was held by i-Kiribati citizens of all ages and in 

multiple locations. 

President Tong’s perspective on climate change was, essentially, that while the 

Kiribati government would do everything possible to save Kiribati or extend Kiribati’s 

survival, it was also the Kiribati government’s responsibility to plan for the worst-case 

outcome. Under President Tong, Kiribati’s climate change policy documents reflected 

this perspective, that it was likely too late to save the country from climate change’s 

many negative impacts and that migration would likely be the only available option left 

for i-Kiribati citizens. Kiribati’s 2013 National Framework contains many examples that 

Kiribati was preparing for the worst consequence of climate change, the rendering of 

Kiribati as uninhabitable and its eventual inundation, which President Tong viewed as 

inevitable. The National Framework began with such an acknowledgement, stating: 

Kiribati has known for some time that the impacts of climate change will no doubt 

render it uninhabitable in the future. The science has been quite clear for some time now 

and new and emerging science is only confirming that the unthinkable is going to happen 

- while it is both a poignant and difficult issue- all the more so because of the emotional 

implications attached to it, it is also a call for us as a nation to be most diligent in our 

effort to be prepared for the unthinkable and for what lies ahead of us in the face of 

climate change… we need to forge a path ahead to prepare with the hope that we do not 

look back with the regret that we could have done things differently and better. 

(Government of Kiribati 2013a, 2) 
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The Framework laid out six key areas for Kiribati’s response to climate change: 

mitigation; integrating climate change and climate change adaptation in national planning 

and institutional capacity; external financial and technical assistance; population and 

resettlement; governance and services; and survivability and self-reliance. The fourth 

area, population and resettlement, actively promoted permanent emigration to other 

countries, which is a continuation of the same strategy from the 2005 Climate Change 

Adaptation Strategy. The National Framework stated, “[t]he need to reduce the 

vulnerability of Kiribati to increasing physical risks caused by climate change forms an 

important part of the case for host country agreement to government-sponsored and self-

sponsored emigration to resettle I-Kiribati overseas so as to establish a community which 

can then sponsor and assist the inevitable migration of the whole population, due to CC 

[climate change], as and when this eventually arrives” (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 

21). To accomplish this the government would “[n]egotiate overseas permanent 

migration and short-term employment opportunities, improve standards of basic 

education, literacy and language skills and increase opportunities for Technical and 

Vocational Training” (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 22). Once again, overseas work 

programs and emigration were being promoted as important climate change adaptation 

strategies. 

The last key area in the Framework, survivability and self-reliance, offered the 

grimmest perspective regarding future relocation. This section began, “The vulnerability 

of our atoll systems mean [sic] that in the face of climate change and rising sea levels, a 
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general feeling of insecurity arises from the notion that we, as a people, do not have any 

alternative but to seek refuge elsewhere” (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 25). This 

further suggests that the government was more concerned with the survival of i-Kiribati 

people, rather than the Kiribati state. If Kiribati will not survive, i-Kiribati people should 

seek to migrate elsewhere. The National Framework continued: 

The obvious need to place due attention to the self-reliance precept the I-
Kiribati people hold so highly and the risks associated with climate change 
means that the intellectual and practical processes for the planning for the 
ultimate consequence of CC [climate change] should be done at the 
earliest opportunity… The reality we have to face is that our options for 
resettlement internally is severely limited given the nature of our islands 
and therefore with increasing sea levels, we need to face the fact that 
inevitably, we will have to relocate to other areas that will be totally 
foreign to our way of life. It will be the responsibility of Government that 
it ensures that the welfare of its citizenry is maintained and that it takes 
into consideration in its planning for this ultimate consequence, issues 
surrounding our human rights as a people both collectively and 
individually, our heritage and the legacy we leave to our future 
generations, our culture and traditions and perhaps more importantly the 
way in which we integrate into mainstream society wherever we may end 
up. (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 25) 
 

President Tong’s purchase of land in Fiji, alongside his other climate change 

responses that encouraged permanent emigration, cultivated the idea within Kiribati that 

the government would eventually compel i-Kiribati people to relocate in the future. For 

President Tong, who saw migration as an essential component in preserving i-Kiribati 

culture, the main challenge in relocation would be the future of Kiribati as a sovereign 

legal entity. As he formulated migration policies and purchased land in Fiji, his 

government also began investigating novel strategies for Kiribati to retain its statehood 

and sovereignty. 
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Reimagining Sovereignty 

In addition to radical adaptation and migration strategies that would guarantee the 

continued existence of Kiribati and the survival of its citizens in Kiribati or elsewhere, 

the government also examined legal strategies that would protect the state’s sovereignty. 

This process began in the lead-up to the purchase of land in Fiji, since purchasing land 

clearly spurs numerous questions regarding Kiribati’s statehood and sovereignty. In fact, 

President Tong was aware of these questions and was seeking information about how the 

purchase of land in Fiji would affect its statehood and sovereignty. The 2013 Kiribati 

National Framework for Climate Change & Climate Change Adaptation listed numerous 

questions that needed to be answered regarding Kiribati’s future existence, including 

several that focus on the options for a disappearing state:  

1) Are there any legal precedents for acquiring new territory from another state by 
treaty of cession? Is this a feasible and/or desirable solution? 

2) Are there any legal precedents for merging into a host state? What legal and 
political arrangements must be made to effectuate such merging? What 
obligations would the host state owe to the displaced population of the 
‘disappearing’ state with respect to dual nationality, right of residence, military 
obligations, health care, pensions and social security benefits, and the protection 
of national identity and culture? (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 26). 
 

These first two questions are applicable to acquiring territory or merging into a 

host state, but the National Framework also posed questions about whether Kiribati 

would continue to exist without physical territory or if larger states could create 

“reservations” for displaced states:  
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3) What are the implications of permitting the legal continuation of a state that no 
longer controls physical territory? Should “deterritorialized statehood” be a 
permanent or a transitional status?  

4) In those countries that have large lightly populated land masses and are significant 
greenhouse gas emitters (e.g. the United States, Canada, Australia, Russia), does 
domestic law allow the creation of reservations where displaced states can be 
reconstituted? How might countries adjust their immigration policies to prepare 
for climate displacement? (Government of Kiribati 2013a, 26) 
 

The National Framework is a truly remarkable document, not only for the 

questions it posed regarding the purchase of land, but also because of the full scope of 

questions it asked about the legal implications of various climate change impacts. In 

addition to the questions on the options for a disappearing state, the National Framework 

also sought answers about its continuing statehood and statelessness (e.g. “Can a state 

maintain its legal personality despite its lack of physical territory or the uninhabitability 

of its territory?”); preventing and addressing statelessness (e.g. “How can the resilience 

of human populations be reinforced through preparation for displacement (e.g. through 

labor migration schemes)?”); maritime sovereignty (e.g. “Should a rule of law be 

developed that would freeze the outer limits of maritime zones where they are located at 

a certain time?”); property rights (e.g. “What are the effects of inundation, displacement, 

and/or statelessness on real property rights and associated debts in the affected island 

nations?”); and legal remedies (e.g. “what actions can/ should be taken in the courts of 

the island states? In the courts of major emitting countries? In international bodies?”) 

(Government of Kiribati 2013a, 26-27). The full list of questions on statehood and 

sovereignty that were included in the National Framework are in Appendix B. 
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In keeping with President Tong’s priority of ensuring Kiribati’s continued 

existence, the section concludes with the following reminder: “It is important to keep in 

mind, however, that we do not lose sight of our own adaptation requirements as we focus 

on this aspect as this is only our option of last resort as we will first and foremost do all 

that we can to ensure that we are able to remain as a people in this nation of ours which 

implies that as we prepare for the ultimate consequences of Climate change we will also 

continue to address as best we can the impacts of climate change that we face (impacts 

that we know will lead to our ultimate demise)” (Kiribati National Framework 2013, 27). 

Even while adopting measures that will protect its citizens from Kiribati’s eventual and 

inevitable demise, President Tong reminds us that he and the government are working to 

keep Kiribati alive, to keep i-Kiribati people together on their home islands. 

Ultimately, despite the wide array of questions about sovereignty and statehood 

that were contained in the 2013 National Framework, the Kiribati Government under 

President Tong seemed to focus on preserving maritime sovereignty as a preferred legal 

strategy. In fact, it was President Tong who initiated this conversation at the regional 

level during the 2009 Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting, when he introduced the 

idea of creating a Pacific Oceanscape Framework to secure the future of Pacific Island 

states based on ocean conservation and management. Part of this plan called for the 

preservation of Pacific Island states’ maritime zones, which, as far as I have found, was 

the first time this idea was suggested. After noting predictions for sea level rise, President 

Tong stated: 

As a low-lying atoll nation and a nation that depends on the security of its 
EEZ for its economic well being Kiribati, [sic] is particularly concerned to 
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ensure that impacts of climate change both on land and ocean are 
addressed and precautionary and ecosystem based approaches are used as 
a prime basis of management. To that end under a Pacific Oceanscape 
Forum countries and partners need to: 

• Ensure there is no risk of loss of maritime zones due to sea level 
rise, using either diplomatic or legal means. 

Under UNCLOS, the right to maritime zones (territorial seas and EEZs) is 
largely determined from the land baseline and/or for archipelagic states 
from the fringing reefs. If land and/or reefs disappear due to sea level rise 
then the right to maritime zones could disappear as well. EEZs and related 
access to and management of resources therein are a primary source of 
economic development and security for all Pacific Island states. Kiribati is 
aware that some nations in the world today are undertaking extensive sea 
wall fortifications to prevent the loss of some islands costing hundreds of 
millions of dollars and securing hundreds of thousands of EEZ rights in 
doing so and/or planning coastal fortifications for sea level rise in the 
order of metres. The cost of these measures, let alone securing needed 
expertise, is likely prohibitive for Pacific Island States. A first measure in 
a Pacific Oceanscape could be for Forum countries to declare EEZ 
boundaries in this region will not be retracted due to impacts of sea level 
rise and call on the international community to respect this declaration, 
and work with other States such as Japan, Taiwan, Korea the United States 
and the European Union to declare their agreement to this principle. As an 
idea, boundaries could be frozen as they were at 1990. If this cannot be 
achieved through diplomatic means, then Kiribati and/or other States 
could seek an adjudication through the UN Tribunal for the Law of the 
Sea (ITLOS). (as quoted in Pratt and Govan 2010, 75). 
 

The immediate impact of President Tong’s push to secure EEZs for Kiribati and 

other Pacific Island states was an increase in determining and depositing with the UN 

maritime baselines in the region. In the international arena, at a 2013 UN meeting on 

“Oceans and the law of the sea,” Makurita Baaro, Kiribati’s then-Permanent 

Representative to the United Nations, encouraged the international community to 

examine how sea level rise will affect countries like Kiribati, stating, “The third area I 

would like to highlight is that we, as a family of nations, should now be asking difficult 

questions – questions about the implications of climate change and sea-level rise, 
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particularly for countries like mine. What are the implications, not only for the 

Convention, but for the definition of the terms ‘security,’ ‘refugees’ and ‘human rights’? 

Under UNCLOS, what happens when whole countries are submerged? Do they still have 

an exclusive economic zone? I certainly hope so” (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 63rd plen. 

mtg.). 

The national action plan that Kiribati submitted to the UNFCCC in 2014, the 

Kiribati Joint Implementation Plan for Climate Change and Disaster Risk Management 

(KJIP) 2014-2023, also focused on maritime sovereignty in its section on maintaining its 

sovereignty. The KJIP 2014-2023’s vision is to uphold and safeguard i-Kiribati’s unique 

culture, heritage, and identity through enhanced resilience and sustainable development; 

its goal is to increase resilience through sustainable climate change adaptation and 

disaster risk reduction using a whole of country approach (Government of Kiribati 2014b, 

40). It has twelve strategies that range from good governance to enhancing the resilience 

of vulnerable groups to health services delivery. Most relevant here is Strategy 11, which 

calls for “[m]aintaining the sovereignty and unique identity of Kiribati.” The intended 

result of this strategy was “[t]he rights of Kiribati over its existing EEZ and the resources 

within it are protected forever for the people of Kiribati” (Government of Kiribati 2014b, 

44). To safeguard Kiribati’s EEZ, the Government called for the following actions: 

• Research the impacts of sea-level rise as a result of climate change on Kiribati 
EEZ base points; 

• Assess the UNCLOS and its implications on Kiribati EEZ in the context of 
climate change impacts (sea-level rise); 

• Review Kiribati’s Constitution and relevant legislation affecting the EEZ and the 
provisions of the UNCLOS and provide recommendations to Government on how 
to protect Kiribati sovereignty and extend current EEZ; 
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• Seek other low-lying countries that would be affected by this issue to gain support 
on issue at the international arena; submit a national report on these issues to 
UNCLOS secretariat; and 

• Amend Kiribati’s Constitution and other legislation as appropriate to safeguard 
Kiribati sovereignty (Government of Kiribati 2014b, 108). 
 

Maintaining Kiribati’s maritime sovereignty has clear implications for Kiribati’s 

economy as well. As noted above, more than 50% of Kiribati’s revenue comes from the 

sale of fishing licenses. If Kiribati’s EEZ shrinks or is completely lost due to climate 

change-induced sea level rise, the government would lose some or all of its largest source 

of income, which would further hamper its ability to provide services, including climate 

change adaptation projects, and protect the wellbeing of its citizens.  

President Tong was also clear that maintaining Kiribati maritime sovereignty is a 

moral issue. In a public virtual event after Tong was no longer president, he explained the 

moral aspects of his argument: 

We are- for us the oceans are a part of our life, okay. We are large ocean 
states, and we matter… I think on the moral- at the moral level, I mean, 
simply because we lose our homes or our islands, we lose our- what, our 
islands? Because of what somebody else did on the other side of the 
world, we lose our Exclusive Economic Zone? I don't believe so. But I 
think we need to keep hammering on this point, that it's- you know I’ve 
often thought about this and I’ve often challenged people who said, “no, 
the international law-” I said, “no there is- the law of the sea that did not 
cater for this, the rising sea level.” And so it's a new ground, and so it's 
got- there's got to be new provisions to deal with that. Simply because we 
lost some piece of land because of others- what others did, damage our 
world, we're not going to lose our Exclusive Economic Zones as well. I 
think it's a deeply moral issue. It's part of the whole debate on climate 
change, it's about our sovereignty, about our culture, it's about our 
tradition. We are losing it, or it's being threatened. And yet we're being 
told that because of what is happening that somebody else created, we're 
also going to lose our Exclusive Economic Zones. I don’t think this is 
right. I’m sure we have- we have the moral high ground to come again and 
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push this issue. I think we should do that. Again, we need to work 
together. (Tong 2020) 
 

President Tong made several important points as part of his argument that 

maintaining Kiribati’s EEZ is a moral issue. First, he noted that the ocean is a large part 

of i-Kiribati people’s lives and cultures. The ocean sustains them by providing food and 

incomes. But sustaining Kiribati’s maritime sovereignty is much larger than that; as 

oceanic people, i-Kiribati culture is fundamentally tied to the ocean. The ability to live 

full i-Kiribati lives depends on their ties to the land as well as to the ocean, and 

preserving their maritime sovereignty will also preserve this connection to the ocean. 

Second, President Tong correctly asserted that climate change is caused by the actions of 

others. Kiribati, with its 0.0002% of global greenhouse gas emissions, is not responsible 

for causing the climate change-induced sea level rise that is threatening its EEZ, a fact 

which adds a layer of injustice to the loss of Kiribati’s EEZ. Finally, President Tong 

rejected the idea that Kiribati would lose its EEZ simply because that is what the 

UNCLOS stipulates; since UNCLOS does not account for climate change-induced sea 

level rise, President Tong argues that it must be amended specifically so that Kiribati 

(and other affected states whose coastlines will be affected by climate change) does not 

lose its EEZ. The strategy of preserving maritime zones was not limited to Kiribati; 

Tuvalu incorporated it into its climate change responses as well, as will be discussed in 

the next chapter. Maritime zones became a central focus of the Pacific region more 

generally, with various regional organizations working on the issue, as will be discussed 

in greater detail in Chapter 7.  
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Overall, President Tong understood the purpose of sovereignty to be protecting i-

Kiribati citizens, and he formulated his climate change responses in order to protect them 

from what he viewed as the inevitable outcome: Kiribati’s submersion. The radical 

adaptation measures that he explored would have pushed the boundaries of current 

conceptions of state sovereignty, given the lack of clarity in international law regarding 

measures such as land reclamation. Additionally, while he hoped to prevent it, should 

Kiribati be submerged President Tong understood migration to be the only rational 

option. In that scenario, his responsibility as the state’s leader was to ensure the security 

of i-Kiribati citizens through voluntary permanent emigration, with dignity, well in 

advance, and en masse relocation of citizens as a last resort. In a worst-case scenario of 

submersion, President Tong viewed migration as the way to save Kiribati’s culture. By 

preparing for migration and purchasing land in Fiji, alongside his investigations of how to 

reimagine Kiribati’s sovereignty in various climate change scenarios, President Tong 

expanded the idea of state sovereignty even further. Although the National Framework 

produced by his government explored a number of different ideas about evolving state 

sovereignty given the complex challenges that climate change poses to states, President 

Tong homed in on preserving maritime sovereignty as a way to maintain Kiribati’s 

sovereignty even in a scenario in which the islands have been submerged and the people 

have been relocated. 
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A Shifting Political Landscape 

After President Tong’s third and final term came to an end in early 2016, Taneti 

Maamau was elected President of Kiribati. If President Tong’s time in office was 

characterized by his acceptance of migration as a necessary climate change strategy, 

President Maamau’s is characterized by the rejection of migration. President Maamau 

recognizes the challenges that climate change poses to Kiribati, but he rejects the notion 

that Kiribati will disappear beneath the waves as President Tong warned it might. 

Therefore, instead of migration, President Maamau’s focus is sustainable development 

and in-situ adaptation to improve the quality of life for i-Kiribati people in Kiribati and to 

preserve and protect i-Kiribati culture. In this way, to President Maamau, the importance 

of safeguarding Kiribati’s existence is beyond merely preserving Kiribati’s state 

sovereignty and safeguarding the place that i-Kiribati people call home, it links the 

preservation of culture with the preservation of state sovereignty. 

Taneti Maamau ran for President on a platform that was focused almost 

exclusively on development; his political party’s platform did not mention climate 

change a single time. Maamau won the 2016 presidential election after defeating Rimeta 

Beniamina, the former Minister for Communications, Transport and Tourism under 

President Tong. Beniamina had previously been an opposition leader and critic of 

President Tong, but in 2013 he defected from the opposition party to join President 

Tong’s government (Radio New Zealand 2013a). As Minister, Beniamina organized a 

public event intended to galvanize support for President Tong’s National Framework, the 

document discussed in detail above, as well as enhance public understanding of climate 
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change issues and i-Kiribati people's responsibilities as citizens to help fight it (Radio 

New Zealand 2013b). Prior to the 2016 presidential election, Beniamina was quoted as 

saying that i-Kiribati people want to see the successes of President Tong’s administration 

continue: “In the last 12 years the outgoing government has managed to fairly distribute 

the benefits of growth, the benefits of development to the people of Kiribati. And people 

are talking about the benefits that they have seen themselves and most of them want to 

continue this type of administration” (Radio New Zealand 2016). Considered together, as 

a candidate Beniamina represented a continuation of President Tong’s policies. His 

election loss, and Maamau’s win, may have reflected diminishing approval of President 

Tong’s climate change strategies, changing opinions about climate change in Kiribati 

more broadly, or potentially both, as much it reflected support for Maamau’s plan. 

Several factors likely contributed to the shifting political landscape in Kiribati. As 

noted above, i-Kiribati people interpreted President Tong’s purchase of land in Fiji as 

confirmation that they would be compelled to leave their homes and, as a result, lose their 

identity and culture. The connection to land, as described for the Pacific region in general 

in Chapter 4, is applicable to the Kiribati context. I-Kiribati people have strong 

connections with their land, which they see as the foundation for their culture, identity, 

and way of life, and they do not want to leave. An i-Kiribati climate change activist and 

CSO leader explained, “there is a connection between indigenous- indigenous people 

with their own land, it's very hard for them to leave it. And that connection to our land, 

because we belong to that land and our culture is- whenever, wherever we move, if we 

had to move to another indigenous island or the indigenous group, or our country, then 
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we will never be the same anymore, we will- we will- we will settle in, but we wouldn’t 

have that belonging, that sense of belonging” (interview with M.B., Sept 13, 2021). 

Kiribati’s current National Climate Change Coordinator, Choi Yeeting, shared a similar 

sentiment, “[w]ho are we if we move away from our country? Are we still I-Kiribati? Do 

our traditional values still count when we move to another country? Personally, I would 

like to remain I-Kiribati and still have my own traditions and cultural values” (as quoted 

in Randazzo 2020). In this context, President Tong’s advocacy for migration, especially 

combined with the purchase of land in Fiji, confirmed to i-Kiribati people President 

Tong’s policies would result in leaving Kiribati and, as a result, losing their culture. 

President Taneti Maamau did not advocate for migration or relocation and instead 

focused on resolving more immediate social issues that Kiribati was facing, such as 

economic development, and as such offered an appealing alternative. 

Another factor that may have influenced the shift on public opinion about climate 

change in Kiribati is the fatalistic religious belief that God is in control of Kiribati’s fate. 

These beliefs include the idea that only God can determine whether or not Kiribati will 

sink and the idea that God will not allow Kiribati to sink. Both of these beliefs center on 

the biblical story of Noah, in which God promises Noah that he will not send another 

flood. This is often referred to as the rainbow covenant. Fair, who researched religious 

understandings of climate change in the Pacific, succinctly summarized the rainbow 

covenant Bible passage (Genesis 6-9): 

…in response to the sin and violence that filled the Earth, God unleashed 
waters from windows of the heavens and the fountains of the deep, 
subsuming all land and wiping all living creatures from the Earth. All bar 
Noah, his family, and diverse members of the animal kingdom, who safely 
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weathered the storm in an ark, hand‐built by Noah to divine specifications. 
After more than a year at sea, this homeless menagerie disembarked, to be 
welcomed by a covenant with God, in the form of the rainbow, that such a 
fate should never befall them or their descendants again. (Fair 2018, 8) 
 

The promise made to Noah, the rainbow covenant, leads some in the Pacific to 

believe that climate change is not as great a threat as it is made out to be. Although 

Kiribati is predominantly Christian,20 it is difficult to say how pervasive these religious 

beliefs about climate change are in Kiribati. Fair (2018, 8) noted in her research that 

interviewees who were from or had worked in either Tuvalu or Kiribati confirmed the 

presence of this narrative, with some acknowledging that this reading of the Noah story 

impeded local attempts to raise awareness about climate change. Maina Talia, a Pacific 

scholar and climate activist from Tuvalu, was asked about the rainbow covenant in a 

2020 virtual public forum; he explained that it is prevalent in the “majority of the places 

in the Pacific that cling so much on the traditional reading of the Bible and the 

understanding of the Noah narrative” (Talia 2020). Fair (2018, 9) and Talia both 

highlight the prevalence of this belief specifically among elders. 

Furthermore, a 2015 study on the relationships between household vulnerability, 

human mobility, and climate change, conducted by the UN University Institute for 

Environment and Human Security, found that the most prevalent attitude about migration 

and climate change among i-Kiribati was, “God will decide our fate” (Oakes, Milan, and 

Campbell 2016, 61). Nine out of seventeen participants held this view, which contains 

 
20 According to Kiribati’s 2015 census, 105,780 people out of 110,136 (or approximately 96%) of the 
country’s population identifies with a Christian denomination (Government of Kiribati 2016a). 
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elements that reference both the rainbow covenant, that God will not send another flood, 

as well as the idea that God will determine Kiribati’s fate. This attitude also views 

migration as problematic because the land “makes us known… is our identity and also 

our culture” (anonymous participant quote in Oakes, Milan, and Campbell 2016, 61). The 

study’s authors argue that this reflects the importance of religion in Kiribati, especially in 

i-Kiribati perceptions of environmental threats. 

The other two attitudes found in this study were, “Climate change is real; we will 

have to leave,” which was held by 5 participants, and, “Climate change is a threat to our 

islands, population and culture,” which was held by 3 participants (Oakes, Milan, and 

Campbell 2016, 61). Neither attitude held that God is responsible for climate change, or 

that Kiribati’s fate is up to God. Those who held the “Climate change is real; we will 

have to leave” attitude were most pessimistic, angry, and frustrated about Kiribati’s 

future in the context of climate change. Although this group does not view migration or 

relocation favorably, they think migration might be necessary due to climate change; if 

mass migration takes place, this group believes that i-Kiribati culture is strong enough to 

survive (Oakes, Milan, and Campbell 2016, 61). Those with the “Climate change is a 

threat to our islands, population and culture” attitude believe that climate change is a very 

real threat and will likely result in large scale migration. They are reluctant to leave 

Kiribati but state that “if that time comes then I will find other country to live in;” in 

contrast to the second attitude, they believe that if mass migration takes place i-Kiribati 

people will be scattered and their culture may be lost (Oakes, Milan, and Campbell 2016, 

61). 
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President Taneti Maamau has been quoted in numerous news articles making 

statements that allude to the rainbow covenant. For example, he said, “We try to isolate 

ourselves from the belief that Kiribati will be drowned. The ultimate decision is God’s” 

(Walker 2017). Elsewhere, he is quoted as saying, “Climate change is indeed a serious 

problem, but we don't believe that Kiribati will sink like the Titanic ship. Our country, 

our beautiful lands, are created by the hands of God” (CBS News 2017). Former 

President Teburoro Tito, who is Kiribati’s current Permanent Representative to the UN, 

has also made statements referencing the rainbow covenant. He has stated, “I’m not 

easily taken by global scientists prophesizing the future,” as well as, “[s]aying we're 

going to be under the water, that I don't believe, because people belong to God, and God 

is not so silly to allow people to perish just like that” (Reed 2011). That the current 

leadership of Kiribati makes statements like this illuminates the religious foundation of 

the perspective that Kiribati will not disappear. It also presents a conundrum, as Kiribati’s 

stated policy diverges with IPCC projections. President Maamau’s government claims to 

base its policies in science: “The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is 

the principal source of scientific information on climate change and will continue to 

inform policy responses in Kiribati” (Government of Kiribati 2018, 2). Yet it rejects what 

science projects may happen as a result of climate change, that “[s]ea level rise poses an 

existential threat for some Small Islands and some low-lying coasts” (IPCC 2022, 17). 

An i-Kiribati interviewee who works at the University of the South Pacific, leads 

a Kiribati CSO, and is a writer, poet, and expert on Kiribati culture, explained how a 

well-known Kiribati myth shapes i-Kiribati understandings of climate change and 
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migration. In response to my question, “Do you think Kiribati will exist as it does 

presently in the future?” she replied, “Yes, Kiribati will still exit as it does presently. This 

is reflected in the myths and legends of Kiribati which most i-Kiribati (particularly the 

older generations) believe in” (interview with M.U., Nov 29, 2021). The myth the 

interviewee is referencing is Kiribati’s creation myth, a well-known and complex story 

that varies slightly depending on who relates it. The general story is of Nareau (‘the 

spider’) the Creator, a god who floated alone in space who came across a sealed object, 

Te Bomatemaki (‘the earth and sky sealed together’). Nareau the Creator tried and failed 

to open Te Bomatemaki, so he hit it with the barb on his tail to create an opening. Inside 

the opening he felt sand and water, which he joined to make Na Atibu (‘rock’), and he 

commanded Na Atibu and Nei Teakea (‘emptiness’) to create Nareau the Wise. Nareau 

the Wise separated the earth and sky. He then slew his father, Na Atibu, and threw Na 

Atibu’s right eye into the sky to become the sun and his left eye to become the moon. 

Nareau the Wise then threw his ribs upwards; they shattered and became the stars. His 

hands and legs were thrown to the East, West, North, and South to become the winds, his 

spine and remaining flesh became the first islands, and his intestines were thrown 

upwards and became spirits (which eventually evolved into humans). Together, Nareau 

the Wise and the spirits created Tungaru, the original name of Kiribati (for a full account 

of the myth, see University of the South Pacific and Kiribati 1984, 1-11). The interviewee 

noted that this origin myth is passed down from generation to generation in Kiribati and 

that the majority of i-Kiribati people have it in mind when thinking about climate change. 
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The interviewee noted that the meaning of “Tungaru” has importance in i-Kiribati 

understanding of climate change: 

It is about the deity called Nareau who made the islands of Kiribati in the 
beginning and he said, “I will call you ‘the Tungaru island’ or ‘Tungaru’ 
and become itungarungaru (meaning- ‘you’ll be unified together with 
happiness from now and forever more’). Tunga is also a word from 
Tungaru which means- ‘the stopper’ so with this word, Nareau the Deity 
pronounced that time that Tungaru would become the stopper among all 
nations. If the i-Tungaru move out from Tungaru, the ocean would come 
up and cause destruction to the world. This is believed to be climate 
change. However, the stopper as portrayed to be i-Tungaru or i-Kiribati 
should not move away from their place (country) but have to stay on it 
forever. They could not be happy also if they move away from their place 
to another place (as in migration) because they would no longer be unified 
together again and be happy forever more as commanded by Nareau the 
Deity when he created islands and people. (interview with M.U., Nov 29, 
2021) 
 

While the creation myth may be well known in Kiribati, it is unclear how 

pervasive this exact interpretation of Tungaru/Kiribati being the “stopper among all 

nations” is; this interviewee noted that it is a commonly held belief, especially among 

older generations. Unable to conduct on-site fieldwork to examine how common this 

understanding is, I searched for analyses of i-Kiribati myths but was unable to find any; 

the works I found focused on myth-telling rather than analysis. Given the circumstances 

of this research, however, I present what the interviewee told me with this caveat. If this 

understanding is pervasive, as the interviewee indicated, it certainly may have 

contributed, along with the rainbow covenant beliefs, to the changing political landscape 

in Kiribati, from strong support for a leader who ultimately accepted migration – what 

President Tong would have described as an inevitable, rational, last-resort response to 

climate change – to support for a leader who contends that Kiribati will not disappear and 
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assures i-Kiribati people that they will be able to stay in Kiribati forever. The myth may 

also add an additional layer of motivation against migration: if i-Kiribati people migrate, 

this interpretation of the myth suggests, the ocean will destroy the world. By staying in 

Kiribati, i-Kiribati people are protecting the rest of the world. The interpretation also 

states that i-Kiribati people cannot be happy outside of Kiribati because they would not 

be together, which has strong allusions to the importance of i-Kiribati culture and sense 

of place. This latter point became more prominent in President Maamau’s policies and 

will be examined in greater detail below. 

 

President Taneti Maamau’s Climate Change Priorities 

With Maamau’s election as presdent, i-Kiribati citizens had chosen someone with 

very different priorities than President Tong, and as such Maamau’s win in 2016 was 

portrayed as a call for different climate change strategies. Initially, however, although his 

domestic policies differed greatly, President Maamau did not deviate greatly from 

President Tong on the international stage. President Maamau’s first speech at the UN 

General Assembly in 2016, for example, offered a similar message to President Tong’s 

previous speeches. He acknowledged the challenges of climate change, noting the “very 

real existential threats” that climate change poses: 

Climate change is a global challenge that requires universal 
transformation. We simply cannot afford to continue with business as 
usual. The future of those of us who are most vulnerable, such as my 
people and my country, is at stake. We need major changes in the global 
mindset, the global development pathways and the ways we do business. 
We must do this if we are to secure the future of my people and those who 
share the same fate, and to ensure that we are not left behind. Every year, 
my country comes to this family gathering with constant cries for help in 
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stopping the momentum of global warming and in assisting countries like 
mine to adapt to the adverse impact of climate change. It is distressing to 
see our people continuing to fight the effects of the onslaught of sea-level 
rises, storm surges and disasters… (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 14th plen. 
mtg.) 
 

A notable deviation from President Tong’s General Assembly speeches were 

President Maamau’s frequent use of emotional appeals to other leaders to assist Kiribati 

with climate change. This was especially prevalent early in his first term. For example, he 

included references to family in his 2016 speech when he asked for help “…from our 

United Nations family and its members, asking them to look into their hearts and help us 

address this looming, life-threatening issue as soon as possible” (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 

14th plen. mtg.). Later in this speech he stated, “[t]his is an opportunity for us to take care 

of one another. And we must do it together, as a family” (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 14th 

plen. mtg.). President Maamau also included numerous references to the younger 

generations, specifically to children and grandchildren. For example, he said, “The 

President opened this session of the Assembly with his grandchildren by his side. It was a 

moving and significant moment, reminding all of us of our most important constituents, 

our children and their children. In his opening statement, he rightly said that it is our call 

to make, because if we fail, we have failed our grandchildren. As a leader and a 

grandfather, I am fully committed to serving and delivering to all the children and 

grandchildren of our global family” (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 14th plen. mtg.). Using these 

references to family, and specifically to children and grandchildren, President Maamau 

appealed to his fellow leaders’ emotions, many of whom are also parents and 

grandparents, to save Kiribati. 
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Also notable was that President 

Maamau concluded his 2016 speech 

with a poem he authored called, “My 

Frigatebird.” The frigatebird, which 

appears on the flag of Kiribati flying 

over a sun rising over the ocean, is a representation of Kiribati. The flag of Kiribati is 

shown above in Figure 4. President Maamau introduced the poem by requesting that 

countries “…take up the challenge of this United Nations family gathering and ask 

whether or not we can transform ourselves and make a difference in the name of love – a 

simple but powerful and inclusive four-letter word that resonates in the four corners of 

the world. As we contemplate this question, I would like to conclude by sharing a poem 

that represents our hope and identity – an identity that we will fight to save as long as we 

can. We need help in this fight so that a part of this global family does not get left behind 

or lose its liberty or identity” (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 14th plen. mtg.). The poem, which 

described a frigatebird struggling but persevering against climate change, refusing to give 

up, was a direct appeal to save the Kiribati identity: 

Cloaked in black, white-bellied, and fork-tailed, you are my beauty in the 
north. 
With your long and graceful wings, you are my inspiration in the centre. 
As you speed across the deep vast ocean, you are my sanctuary in the 
south. 
With your clicking, wheezy calls, you are my song and my garland 
everywhere. 
On a banner of blue, white, yellow and red, you ascend beyond the waves 
and the sun’s rays. 
Now you struggle against storms and westerly winds to find food and 
nesting. 

Figure 4 - Flag of Kiribati 
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But you will never leave in haste nor go in flight, for you are the fulcrum 
of the universe. 
Arise, my frigate bird with valor and strength, rise over the perilous tides 
from the east and fly brave and proud on the currents of wind, for you are 
and will always be my transformation. 
Proud am I to be an I-Kiribati – my frigatebird, my liberty, my identity. 
(U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 14th plen. mtg.) 
 

President Maamau’s 2017 UN General Assembly speech also included emotional 

appeals, although his overall focus was shifting towards economic development instead 

of climate change; even family references relating to climate change included 

development concerns. For example, he stated, “…as leaders of this global family, we 

have a moral responsibility to focus on the people we serve, strive for peace and a decent 

life for all and make sure the health of the planet is sustained so that it can continue to 

support life” (U.N. GAOR, 72nd Sess., 15th plen. mtg.,). After 2017, however, President 

Maamau all but abandoned emotional appeals and family references; in subsequent 

General Assembly speeches, other than formulaic acknowledgements of Kiribati’s 

vulnerabilities and calls for climate change mitigation and adaptation support, his main 

focus was development issues. In 2020, for example, he called for the UN family to assist 

with a multitude of issues, including climate change and development: 

When I am asked to define the future that my people want, it remains for 
me to convey that Kiribati wants an uncompromised future. A future that 
is secure and certain. A future that seeks to make our planet earth, a 
resilient, healthier, and safer home. A future in which national plans such 
as the Kiribati Vision for 20 Years (KV20)21, are enhanced by multilateral 
policies such as the 2030 Agenda. A future where our United Nations 
family continue to deliver and coordinate assistance and support, in 
particular to our most vulnerable communities and the least developed 

 
21 The document that President Maamau referred to here is the Kiribati 20-Year Vision, or KV20, which is 
the Kiribati government’s long-term development plan. 
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amongst us, in a coordinated and timely manner. A future in which 
development is inclusive and measured by the percentage of the 
population lifted up across the poverty line, to live secure and healthier 
lives; congruent with the ever-powerful motto of our 2030 agenda, to 
leave no one behind. (U.N. GAOR, 75th Sess., 11th plen. mtg.) 
 

Furthermore, whereas all four of the UN speeches during President Tong’s final 

term noted the existential threat of climate change, only President Maamau’s first speech 

in 2016 did, as noted above. At COP23 in 2017, President Maamau overtly broke with 

President Tong on climate change, especially forcefully breaking with President Tong’s 

urgent warning that Kiribati may submerge, stating: 

I want to make it very clear at the outset that my Government has decided 
to put aside the misleading and pessimistic scenario of a sinking/deserted 
nation, and has replaced it with a bold scenario filled with great faith in 
the Mighty Hand, that made our islands, coupled with our people’s 
unwavering love for their home land, and great determination to fight 
and/or adapt to climate change, with the help and support of our 
international partners and the entire world community. To this end, my 
Government is calling on this Conference, to recognize the significance of 
this new policy as a platform for the Kiribati Government’s ambitious 20 
year plan or KV20, to build and develop the nation in the face of climate 
change –that focuses on harnessing our resources on fisheries and tourism. 
(Maamau 2017) 
 

Not only did this speech signify a break from President Tong’s climate change 

strategies, President Maamau rejected the very notion that Kiribati will be submerged. In 

so doing, he implicitly aligned himself with the religious belief about a rainbow covenant 

discussed earlier, that God will not allow Kiribati to sink. His assertion of i-Kiribati 

people’s unwavering love for homeland alludes to another aspect of President Maamau’s 

priorities that became increasingly visible in his climate change policies: the protection of 

i-Kiribati culture and identity through the protection of the i-Kiribati state. Whereas 
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President Tong saw the government’s responsibility to plan for the worst-case scenario of 

submersion in order to protect i-Kiribati lives, President Maamau sees the government’s 

responsibility to improve i-Kiribati quality of life at home. Whereas President Tong saw 

migration as a way to save i-Kiribati culture in a new place, President Maamau sees 

migration as a threat to i-Kiribati culture. Therefore, President Maamau’s government’s 

strategies, whether related to development or climate change, intend to safeguard 

Kiribati, i-Kiribati people, and the i-Kiribati way of life that is so intimately tied to 

remaining on i-Kiribati land. 

 

Sustainable Development 

President Maamau has ambitious development goals for Kiribati. At COP23, for 

example, he stated his intent to develop Kiribati into a Dubai or Singapore of the Pacific, 

creating a tourism industry based on luxury eco-friendly resorts that would offer world-

class diving, fishing, and surfing experiences (CBS News 2017). That said, it is important 

to clarify that while President Maamau may reject the notion that Kiribati will cease to 

exist because of climate change, he does not deny the existence of climate change itself. 

He is clear that in-situ climate change adaptation measures will be taken in tandem with 

sustainable development initiatives. This is evident in President Maamau’s signature 

sustainable development policy, the Kiribati 20-Year Vision 2016-2036 (KV20), which is 

a blueprint for Kiribati’s long-term development. The KV20 is Kiribati’s overarching 

framework for all national policies and plans and it outlines a plan to make Kiribati a 

“wealthier, healthier and peaceful country” (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 5-6). The 
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KV20 was developed through consultations with the Gilbert, Line, and Phoenix Island 

groups as well as with various ministries, agencies, business communities, and churches 

so that it represented the “vision for our nation” (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 6). 

The main focus of the KV20 is maximizing the benefits from fisheries and 

tourism (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 8). As written in the KV20, “…catapulting 

economic development to achieve our targets within the next 20 years can only be 

possible if Kiribati focuses its attention on two of its productive sectors, fisheries and 

tourism. Adequate investment and a conducive environment need to be developed for 

these sectors to thrive” (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 10). Four pillars – wealth; peace 

and security; infrastructure for development; and governance – are intended to create an 

enabling environment to promote investment into fisheries and tourism. Briefly, the 

wealth pillar aims to improve economic growth and reduce poverty through developing 

Kiribati’s natural capital, human capital, and cultural capital; the peace and security pillar 

aims to create a secure, safer, and peaceful Kiribati by strengthening national security 

policies, institutions, and partnerships; the infrastructure pillar aims at improving 

connectivity and accessibility for social and economic infrastructure; and the governance 

pillar aims to create a corruption-free society (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 8-9).  

Climate change is discussed in the KV20, although it is exclusively presented as a 

constraint to achieving Kiribati’s development goals rather than a threat to Kiribati’s 

survival. The closest the KV20 comes to acknowledging climate change’s possible 

existential threat is in a discussion of the broader security context in which “the 

government is also cognisant of the importance of maintaining its sovereignty in light of 
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the projections for climate change and sea level rise. In most islands, coastal erosion and 

inundation is becoming the new norm and which [sic] has led to loss of precious and 

already limited land space and resources, such as fresh water. If left unabated, it has the 

potential to create future tensions and insecurity among I-Kiribati, who will have to 

compete for these limited resources” (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 39). There is only 

one short section (three paragraphs out of a seventy-two-page document) devoted to 

climate change, and it presents Kiribati’s experience with climate change as a vicious 

cycle in which Kiribati’s lack of economic means worsens its vulnerability to the effects 

of climate change and its vulnerability to the effects of climate change constrains 

Kiribati’s ability to develop. It states, “[t]he country’s ability to respond to climate risks 

is hampered by its highly vulnerable socio-economic and geographical situation… Sea-

level rise and exacerbated natural disasters such as drought and weather fluctuations pose 

significant and direct additional threats to sectors and resources central to human and 

national development and the provision of basic human needs” (Government of Kiribati 

2016b, 55). The proposed solutions to reduce vulnerability focus on building adaptive 

and mitigation capacity; reducing exposure and sensitivity to climate impacts; 

mainstreaming climate change adaptation and mitigation through development programs; 

increasing technical capacity and human resources; accessing climate finance 

mechanisms; evaluating and reducing climate risks to poverty reduction programs 

(Government of Kiribati 2016b, 56). These climate change adaptation and mitigation 

measures, as the KV20 explains, will be mainstreamed into development programs to 
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ensure that the working environment is sensitive to environment conservation, climate 

change, and sustainable development (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 9). 

Of the many development strategies listed in the KV20, one appears to be a 

continuation of President Tong’s Migration with Dignity program. The stated goal is to 

double decent overseas employment opportunities by 2036, which will also increase 

remittances sent back to Kiribati. To achieve this goal, the Kiribati government plans to 

improve access to quality training, increase the labor supply, and strengthen English 

language education to ensure that all i-Kiribati are competitive in both domestic and 

overseas labor markets (Government of Kiribati 2016b, 26-28). However, despite the 

similar goals of President Tong’s Migration with Dignity policies, the KV20 frames 

overseas employment solely as a way to reduce unemployment and increase remittances; 

in other words, these programs are strictly intended to be development strategies, not 

climate change adaptation strategies as they were under President Tong. No references to 

Migration with Dignity are made in the KV20, and permanent emigration is not 

suggested anywhere as a strategy for climate change. 

The KV20’s inclusion of culture in its sustainable development plan is notable, 

although culture is included in the wealth pillar of the KV20, which is intended to foster 

economic growth and reduce poverty, and the preservation of culture is framed by its 

utility in developing and increasing revenue from the tourism industry. The KV20 states, 

“‘Te Maneaba’ (tangible heritage), Traditional Knowledge (intangible heritage) remnants 

from World II (historical heritage) amongst others, are few amongst the significant 

cultural icons and sites that have been identified. These cultural sites and heritages 
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require protection, preservation and promotion to ensure no deterioration in their values 

and that they will still be enjoyed by future generations of I-Kiribati and visitors.” 

(Government of Kiribati 2016b, 35). Its justification of cultural protection is: “The nexus 

between tourism and culture is one of the priority areas for the KV20. It is in this context 

that Government will strive to safeguard, revive and promote tangible and intangible 

cultural and historical heritages evident across the chants, music, dance and craft heritage 

sectors as well as the significant remnants from World War II” (Government of Kiribati 

2016b, 35). It is unclear whether the preservation of culture in the KV20 is presented in 

economic development terms simply because the KV20 is an economic development-

focused document, or whether cultural is only important to Kiribati for its economic 

utility. 

An answer may be found in Kiribati’s current short-term economic development 

plan, the Kiribati Development Plan 2020-2023, which focuses on the preservation of 

culture without reference to its contributions to economic development through a tourism 

industry. The KDP notes that: 

Kiribati possesses a unique history as well as valuable tangible, intangible, 
natural and cultural assets that contribute to its cohesion and social 
development. Over time, however, changes in I-Kiribati lifestyles have 
changed the perspective of the culture and the environment. While 
traditional practices play an important role in cultural preservation, a lot of 
these practices are less practised particularly in urban centers. Although it 
is natural for cultures to evolve due to changing environments and other 
factors, such as modernisation and religion, it is crucial that we preserve, 
protect and promote our culture in its entirety in order to maintain the 
identity and cultural heritage of the I-Kiribati people. (Government of 
Kiribati 2021, 70) 
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To that end, the KDP calls to preserve i-Kiribati culture, identity, and heritage by 

collecting, documenting, protecting, and promoting intangible cultural heritage; 

preserving and protecting tangible and intangible cultural heritage; raising public 

awareness to demonstrate the significant contribution that culture has on strengthening 

resilience and supporting livelihoods; and promoting culture and heritage through 

practices and events at the national, regional and international level (Government of 

Kiribati 2021, 70). Given Maamau’s perspective of the vicious cycle Kiribati 

experiences, in which lack of economic development worsens its vulnerability to the 

effects of climate change and its vulnerability to the effects of climate change hinders its 

ability to develop, President Maamau’s focus on culture in his government’s development 

policies reiterates his view that Kiribati will be saved by economic development. Two 

considerations indicate that culture is more than just a tool for economic development, 

however. The first, which will be described in greater detail below, is that culture is also 

an important aspect of President Maamau’s adaptation strategies. The second 

consideration relies on somewhat circular logic: the preservation of culture will grow 

Kiribati’s tourism industry, which will increase economic development, which will 

safeguard Kiribati’s existence, which will enable i-Kiribati people to continue living in 

their homelands and practicing their culture. 

 

Climate Change Adaptation Strategies 

In addition to Kiribati’s sustainable development goals, President Maamau 

recognized that climate adaptation strategies were needed to ensure that Kiribati remains 
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habitable despite the negative effects of climate change. One of President Maamau’s 

more remarkable strategies to enable remaining in Kiribati is a continuation of one of 

President Tong’s: a land reclamation project on South Tarawa, Kiribati’s capital and most 

populous island. As described above, President Tong investigated several “radical” 

adaptation strategies, including artificial islands, floating islands, and land reclamation 

projects. Although President Tong had studied these options, when he left office no 

official proposals or plans had been produced. This changed under President Maamau 

with the development of an official proposal in late 2018 for a land reclamation project 

called the Temaiku Land and Urban Development. The feasibility study and conceptual 

plan was led by Jacobs (an engineering company) alongside the New Zealand Ministry 

for Foreign Affairs and Trade and the Government of Kiribati. The final plan would 

increase the height of a 300-hectare land area, using sand from Tarawa’s lagoon, to 

approximately two meters above the highest measured sea level, thereby protecting this 

area of land against predicted sea level rise until the year 2200 (Jacobs, “Temaiku”). 

Temaiku is currently an uninhabited bight of land south of Kiribati’s international airport 

on South Tarawa. Approximately half of Kiribati’s 119,500 citizens live in South 

Tarawa; when it is complete, Temaiku will provide enough space for 35,000 people to 

live (Ibid). The project is expected to take 30 years to complete and the land reclamation 

alone is estimated to cost US$273 million (Walters 2019). As of writing, the status of the 

project is unclear. A 2019 news article indicates that funding issues may be the challenge: 

“Neither New Zealand, nor Kiribati, are able to fund a project of this scale in full, so 

Kiribati is looking to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change’s 
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(UNFCCC) financial mechanism, the Green Climate Fund” (Walters 2019). The Green 

Climate Fund does not list the Temaiku Land and Urban Development project on its 

website, however, and I have been unable to find further updates. Kupferberg (2021, 

1800) also notes that the project’s main challenge is securing funding, coupled with the 

fact that a project of this type has never been successfully carried out to date. Given the 

lack of updates, my assumption is that funding issues continue to prevent construction 

from beginning on the Temaiku Land and Urban Development. 

Outside of this specific project, President Maamau’s government has produced 

two climate change-focused policies to guide other adaptation work: the 2018 Kiribati 

Climate Change Policy (KCCP) and the Kiribati Joint Implementation Plan for Climate 

Change and Disaster Risk Management (KJIP) 2019-2028, the latter of which is an 

update to the KJIP 2014-2023 that was prepared during President Tong’s final term. The 

KJIP 2019-2028 is the implementation plan for the KCCP (Government of Kiribati 2018, 

5) as well as the second iteration of its national action plan that Kiribati submitted to the 

UNFCCC. Together, the KCCP and the KJIP are intended to ensure that all adaptation, 

mitigation, and disaster risk management interventions align with the KV20 (Government 

of Kiribati 2018, 5).  

The KCCP’s vision is that “Kiribati, her people, culture and economy will remain 

resilient and viable in facing the challenges of climate change,” and the mission is, “[t]o 

safeguard the present and future existence of Kiribati as a sovereign nation and her 

people, culture, environment, development progress and aspirations in light of the 

impacts of climate change and related disaster risks” (Government of Kiribati 2018, 4). 
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Both statements are notable because of their inclusion of culture. Overall, the KCCP 

focuses on climate action: “This policy emphasizes ACTIONS [sic] aimed at addressing 

immediate and long-term adaptation needs and robust measures to ensure the resilience - 

and even the existence – of our country, despite the increasing impacts of climate change, 

whether through sudden or slow onset events” (Government of Kiribati 2018, 1). Like 

previous climate change strategies that focus on adaptation, the KCCP outlines climate 

change adaptation strategies relating to a variety of different focus areas, such as coastal 

protection and infrastructure, food and water security, and sustainability and resilience, 

although it also contains new areas of focus, namely unavoidable climate change impacts 

(referred to as ‘loss and damage’ in UNFCCC processes) and climate finance. 

A notable aspect of the KCCP is that, despite President Maamau’s assertion that 

Kiribati will not be submerged by climate change-induced sea level rise, the KCCP 

includes references to climate change as an existential threat, including in its vision, 

quoted above. For instance, the first sentence of the Forward, written by President 

Maamau, states, “[c]limate change is one of the greatest threats to Kiribati and the I-

Kiribati people, their security and survival” (Government of Kiribati 2018, 1). 

Additionally, in the section on the importance of improving coastal protection and 

infrastructure, the KCCP warns, “[t]he projected rise in sea level, with the already limited 

land area of a typical atoll and the current human-induced degradation of the 

environment, will further jeopardize the country’s ability to continue to support the 

livelihoods of the growing population. This may result in unavoidable migration from 

Kiribati, threatening its future existence as a nation” (Government of Kiribati 2018, 12). 
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This is notable because it deviates from President Maamau’s often-stated perspective that 

Kiribati’s existence is not threatened by climate change; however, this statement ties the 

existential threat explicitly to migration rather than the loss of its landmass to sea level 

rise. This suggests that, to President Maamau, migration is a larger threat to Kiribati’s 

continued existence than climate change itself. Of course, it may also represent a political 

strategy wherein President Maamau acknowledges climate change’s existential threats in 

order to receive support and funding from the international community while 

simultaneously denying to his constituents that Kiribati will be submerged and they will 

have to migrate, the position that led to loss of support for President Tong. 

The KJIP 2019-2018 also notes climate change’s severe threats to Kiribati, but 

only makes one explicit reference to its possible existential threats: “In the long term, the 

most serious concern is that sea level rise will threaten the very existence of Kiribati as a 

nation” (Government of Kiribati 2019, 45). Overall, the KJIP 2019-2028 is a highly 

detailed plan to implement twelve climate change and disaster risk management 

strategies that are nearly identical to the ones contained in President Tong’s 2014-2023 

version. The revision of the previous KJIP began in 2018 with oversight from the Office 

of Te Beretitenti (President) and technical support from National Adaptation Plan Global 

Network, an organization created in 2014 specifically to support developing countries in 

advancing their national adaptation plan processes. One of the main differences with the 

2014-2023 version is the addition of cultural heritage in Strategy 11: “[m]aintaining the 

existing sovereignty and unique identity and cultural heritage of Kiribati” (Government 

of Kiribati 2019, 11). Strategy 11 in KJIP 2019-2028 has two intended results. The first is 
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identical to the earlier KJIP: that “[t]he rights of Kiribati over its existing EEZ and the 

resources within it are protected forever for the people of Kiribati” (Government of 

Kiribati 2019, 167), which continues President Tong’s strategy of securing Kiribati’s 

maritime sovereignty. The second result is new: that “[t]he cultural heritage of Kiribati 

are protected, preserved and promoted” (ibid). To conserve and promote i-Kiribati 

cultural heritage and practices, the Government will: 

• Assess museum capacity needs in the face of climate change and disaster risks; 
• Collect, develop, and record data on underwater cultural heritage;  
• Collect, update, and record data on intangible cultural heritage; 
• Increase the capacity of i-Kiribati people to contribute their cultural heritage 

toward improving the resilience of the country and the people against the impacts 
of climate change and disasters; 

• Assess legislation needs for Kiribati as appropriate to protect, preserve, and 
conserve the cultural heritage and important artifacts of Kiribati; 

• Educate and increase awareness of food security and cultural industry in the face 
of climate change and natural disasters; and  

• Training on traditional cultivation methods (Government of Kiribati 2019, 168) 
 

It is important to again note the possibility that the inclusion of culture in the 

revised KJIP may be part of a strategy to grow Kiribati’s tourism sector by attracting 

more visitors. However, the protection of Kiribati’s culture became a prominent feature 

in President Maamau’s policies; moreover, the inclusion of culture in the revision of the 

KJIP is significant because it is directly tied to the goal of preserving Kiribati’s state 

sovereignty. This suggests that protecting Kiribati from climate change-induced sea level 

rise is about more than merely preserving its statehood and sovereignty; President 

Maamau’s priority is ensuring that i-Kiribati people can remain in Kiribati, connected to 

their homeland, and continue to practice their culture and live an i-Kiribati way of life.  
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Overall, an expanded definition of sovereignty begins to emerge from the role 

culture plays in President Maamau’s responses to climate change. The climate change 

strategies enacted by his government link state sovereignty, via Kiribati’s physical land, 

with the ability for i-Kiribati people to live according to their cultural values. In other 

words, in President Maamau’s conceptualization, culture is a fundamental component of 

state sovereignty, and both concepts are intimately tied to the land that makes up Kiribati. 

The utility of state sovereignty is to enable citizens practice their culture in their 

homeland, to live according to their preferred cultural norms and ways of life, which is 

not fully possible if i-Kiribati citizens have to leave Kiribati. 

The addition of culture to the consideration of state sovereignty has broader 

implications as well. President Maamau’s focus on culture adds a dimension to the larger 

conversation about the importance of preserving state sovereignty: because in Kiribati, 

and elsewhere in the Pacific, as well as in many places globally, culture is tied to the land 

on which people live. Maamau’s expanded concept of sovereignty includes not only the 

state’s ability to determine what happens within a state’s borders but also the idea that, 

within that state, people should be able to determine how to live their lives on the land 

that provides the foundation for their culture and identity. 

This perspective differs from that of President Tong, who in fact viewed 

migration as they only way to preserve i-Kiribati culture in the worst-case scenario of 

Kiribati’s submersion. In general, President Tong viewed the utility of state sovereignty 

to be protecting i-Kiribati citizens from the negative impacts of climate change. With 

climate change threatening the sovereign state, President Tong’s administration promoted 
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migration as a climate change strategy and purchased land in Fiji for possible en masse 

relocation of i-Kiribati citizens. President Tong also began exploring ways to preserve 

Kiribati’s maritime sovereignty as a way to preserve the state of Kiribati in the future. 

Overall, especially through his migration policies and the purchase of land in Fiji, and 

considered alongside his initial investigations of how to reimagine Kiribati’s sovereignty 

in various climate change scenarios, President Tong explored options for state 

sovereignty that would disentangle state sovereignty from its original territory, an idea 

which was examined as a strategy in the literature review (McConnell 2009, Yamamoto 

and Esteban 2010, Blanchard 2016). Furthermore, in a broader conversation about the 

implications preserving Kiribati’s state sovereignty, an initiative which President Tong 

began to explore when he was in office, amending UNCLOS to preserve maritime zones 

expands state sovereignty to include maritime sovereignty. Reframing sovereignty in this 

way would not only preserve state sovereignty in an alternative form, it would also 

possibly enable financial support for relocated citizens in the event of Kiribati’s 

submersion. This is a strategy that Tuvalu and the Pacific region as a collective are also 

undertaking, as will be discussed in greater detail in the following two chapters. 
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CHAPTER SIX: TUVALU CLIMATE CHANGE STRATEGIES (2013-2021) 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the responses to climate change undertaken by Tuvalu 

under two different prime ministers, Enele Sopoaga (2013-2019) and Kausea Natano 

(2019-present). Enele Sopoaga, who was an elected Member of Parliament at the time, 

became prime minister of Tuvalu in 2013; Sopoaga’s predecessor, Prime Minister Willy 

Telavi, was removed through a vote of no confidence and Tuvalu’s parliament selected 

Sopoaga to replace him. Sopoaga was elected prime minister in 2015 but lost the 2019 

election to Kausea Natano, who has been Tuvalu’s prime minister ever since. Unlike in 

Kiribati, where President Anote Tong and President Taneti Maamau held vastly different 

perspectives on climate change impacts and, as a result, implemented very different 

strategies responding to climate change, Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga and Prime 

Minister Kausea Natano have much more in common regarding their overarching climate 

change priorities. Their exact areas of focus may be different, but their leadership with 

regard to Tuvalu’s responses to climate change is more aptly described as a progression 

rather than as an abrupt shift, such as what occurred with President Maamau’s election in 

Kiribati. Both Prime Minister Sopoaga and Prime Minister Natano, as well as several 

Tuvaluan Prime Ministers before them, stood firmly against migration as an acceptable 

response to climate change except as a very last-resort option if the worst-case scenario, 

Tuvalu’s submersion, comes to pass. Their shared overarching priority is to preserve the 

physical state of Tuvalu so that future generations of Tuvaluans can continue to live 
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there, according to their cultural values and Tuvaluan way of life. Thus their main 

priorities have been international mitigation efforts and domestic adaptation projects. 

Both leaders also recognized the serious, possibly existential threats of climate change to 

Tuvalu, however, and therefore also worked on measures that would provide protection 

to Tuvaluan citizens if they had to relocate. Prime Minister Sopoaga’s strategy was 

developing an international legal protection for people displaced by climate change, and 

Prime Minister Natano’s strategy is a multi-pronged effort that includes incorporating 

Tuvaluan cultural values into their national policies, preserving Tuvalu’s legal status as a 

sovereign state, and digitizing Tuvalu’s government services so Tuvaluans can access 

these services from elsewhere in the event that they are displaced from Tuvalu. To both 

leaders, the utility of state sovereignty is to enable Tuvaluans to have cultural 

sovereignty, but their efforts to preserve the sovereign state of Tuvalu, especially those of 

Prime Minister Natano, push the boundaries of current conceptions of state sovereignty. 

This chapter begins with a brief overview of Tuvalu, including its history, 

geography, and government structure. It also reviews Tuvalu’s early climate change 

strategies, prior to 2013, as a way to understand the context into which Prime Minister 

Sopoaga took office. The chapter then turns to a discussion of the unified responses 

against migration that have informed both pre- and post-2013 policies in Tuvalu, as well 

as a look at a unique climate change adaptation project that has spanned both 

administrations. After this, the chapter then focuses on Tuvalu’s climate change priorities 

and policies from 2013 until present, and what the strategies undertaken say about Prime 

Minister Sopoaga and Prime Minister Natano’s perspective on the impacts of climate 
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change on Tuvalu’s sovereignty. Above and beyond their climate change adaptation 

priorities, Prime Minister Sopoaga is especially well known for his efforts to advocate for 

mitigation in the international arena as well as for his calls to create a legal framework for 

the protection of people who are displaced by the negative effects of climate change. 

Prime Minister Natano’s focus, beyond adaptation efforts, has been a wholly unique 

strategy called the “Future Now Policy,” which focuses on the preservation of Tuvalu’s 

legal status as a sovereign state and beginning to prepare for a future in which Tuvalu 

might not exist as a physical entity. 

 

Tuvalu Background 

Tuvalu is located in the South Pacific Ocean, approximately midway between 

Hawaii and Australia. It is approximately 1,100 kilometers north of Fiji and 1,400 

kilometers south of Kiribati’s western-most Gilbert Island chain. Despite its name 

meaning “eight islands in unity,” Tuvalu actually consists of nine islands; the ninth 

island, Niulakita, was initially not inhabited and thus was not included in its name. Six of 

Tuvalu’s islands – Nanumea, Nui, Vaitupu, Nukufetau, Funafuti (the capital island), and 

Nukulaelae – are atolls with enclosed lagoons. The remaining three islands – Nanumaga, 

Niutao, and Niulakita – are raised limestone coral reef islands. The country has no rivers 

on any of its islands, and groundwater is extremely limited (Government of Tuvalu 

2015c, 2-3). Tuvalu is one of the smallest states in the world, both in terms of land area 

and population. Its total land area is only 26 sq. km. and the 2017 population was 

approximately 10,500 people (Government of Tuvalu “Population”). In comparison to its 
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small land area, Tuvalu’s EEZ is quite large at 719,174 sq. km. Tuvalu is part of the 

Polynesian subregion of the Pacific. 

In the 1860s, the practice known as blackbirding forcibly removed most 

inhabitants from the Tuvalu’s southern islands to work as indentured labor in guano 

mines in Peru; in 1863 alone, two-thirds of the population on Nukulaelae and more than 

half of the population on Funafuti were captured and taken to Peru (Government of 

Tuvalu 2015c, 2). When Kiribati was occupied by Japan in the Second World War, 

approximately 6,000 American troops set up base in Funafuti, temporarily evacuating its 

inhabitants, and built airfields on Nukufetau and Nanumea. Funafuti was attacked by 

numerous air raids in 1943, killing one Tuvaluan and a dozen Americans (Telavi, 1983). 

The effects of WWII, including coral reefs that were damaged during dredging to build 

the airstrips, are still impacting Tuvalu. 

As noted in Chapter 5, Kiribati and Tuvalu were ruled together as one 

administrative entity under the British Empire called the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. In 

May 1892, and September 1892, the Gilbert (now Kiribati) and Ellice (now Tuvalu) 

Islands became a British protectorate (Macdonald 1982, 68 & 70). Macdonald (1982, 74) 

describes tensions between Gilbert Islanders and Ellice Islanders as arising from cultural 

differences: “[t]hus the peoples of two very different cultures (which were not in 

themselves homogeneous) were brought together under British colonial rule. That rule 

was generally benign and well-meaning but the realities of cultural diversity were 

sometimes ignored, or deemed irrelevant to the priorities of colonial administration. 

Gradually, but inevitably, the policies of Britain, the power that had brought the 
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Gilbertese and Ellice Islanders together, helped to drive them apart. The unity that had 

been imposed could not survive three-quarters of a century of colonial rule.” However, in 

addition to the problematic description of British rule as “benign and well-meaning,” this 

description glosses over a more complicated story in which racial categories 

(Gilbertese/Micronesian and Ellice Islanders/Polynesian) and cultural differences were 

translated into differences of political power. In 1965, the Australia-based Pacific Islands 

Monthly wrote, “The root of the trouble is that the Gilbert Islands, which comprise 16 

atolls straddling the Equator, are peopled by some 40,000 Micronesians, while the nine 

atolls of the more southerly Ellice Islands are people by about 6,000 Polynesians, and 

both groups are administered as a single entity by the British Crown” (as quoted in 

Chappell 2016, 13). The minority group in the Ellice Islands worried that unified 

independence would simply replace the British with the Gilbertese; as such, in a 1974 

national referendum, 92% of Ellice voters elected separation from the Gilbert Islands 

(Chappell 2016, 16). Tuvalu’s current foreign policy document notes that separation from 

Gilberts/Kiribati was seen as the only means for Tuvalu to preserve its unique culture and 

values (Government of Tuvalu 2020). Tuvalu achieved independence from Britain on 1 

October 1978 and formally joined the United Nations in September 2000. 

When it won independence, Tuvalu adopted a Westminster system of 

government; the British monarch is Head of State and appoints a Governor General, who 

must be a Tuvaluan citizen. The Prime Minister is the Head of Government. Seven 

islands elect two members to Parliament; Nukulaelae elects one member due to its small 

size, and Niulakita falls under the Niutao Island administration and thus is represented by 
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Niutao’s members. As such, the Parliament consists of 15 elected members who serve 

four-year terms; the Prime Minister and Speaker of the Parliament are elected from and 

by the Members of Parliament (Government of Tuvalu 2015c, 3). At the local level, 

islands are administered by Falekaupule, which is the traditional assembly of elders, 

alongside the Kaupule, whose members are elected. 

Like Kiribati, Tuvalu is recognized as both a Small Island Developing State and a 

Least Developed Country (LDC). According to the World Bank, Tuvalu’s 2020 GDP was 

US$49 million, which ranked Tuvalu last out of 206 countries (World Bank 2021). 

Revenue from fish licensing is Tuvalu’s largest source of revenue; according to Tuvalu’s 

current sustainable development strategy, fish licensing revenue increased from A$8m in 

2012 to over A$31m in 2015 (Government of Tuvalu 2016, 41). Tuvalu is also highly 

dependent on foreign aid; in the 3-4 years prior to 2015, official aid received from 

development partners was approximately A$81 million, roughly A$35m of which was 

from the Republic of China. Tuvalu also earns revenue from the Tuvalu Trust Fund 

(TTF),22 leasing its “.tv” domain name,23 and remittances from migrant labor and 

Tuvaluans living abroad (Government of Tuvalu 2016, 16). 

As a low-lying atoll state, Tuvalu’s geography makes it extremely vulnerable to 

climate change, specifically climate change-induced sea level rise. One hundred percent 

 
22 The Tuvalu Trust Fund is a fund that was established in 1987 by Australia, New Zealand, and the United 
Kingdom, and has also been supported by Japan and South Korea. 
23 Tuvalu was allocated the “.tv” domain by the International Corporation for Assigned Names and 
Numbers in 1995. Until recently, Tuvalu had an agreement with Verisign that earned TuvaluUS$5-million 
per year, approximately 7% of the Pacific Islands GDP. In late 2021, when the agreement with Verisign 
expired, Tuvalu signed a new deal with GoDaddy for an estimated US$10 million per year (Westermann 
2022; Stewart 2022). 
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of Tuvalu’s land area is below five meters of elevation, and thus one hundred percent of 

the population lives below five meters of elevation (World Bank 2011, 221). The average 

height above sea level is less than three meters, with the highest point above sea level 

being 4.6 meters in Niulakita Atoll (Government of Tuvalu, 2015c, 1). Tuvalu’s 

Sustainable Development Strategy states, “Rising sea levels have affected, and will 

continue to affect, Tuvalu’s coastlines – erosion, seawater intrusion and inundation, loss 

of land, other damaging factors. Tuvalu’s natural geography is, of course, not an asset in 

the fight against climate change, but a severe liability to the country’s most immediate 

destructive threat, sea-level rise. A long list of adaptation measures – useful applications 

in most other geographic circumstances – are simply not part of Tuvalu’s climate change 

tool kit. Tuvalu is defined by coastline; it has no elevated geographic interior, and its 

small, often extremely narrow land areas are subjected to tidal swamping, seawater 

percolating through porous atoll and reef island geologic formations” (Government of 

Tuvalu 2016, 47). Like Kiribati, Tuvalu’s emissions are also negligible: in 2018, 

Tuvalu’s emissions were 0.9 tons CO2-e per capita, while the United States’ emissions 

were nearly seventeen times higher at 15.2 tons of CO2-e per capita (World Bank “CO2 

Emissions”). Tuvalu’s 2015 INDC noted that its emissions are less than 0.000005% of 

global greenhouse gas emissions (Government of Tuvalu 2015a, 4).  
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Early Climate Change Policies in Tuvalu 

Tuvalu’s Initial National Communication (INC), which was submitted to the 

UNFCCC in 1999, described Tuvalu’s vulnerabilities to climate change, noting the 

numerous negative effects of climate change: “[t]he islands of Tuvalu are only a few 

meters above sea level. Any rise in sea level will have very serious impact on human 

health, houses, infrastructure, food crops, groundwater sources, land and marine 

biodiversity, vegetation, and shoreline. Sea level rise could also cause serious coastal 

erosion and land loss on all the islands, lower crop yields and in some cases might lead to 

the loss of entire islets” (Government of Tuvalu 1999, 10). Given these vulnerabilities, 

the government’s goal is to “provide an environment, based on existing culture(s), within 

which the people of Tuvalu can strive to attain my highest possible standard of living” 

(Government of Tuvalu 1999, 19). The INC contained limited information about how it 

will achieve this goal, other than by implementing policies that are focused on adaptation 

measures, improving education and public awareness, and renewable energy, as well as 

several sector-specific measures such as “to ban burning of twigs, branches etc when 

clearing land” (Government of Tuvalu 1999, 20-21). Its 2007 National Adaptation 

Programme of Action (NAPA) submitted to the UNFCCC was a much more in-depth 

assessment of Tuvalu’s climate change adaptation needs. The NAPA highlights 

challenges that are exacerbated by climate change: coastal erosion, saltwater intrusion, 

and increasing vector and water borne diseases; inadequate potable water; saltwater 
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intrusion in pulaka pits;24 and decreasing fisheries population” (Government of Tuvalu 

2007, 6). The NAPA aims to develop a country-wide program to implement immediate 

and urgent adaptation activities that focused on coastal resilience; pulaka productivity; 

water security; improved community health; fisheries conservation; fisheries 

productivity; and disaster preparedness (Government of Tuvalu 2007, 37). 

 

Against Migration 

As noted above, both Prime Minister Sopoaga’s and Prime Minister Natano’s 

foundational priority is that Tuvalu continues to exist in the future, as both a physical 

landmass and a sovereign entity, so that Tuvaluans can continue to be able to live in 

Tuvalu. This priority shaped their efforts as leaders of Tuvalu and led both to focus on 

strategies that would support the continued existence of Tuvalu; migration and relocation 

were not acceptable solutions to either leader. However, leaders in Tuvalu initially did 

consider purchasing land outside of their state as a climate change strategy; in November 

2000 at the sixth Conference of Parties (COP 6) to the UNFCCC in The Hague, Hon. 

Teleke P. Lauti, Tuvalu’s then-Assistant Minister of Natural Resources and Environment, 

explained the predicament that Tuvalu was in: 

The sea is our very close neighbour. In fact, on the island where I live, 
Funafuti, it is possible to throw a stone from one side of the island to the 
other. Our islands are very low lying. When a cyclone hits us there is no 
place to escape. We cannot climb any mountains or move away to take 
refuge. It is hard to describe the effects of a cyclonic storm surge when it 
washes right across our islands. I would not want to wish this experience 
on anyone. The devastation is beyond description… This concern is so 

 
24 “Pulaka pits” are shallow pits dug in the ground that are used to cultivate swamp taro, or “pulaka,” a root 
crop similar to taro that is an important source of carbohydrates. 
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serious for our people, that the Cabinet, in which I am a member, has been 
exploring the possibility of buying land in a near-by country, in case we 
become refugees to the impacts of climate change. (as quoted in UNFCCC 
2005, 13) 
 

Although not the focus of this project, the Maldives, an atoll state in the Indian 

Ocean, also contemplated buying land elsewhere.25 The significance of Tuvalu (and the 

Maldives) considering purchasing land, combined with Kiribati actually purchasing land 

in Fiji, is that three of the four existing low-lying atoll island states have contemplated a 

scenario in which their citizens will have to relocate en mass as a solution if their 

countries cease to exist because of climate change-induced sea level rise. The fourth low-

lying atoll state, the Marshall Islands, may not have considered purchasing land 

elsewhere because it has a Compact of Free Association with the United States that 

permits Marshallese citizens to travel to, live, and work in the United States without 

needing a visa. In other words, without overlooking over the profound hardships they 

would face in such a scenario, Marshallese citizens already have a place to which they 

could migrate should migration become necessary in the face of climate change’s adverse 

effects. However, in 2019 a group of Marshallese citizens who were displaced from 

 
25 In 2008, the newly elected President, Mohamed Nasheed, announced plans to build a “New Maldives” in 
India, Sri Lanka, or Australia to replace the current state once it became submerged under the ocean 
(McKie 2009). “We do not want to leave the Maldives, but we also do not want to be climate refugees 
living in tents for decades,” Nasheed said. “We can do nothing to stop climate change on our own and so 
we have to buy land elsewhere. It's an insurance policy for the worst possible outcome. After all, the 
Israelis [began by buying] land in Palestine” (Ramesh 2008). The Maldives ultimately did not pursue this 
strategy, but instead have pursued a strategy of constructing an artificial island, named Hulhumalé, on 
which they plan to build a city that will eventually house up to 240,000 people (Miller 2020). 
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Bikini Atoll in 1946 purchased land in Hawaii in case they are displaced again because of 

climate change.26 

Tuvalu did not ultimately purchase land outside of their country (nor did the 

Maldives). In fact, other than this one suggestion, overwhelming government and popular 

sentiment in Tuvalu has been firmly against purchasing land or enacting official policies 

to support permanent emigration or relocation as a response to climate change. This has 

remained consistent throughout several Tuvaluan administrations. At the individual level 

in Tuvalu, however, a slightly different perspective emerges. A household survey 

conducted by Milan, Oakes, and Campbell (2016, 39-40) indicated 45% of people 

surveyed in Funafuti (the capital island), Vaitupu, and Nanumea had migrated, either 

internally or internationally, between 2005 and 2015; 54% of these migrants traveled 

internationally. Although this means the majority (65%) had not engaged in any 

migration, it is still a much higher number than in Kiribati (where only 9% of i-Kiribati 

people surveyed had experienced migration in this ten-year time period). The survey of 

Tuvaluan households also indicated that migrants tend to have higher levels of 

educational attainment than the overall sample, and the common reasons for migration 

were education (41%) and work (32%) (Milan, Oakes, and Campbell 2016, 40, 42). An 

additional 8% of respondents indicated that they wanted to migrate but were unable to do 

so (Ibid, 52). Approximately three-fifths to three-quarters of households indicated that 

 
26 The Marshallese citizens who were forcibly removed from Bikini Atoll prior to the United States 
conducting nuclear tests on the atoll in 1946 recently purchased 283 acres of land in the Hawaiian town of 
Hilo on the Big Island for $US4.8 million. These Bikini Islanders now live in Kili Atoll; the Kili mayor, 
Mayor Anderson Jibas, explained that the purchase of land in Hawaii was made in case climate change 
renders Bikini Islanders homeless once again (Radio New Zealand 2019). 
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they would migrate in the future because of climate change impacts (e.g. 76% of 

household said they would consider migrating if sea level rise becomes more serious) 

(Milan, Oakes, and Campbell 2016, 55). Overall, this survey indicates that there is a 

willingness among Tuvaluan people to emigrate. This suggests that the critical factor may 

be, in addition to having the means to emigrate, having the ability to decide when and 

where to migrate, rather than having a government official or policy determine future 

choices. Given the constraints of this research, I was not able to investigate this, but such 

an investigation would be very useful in the formulation of future policy (both in Tuvalu 

and elsewhere). 

Tuvalu does have policies that promote overseas labor, but similar to Kiribati 

under President Maamau these programs have been more development-focused than a 

response to climate change. For instance, Tuvalu’s 2005 sustainable development policy 

document, called “Te Kakeega II: National Strategy for Sustainable Development 2005 – 

2015,” prioritized investigating new offshore employment opportunities and improving 

existing offshore employment and migration schemes in its section on the private sector 

and employment (Government of Tuvalu 2005, 32-33). These international labor schemes 

are still in effect today; the 2015 National Labour Migration Policy notes that it is “not a 

comprehensive document on climate change induced migration, [but it] ties together our 

plans for educating our population, with a better understanding of what opportunities 

exist abroad helps to ensure that we have a cohesive plan for how to create work for our 

people” (Government of Tuvalu 2015b, iii). This policy also strongly frames labor 

mobility as voluntary: “Migration is, however, one option to improve livelihoods, and 
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should always be viewed as a choice for those wishing to pursue opportunities overseas” 

(Government of Tuvalu 2015b, 12). Notably, recent labor migration priorities have been 

linked more overtly to climate change strategies; Prime Minister Natano’s first 

sustainable development strategy contains the key strategic action, “Strengthen access to 

labour mobility schemes” under the “National Outcome 4: Climate Change and Disaster 

Resilience Increased” goal. This was the first time that labor mobility was specifically 

linked to climate change responses in Tuvalu and may indicate a slight policy shift. 

However, given that the section’s main goal is that “[o]ur islands [sic] adaptive capacity 

has increased our resilience,” labor mobility is portrayed as a way to provide funds to 

support adaptation efforts that increase resilience in Tuvalu rather than to enable 

emigration, which was the case with President Tong’s labor mobility policies in Kiribati 

(Government of Tuvalu 2021b, 4-5). 

Only in the worst-case scenario of Tuvalu’s submersion, when it is the only 

remaining available option, will policies that support migration be considered acceptable 

responses to climate change in Tuvalu. This perspective was universal in my data; it was 

stated repeatedly in numerous interviews as well as in remarks by Tuvaluan officials and 

official government documents. In 2004, then-Prime Minister Saufatu Sopoanga (the 

older brother of Enele Sopoaga), who was Prime Minister from 2002-2004, stated that 

Tuvaluans will not move from Tuvalu, that as long as Tuvalu is above sea level people 

will stay. He also stated that even if Tuvalu were to become submerged below the sea 

level, “our sovereignty will not be threatened ... Our claim would be maintained on this 

spot” (Sopoaga, as quoted in Government of Tuvalu 2007, 31), which may indicate an 
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early statement on retaining Tuvalu’s maritime sovereignty. In 2009, then-Prime Minister 

Apisai Ielemia stated, “While Tuvalu faces an uncertain future because of climate 

change, it is our view that Tuvaluans will remain in Tuvalu. We will fight to keep our 

country, our culture and our way of living. We are not considering any migration scheme. 

We believe if the right actions are taken to address climate change, Tuvalu will survive” 

(as quoted in McAdam 2012a, 35). Several years later, Ielemia reiterated this position in 

an article he authored, in which he stated: 

Tuvalu joined the United Nations on 5 September 2000, firmly believing 
in the Organization's noble pillars of development, security and human 
rights. We are now calling on the United Nations to uphold these pillars 
and ensure that our nation survives. While some believe that resettlement 
is the best solution, this clearly is not our preference. Tuvalu is a nation 
with a unique language and culture. Resettlement would destroy the very 
fabric of our nationhood and culture. This is the last option -- an option we 
do not want to face. (Ielemia 2013) 
 

This sentiment has persevered in subsequent administrations, and the Tuvaluan 

government has mainly focused its efforts on adaptation strategies that will allow 

Tuvaluans to remain in-situ. There is, however, as Ielemia’s statement above 

demonstrates, a simultaneous acknowledgement that migration is a last-resort option if 

the worst-case scenario comes to pass. For instance, Tuvalu’s National Adaptation 

Programme of Action states, “The overall impacts of climate and sea-level change will 

likely increase, and determined by the interaction and synergy between adverse effects 

and on-going climate and sea-level changes. Implementation of adaptation measures and 

strategies in Tuvalu, therefore, should take a ‘no-regrets’ approach. The least cost 

adaptation options are consistent with this approach, however the highest cost options are 
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those that would not be identified as no-regrets strategies and relate to the most severe 

effects, and greatest vulnerabilities and urgency. A last resort to adaptation would be 

migration and resettlement should the worse case scenario occur” (Government of Tuvalu 

2007, 25). Additionally, Tuvalu’s Climate Change Policy, in its section on strategies to 

guarantee the security of Tuvaluans from the impacts of climate change and maintain 

national sovereignty, plans to create a “[c]limate change migration/resettlement plan for 

each island in view of climate change impacts worst case scenario” so that Tuvaluans can 

secure a place to live if this comes to pass (Government of Tuvalu 2012a, 25). 

Political leaders and civil society members share this view as well. A Tuvaluan 

CSO leader and climate activist stated, “…I think it is always the case that we fight our 

case till the end, we should not give up at the very beginning, or throw the white towel 

into the ring. It is very premature to say that we give up. It is premature to say that 

relocation is an option. It is also premature to say that we can let go Tuvalu now and we 

can find another place somewhere else. I think all those ideas are valid, but premature in 

a sense” (interview with L.O., Dec 19, 2021). In 2020, Tuvalu’s current Minister of 

Finance, Seve Paeniu, when interviewed about the implications of sea level rise on 

Tuvalu’s sovereignty, was asked by the interviewer, “[g]iven that these conditions are 

likely to continue, and even worsen with time, what other options may be considered if 

the Tuvaluan people decide it’s no longer safe to stay?” His response portrayed migration 

as an “alternative solution” in this scenario, but also confirmed that the government’s 

priority was still to enable Tuvaluans to stay. He stated: 

Of course the alternative solution would be to leave Tuvalu for bigger 
countries where climate change impacts are not so pronounced. While our 
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government priority remains focused on strategies to enable Tuvaluans to 
remain here, we do support the individual choices of those who wish to 
migrate elsewhere, where they and their families might be better protected. 
But rather than just relocating all of our people, carving out an official 
investment-migration strategy to secure land in, say, Australia or New 
Zealand or Fiji, we are instead providing the tools, education, and training 
so that they can more easily transition into the economic context of 
whichever country they may go to – while at the same time encouraging 
them to maintain their links to Tuvalu. (as quoted in Verán 2020) 
 

Given that Paeniu notes that the government’s priority is that Tuvaluans can 

remain in Tuvalu, the phrasing “alternative solution” likely does not represent a policy 

shift. After all, Paeniu states the hope that emigrants will maintain their links to Tuvalu, 

indicating that there will be a Tuvalu to which ties can be maintained. 

Whereas previous versions of this perspective that migration is a last resort option 

have supported the idea of ad hoc migration if an individual or family chooses to migrate, 

there is an indication that Prime Minister Natano’s government may be starting to put 

together an official plan should Tuvalu’s submersion come to pass. A senior Tuvaluan 

government official who I interviewed stated: 

…if we accept relocation as a policy then that would be an easy way out 
for- for these countries, you know, to really take responsibility for what- 
for their actions and for the- the pollution. So that that's the idea behind 
where we've taken that- that stance [against relocation]. But again, a lot of 
things we're doing on the on the local level is to- is to also prepare us for 
the worst-case scenario. And that's- and that's- that's the approach that 
we've taken now, is that everything we're doing now is- is taking into 
account the worst-case scenario. And a lot of things that we're doing right 
now, is not dependent on other countries, it's basically what can we do, 
and so that we're covering every- every base, I guess, in that sense. 
(interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021) 
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The plan to which this official is referring, the Future Now Project, will be 

discussed in detail later in this chapter. This same official, however, when I pressed him 

about behind-the-scenes government-level conversations about relocation, gave as his 

answer a simple “No. It's just what I’ve been- been talking about this- there's no other 

plans to do that.” Nonetheless, that the current Tuvaluan administration is taking into 

account the possible worst-case scenario of Tuvalu’s submersion and, in this official’s 

words, covering every base, which includes possible relocation, represents a notable shift 

from Sopoaga, who explained in 2020, once he was no longer Prime Minister, what his 

outlook had been as Tuvalu’s leader: 

Because the whole issue is, people have asked me, ‘Have you considered 
the option of relocation?’ I said ‘No, there is no Plan B.’ The only plan 
that I as leader of Tuvalu have on the table is for the world to address, to 
reach- keep the temperature increased to 1.5 degrees Celsius. And that 
means keeping the emissions of greenhouse gases to 350 parts per million. 
You can never go above that. The IPCC report has warned us, we go 
beyond that the whole globe will face catastrophes, particularly the small 
island countries. So while moving away, relocating your people, may be 
considered as an option, it cannot be an option now. We must fight for our 
rights, the rights of the Pacific Island countries, of Tuvaluans to remain in 
their God-given islands forever and ever, never losing out their 
sovereignty. Let's talk about these small island nations sub- submerged of 
or absorbed as territories to Australia, made by a former prime minister, 
surprisingly, this is totally unacceptable. Never. We are never going to be 
colonized again or be treated as neocolonial subjects. Never. Because we 
achieved our independence, we are going to remain in our territory, and 
maintain our sovereignty, and our cultural identity forever. If we were to 
be relocated, the community has to be relocated as a nation of Tuvalu, 
with all full rights protected by under international law. (Sopoaga 2020) 
 

This statement is a powerful rebuke against relocation as an official government 

response to climate change, and yet even it acknowledges the possibility that relocation 

may occur and stipulates that if it does occur, Tuvaluans must be relocated collectively 
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and the state of Tuvalu must retain its rights as a sovereign nation under international 

law. The rejection of joining Australia will be discussed later in the chapter. Overall, 

under both Prime Minister Sopoaga and Prime Minister Natano, the government’s 

primary goal has been to remain in Tuvalu; as such, the government is undertaking an 

ambitious adaptation project, the Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project (TCAP). 

 

Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project  

Having rejected migration as an acceptable response to climate change, the 

overarching focus of the Tuvaluan government, regardless of the administration in 

charge, has been twofold: to encourage ambitious mitigation efforts from the 

international community, especially high emitting countries, and to implement adaptation 

measures so that Tuvaluan citizens can remain in Tuvalu. The adaptation measures 

undertaken by the government include many standard strategies, such as food and water 

security measures, and improving infrastructure, but also include a coastal protection 

project that focuses on land reclamation on three of Tuvalu’s islands: Funafuti, Nanumea, 

and Nanumaga. The Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project (TCAP) “will contribute to 

strengthening the resilience of one of the world’s most vulnerable countries to climate 

change and sea-level rise” (TCAP “Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project”). The seven-year 

project was developed and approved in 2017, under Prime Minister Sopoaga, and 

continues under Prime Minister Natano through 2024. TCAP is financed by the Green 

Climate Fund and implemented by the United Nations Development Programme in 

partnership with the Government of Tuvalu. 



231 
 

TCAP has three objectives: first, strengthening of institutions, human resources, 

awareness, and knowledge for resilient coastal management; second, reduced 

vulnerability of key coastal infrastructure in Funafuti, Nanumea, and Nanumaga, 

including homes, schools, hospitals, and other assets to wave induced damages; and third, 

a sustainable financing mechanism established for long-term adaptation efforts 

(Government of Tuvalu 2021a, 8). The second objective, reducing coastal vulnerability, 

includes the land reclamation portion of the project. The June 2021 TCAP Newsletter 

describes the Government of Tuvalu-approved final design for the Funafuti land 

reclamation project: approximately 250,000 cubic meters of sand will be taken from the 

lagoon to create a 780-meter-long by 100-meter-wide elevated area of land that will 

remain flood free and safe for at least the next 80 years, even under the most extreme 

conditions modeled out of 2100 (Ewekia and Resture 2021). Similar designs will be 

developed for Nanumea and Nanumaga atolls. 

TCAP was mentioned a number of times in the interviews, by Tuvaluan 

government and civil society leaders as well as international and regional development 

and climate experts. A senior-level Tuvaluan government official who I interviewed 

stated that, “…a lot of our plans, especially our infrastructure plans, is- is looking at 

raising the islands and building artificial islands, raising the land area. So that that's how 

we look at the threat of sea level rise and that's how we're going to counter it, it's just to 

build up islands. I mean we're seeing it in other parts of the world that they're doing it, so 

the technologies is obviously out there. Obviously, a very costly, costly process, but that 

that's the, I guess, the solution we're looking at” (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). Seve 
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Paeniu, the Minister of Finance, described how standard approaches such as erecting sea 

walls and growing special vegetation to hold off erosion are no longer adequate in 

Tuvalu, and how adapting to make Tuvalu more resilient to climate change impacts 

requires initiatives such as land reclamation projects like TCAP. He said, “[t]echnology 

for the building of islands already exists. It’s happening right now in the South China 

Sea, for example. China is literally creating new islands in the middle of nowhere, right 

over the deepest ocean. In the Indian Ocean, too, it’s happening in the Maldives, with 

islands that have similarly low-lying structures as ours. This is the future we see for 

Tuvalu; that even in the worst case scenario, as the sea levels rise, our islands might 

nevertheless remain afloat” (as quoted by Verán 2020). Prime Minister Natano reiterated 

this point in his most recent address at COP26 in 2021, stating: 

Consequently, soft adaptation approaches, such as nature-based solutions, 
help, but, at 1.9 meters above sea level, they will not save Tuvalu from sea 
level rise. Tuvalu urgently needs adaptation measures based on building 
physical infrastructure to save ourselves. We are investing in building 
raised reclamation lands to preserve our physical existence as a viable 
state. This is our utmost priority now. There is no point in investing in soft 
and piecemeal adaptation measures when we are losing our land territory 
at an alarming rate. (Natano 2021) 
 

Later in this same speech at COP26, Prime Minister Natano stated, “Current 

global mitigation commitments and promises will not save us. For atoll nations like 

Tuvalu, we urgently require the means to build raised reclamation land to save ourselves. 

All other adaptation measures are secondary and should come only after we have secured 

the continued physical existence of our land territory despite the effects of sea level rise” 

(Natano 2021). At the highest echelons of Tuvaluan government, land reclamation 
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projects are clearly the way forward to protect Tuvalu’s physical existence so that, as 

described above, Tuvaluans can remain in their homeland. 

International and regional organization officials presented slightly more mixed 

responses to land reclamation as a strategy. A United Nations Development Programme 

official who is involved in TCAP responded negatively to a remark I made in our 

interview when I suggested that adaptation strategies might fail; I said: “I am thinking 

about the possibilities of a future scenario in which climate adaptation has failed, or the 

mitigation and then the adaptation has failed, and you- you mentioned Tuvalu and the 

Marshall Islands, which are great examples of some very vulnerable countries if 

adaptation and mitigation fail. So I’m trying to get a sense of what people who are 

working on these issues at all levels, so local level, national level, international level, are 

thinking about when it comes to sort of that potential future scenario.” His response 

acknowledged that the mitigation side might fail because of limited ambition from the 

international community, but on the adaptation front he argued that failure was not an 

option: 

Now moving to adaptation. This is an interesting point and I think in a 
way there- there can't be a failure there. And I know beyond mitigation 
and adaptation there's loss and damage and that's how it’s sort of, you 
know, neatly put into a box by, you know, by people. But I think when 
you look at adaptation it comes down to political will in terms of this 
because it's a global- mitigation is a global issue and really it needs to be 
dealt with at a sort of mezzo scale. So it's a macro issue, but it has to be 
dealt with at a mezzo scale, like energy systems and processes. When 
you're dealing with adaptation it's a macro problem, it has to be dealt with 
in a micro scale and you have to be- it's a local response to something. So 
adaptation could be successful for your neighbor but not successful for 
you. And so failure on adaptation is quite different than failure on 
mitigation as it would be. (interview with H.R., May 10, 2021) 
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The point this official is making here is that failure of adaptation is not possible 

because adaptation strategies are context-specific that are formulated to respond to local 

environmental needs. This is what he means by, “adaptation could be successful for your 

neighbor but not successful for you,” he is saying that the environmental context is 

different from place to place and requires different strategies, and since these strategies 

are responding to the exact context they cannot fail. Of course, this overlooks the point 

that some adaptation strategies will be inappropriate for the context and fail. I understood 

his point to be more general, however, relating to the overall point that adaptation cannot 

fail because if one strategy does not work, another can be attempted.  

This interviewee proceeds to describe Tuvalu’s challenges with reef degradation 

and intertidal flooding, noting that 40% of Tuvalu’s capital, Funafuti, is underwater 

during the highest tides of the year. As he proceeds with his answer, he explains that it is 

political will, especially global political will, that might fail to invest resources in needed, 

context-specific adaptation projects: 

Now, when you look at that, it’s quite bleak, but if you look at some 
adaptation response like reclamation and what we call vertical adaptation, 
there are technological means to address the adaptation issue, which is to 
raise the land. And to do this globally, this is a very well-known 
technology that really has been deployed all over the world, you have your 
Dubai examples, you even have your South China Sea examples, you 
have- we have so many places where land has been reclaimed from the 
ocean and raised up. Now, so that technology is very easy, so it's a matter 
of political will and not just sovereign political will but global political 
will, to invest the resources as needed in order for- to do vertical 
adaptation in the case of Tuvalu. So, for example, we're going to be able to 
raise the land in Tuvalu for seven hectares of that land and so seven 
hectares of that land will be raised through our project and it will be raised 
approximately two meters above the current intertidal highest sea level, 
which I discussed earlier where 40% of the island would be intertidal 
currently and in 2100 we're talking about 80% of the island being 
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intertidal with the sea level rise. So this piece of land will be shown to be 
viable land in 2100. Now we know sea level rise is something that has 
inertia and so, therefore, it will last for centuries, but we're able in, you 
know, the 2020s we're going to be able to show that you can make 
habitable land that will last out to 2100 in Tuvalu. That's a big deal 
because the fact is, is you can adapt and is not going to be a failure 
[interviewee emphasized “can” and “not”]. They don't need to fail. So 
failure in a way is not an option, and I think that's what I’m trying to get to 
your point about if it all fails. I think failure is not an option, and if you 
look at the relative cost of this, depending on the type of technology and 
the way you deploy it, it's very doable. (interview with H.R., May 10, 
2021) 
 

This UN official presents an even stronger case for land reclamation projects as a 

viable solution for climate change-induced sea level rise. He argues strongly that failure 

to adapt would only be caused by the lack of political will. An international 

environmental law expert who has represented Tuvalu in various international fora makes 

a similar case. When asked if a state would disappear if its land is submerged, he 

responded, “[t]his is a hypothetical question which no country should be considering. As 

we have seen with the reclamation of islands in the South China Seas by the Chinese, 

there are always ways to maintain an island above sea level and make it habitable so that 

it maintains its nation status.” This same interviewee, in response to my question about 

future scenarios for Pacific SIDS, specifically whether low-lying Pacific SIDS will exist 

as they do presently in 25-50 years, replied, “I think low lying countries will continue to 

exist, either naturally because the coral will be able to provide sufficient material for 

atolls to continue27 or through artificial means reclamation activities” [sic] (interview 

 
27 This interviewee is referring to the natural process of accretion, which is when sediment is washed onto 
land causing it to increase in height. For coral atolls this process is often related to the health and growth of 
the coral reefs. 
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with S.G., Oct 16, 2021). Technological solutions are important because they offer a 

safeguard if international mitigation efforts should fail. Prior to adoption solutions such 

as land reclamation, low-lying atoll states’ futures were dependent on the actions and 

decisions of others, but land reclamation projects are much more within their control 

(cost notwithstanding). 

Two interviewees spoke negatively about land reclamation or other engineering 

adaptation projects, however. One regional climate expert stated that building up islands 

through land reclamation is a dangerous exercise without properly investigating the 

impacts of taking soil from uninhabited islands and using it to build up somewhere else 

(interview with K.S., June 1, 2021). Another interviewee, who clarified that she was 

sharing a personal view and not the view of the SPC, stated: 

…I’m really not sure that it's a good strategy to try to elevate island 
because it's a, it's a- I don't know (unclear) work, you know, you- sea level 
will rise, and so you can build build build [interviewee raised her arms 
each time she said ‘build’] but till which level, we don't know. And so 
engineering, it's also the fact that relying on engineering means that there 
is no need to mitigate because, you know, we will build our new island, so 
the cost of this solution is- is so huge, so I think it's just like if we want to 
fight nature, and so you can try it, but not sure you will win. It can be 
perhaps- having a low lying- low island atoll nation they will- they will 
fight to find a way to stay, to stay like that, but I don't know, I do not have 
a real strong idea on this and I’m not sure that relying on this kind of 
solution is a good good way. (interview with C.H., June 2, 2021) 
 

The IPCC (Mycoo et al. 2022, 15-13) also cautions that land reclamation can 

negatively impact coastal and marine ecosystems, including reefs and mangroves, which 

then compromises the protection that land reclamation offers, and may disrupt natural 

coastal processes, thereby causing coastal erosion, which in turn increases the risk of 
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flooding. Nevertheless, Tuvalu’s government has included land reclamation in general 

and TCAP in particular as an essential component of saving the state of Tuvalu. At the 

2021 General Assembly, Prime Minister Natano stated, “we must scale up this support to 

meet our growing adaptation needs, particularly our major development programmes 

such as land reclamation and land elevation, to strengthen our resilience to the slow onset 

of sea level rise which could potentially erase our God-given land from the face of the 

Earth” (U.N. GAOR, 76th Sess., 15th plen. mtg.). This was the case when Sopoaga was 

prime minister, and clearly it is still the case now that Natano is prime minister. 

This chapter now turns to the unique strategies that were implemented by Prime 

Minister Sopoaga and Prime Minister Natano. The strategies are not contradictory, as was 

the case in Kiribati when President Taneti Maamau succeeded President Anote Tong. 

However, Prime Minister Sopoaga’s and Prime Minister Natano’s strategies demonstrate 

a progression that is useful to examine: the main thrust of Prime Minister Sopoaga’s 

climate change work was in the international arena as a powerful advocate for 

international efforts to prevent the worst effects of climate change from impacting Tuvalu 

and to protect Tuvaluans from these impacts should they come to fruition. Prime Minister 

Sopoaga has continued international advocacy work, with an added emphasis on 

Tuvaluan values, but has also added several strategies that focus on what Tuvalu can do 

to save itself. 
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International Advocacy Under Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga 

 Enele Sopoaga, as Prime Minister of Tuvalu, pursued three defining climate 

change priorities, all of which fall under a general strategy of international advocacy. 

First, Prime Minister Sopoaga was a powerful advocate for ambitious mitigation efforts 

from the international community. Second, he called for the development of a legal 

framework to protect people who are displaced by the negative effects of climate change. 

Third, Prime Minister Sopoaga initiated efforts in the international arena to preserve 

Tuvalu’s (and other coastal states’) maritime sovereignty. 

Although these priorities came to define Sopoaga’s tenure as Prime Minister, their 

precedents can be found in policy documents that were created prior to his election. The 

year before Enele Sopoaga became Prime Minister, Tuvalu’s government, under Prime 

Minister Willy Telavi, released two climate change policy documents: Te Kaniva: Tuvalu 

Climate Change Policy 2012-2021, and its corresponding Tuvalu National Strategic 

Action Plan for Climate Change and Disaster Risk Management (NSAP) 2012–2016. ‘Te 

Kaniva,’ refers to the traditional travelling method of using stars and daily weather 

patterns that was used by Tuvaluan ancestors and, in the context of this climate change 

policy, represents “charting Tuvalu through the challenges of climate change” 

(Government of Tuvalu 2012a, 2). The NSAP is the implementation plan for achieving 

the Climate Change Policy’s goals. 

The Climate Change Policy’s vision is “[t]o protect Tuvalu’s status as a nation 

and its cultural identity and to build its capacity to ensure a safe, resilient and prosperous 

future” (Government of Tuvalu 2012a, 4). It has seven goals, the last of which is the most 
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relevant here. The first six are, briefly: first, to strengthen adaptation activities; second, to 

improve the understanding and application of climate data and site-specific assessments; 

third, to enhance governance and management of financing; fourth, to improve Tuvalu’s 

infrastructure; fifth, to ensure energy security and a low carbon future; and sixth, 

effective disaster planning. The Climate Change Policy’s seventh goal is, “Guaranteeing 

the Security of the People of Tuvalu from the Impacts of Climate Change and the 

Maintenance of National Sovereignty” (Government of Tuvalu 2012a, 25). This goal 

stipulates that “the people of Tuvalu would like to protect their identity and if it is 

impossible to remain in Tuvalu because of climate change impacts the people of Tuvalu 

want to be prepared and know what their future holds.” Goal seven has four strategies, 

which are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 - Goal 7 of Tuvalu's 2012 Climate Change Policy 
Goal 7: Guaranteeing the Security of the People of Tuvalu from the Impacts of Climate Change and the 
Maintenance of National Sovereignty 
Strategies Actions 
7.1 Secure the EEZ of Tuvalu 
(approved coordinates) as belonging 
to the Government and People of 
Tuvalu regardless of any loss of 
coastal areas or islands due to 
impacts of climate change such as sea 
level rise. 

7.1.1 Review and amend Tuvalu’s constitution and relevant 
legislation to address Tuvalu’s sovereignty of its EEZ 
regardless of projected impacts of climate change 
7.1.2 Conduct public awareness programme on Tuvalu’s 
constitution and legislation  
7.1.3 Finalise determination of Tuvalu’s EEZ 

7.2 Ensure that Tuvalu continued to 
have the capacity to remain as a 
nation. 

7.2.1 Continue international climate change negotiations to 
ensure a global reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 
7.2.2 Secure and access fast start funds and/or other financial 
commitments to support timely implementation of this plan 
(NSAP) to 
increase resilience 

7.3 Special Pacific Access Category 
(PAC) for Tuvaluans considering 
climate change vulnerability and 
forced climate migrants.  

7.3.1 Conduct investigations and recommend revisions on the 
opportunities available under the PAC. 
7.3.2 Explore and secure other migration schemes including an 
expansion of the PAC 
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7.3.3 Establish professional training programmes in key 
identified occupations to allow for employment in neighbouring 
countries if climate change migration is necessary 
7.3.4 Conduct awareness on the requirements and conditions of 
PAC, any revised conditions and other schemes specific to 
Tuvalu 

7.4 Climate change 
migration/resettlement plan for each 
island in view of climate change 
impacts worst case scenario. 

7.4.1 Determine the point of forced migration/relocation 
through sound scientific and socio-economic assessments 
including any relevant studies. 
7.4.2 Conduct a feasibility study on the costs of relocation due 
to climate change impacts taking into consideration the findings 
of 7.4.1 
7.4.3 Develop a climate change migration/resettlement plan (in 
consultation with possible host nations, if appropriate) for each 
island in view of climate change impacts in consideration of the 
following: 
Maintaining Tuvalu’s identity and integrity of its traditions and 
customs  
Most vulnerable communities  
7.4.4 The Government of Tuvalu to solicit support from the UN 
Security Council, General Assembly and the UNFCCC on the 
issue of forced migration (climate displaced people).7.4.5 
Develop relevant awareness material/programme for use in 
public and community awareness on the outcomes of 7.4.1-
7.4.4 

Adapted from: Government of Tuvalu 2012b, 53 

 

Three strategies from the Climate Change Policy’s seventh goal were taken on by 

Prime Minister Sopoaga: advocating for ambitious mitigation efforts (Strategy 7.2), 

calling for a legal framework to protect people who are displaced by climate change 

(Strategy 7.4), and beginning efforts to preserve Tuvalu’s maritime sovereignty (Strategy 

7.1). Strategy 7.3 was also undertaken by his administration through the National Labour 

Migration Policy (Government of Tuvalu, 2015) and the Te Kakeega III: National 

Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016 to 2020 (Government of Tuvalu 2016), both 

of which included efforts to make emigration easier for those seeking to work and reside 

abroad. This strategy was simply less notable than his significant work on the other 

strategies, as it was not promoted specifically as a climate change response. Overall, 
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Sopoaga rejected migration as a climate change response, although in general his 

administration supported individuals who chose to migrate (for any reason, not just 

climate change). The next several sections examine how Prime Minister Sopoaga 

approached each of these three main priorities in the international arena. 

 

Mitigation 

Prime Minister Sopoaga had significant international experience prior to 

becoming Prime Minister. Between 1986 and 1995, he held various positions in the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Economic Planning and even briefly served as the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, Environment and Labour during Prime Minister Maatia 

Toafa's short-lived government from September to December 2010. From 2001 to 2006, 

Sopoaga served as Tuvalu’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations; he was also 

the Chair of the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) from 2005 to 2006. In 2010, he 

was elected to Tuvalu’s Parliament to represent Nukufetau and was the opposition leader 

to Prime Minister Willy Telavi. As noted above, Sopoaga was selected by Parliament to 

replace Telavi as Prime Minister when Telavi received a vote of no-confidence in 2013. 

Upon becoming Prime Minister, Sopoaga’s experience in the realm of diplomacy helped 

him as an effective negotiator and effective communicator, especially in the climate 

diplomacy realm. The Tuvaluan government official I interviewed, who is part of Prime 

Minister Sopoaga’s administration, noted Prime Minister Sopoaga’s work in our 

interview: 

Obviously, we- we've been doing a lot of advocacy work and trying to get 
other countries to commit to the reduction of the greenhouse emissions 
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and that's been ongoing from the previous government as well, I’m not 
sure if you've heard of our previous Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga has 
been quite vocal as well on the international plane in in that. He was also 
instrumental in the Paris Agreement negotiations, so a lot of that is has 
been ongoing for- for some years, and Tuvalu has been very active on that 
front. (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021) 
 

As this official notes, Prime Minister Sopoaga in particular has been credited with 

achieving the language within the Paris Agreement that calls for keeping temperature 

averages well below 2 degrees Celsius, with the further goal of keeping it to below 1.5 

degrees Celsius. Of course, credit does not belong to Prime Minister Sopoaga only; SIDS 

have collaborated very effectively to advocate for ambitious mitigation in various 

international fora (see Burkett 2015; Benjamin and Thomas 2016; Ourbak and Magnan 

2018). A Tuvaluan CSO leader and climate activist who was present at COP21 explained 

that Pacific SIDS delegations arrived in Paris with the goal of 1.5 degrees Celsius already 

in mind after recently adopting the Suva Declaration, which called for limiting global 

temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, at the Third Pacific 

Islands Development Forum Summit of Leaders.28 This interviewee explained how Prime 

Minister Sopoaga’s private meeting with John Kerry, the US representative at COP21, 

contributed to finalizing the text of the Paris Agreement to include the 1.5 degrees 

Celsius language: 

So we went there with a very solid aspiration, when we went to- to COP 
21 in 2015 in Paris. And that was the biggest push that we did… I 
normally went there as an NGO representative, I never worked for the 
government, I always worked for NGOs. So I was part of the Tuvalu 

 
28 The Pacific Islands Development Forum (PIDF) is a regional organization established in 2015 with a 
focus on sustainable and inclusive development. Its membership is limited to Pacific Islands and 
Territories, which excludes Australia and New Zealand. 
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delegation when we went. And about 2 to 3am that night US security came 
seeking Enele’s approval to have a bilateral with John Kerry that night- 
that very night, two to three in the morning. Yeah, all the Pacific leaders 
left the hall, only Enele left. I asked him, ‘why don't you go and have a 
rest?’ He said, ‘this peak hours, you don't want to go to sleep, you don't 
know what will happen, especially leaders who want bilateral.’ And then 
you know he ended up having this bilateral with- with John Kerry 
because, you know, it was just the US and other big countries that 
blocking the- And we all know that if we convince the US, others will be 
convinced as well. So they had that very interesting bilateral that very 
morning and it was just a one-on-one bilateral, no- no- no one was allowed 
in the room. So we were there sitting there with our Ambassador to the 
US, Ambassador to Brussels, our Attorney General and- and many others, 
we were just sitting outside while our Prime Minister had that bilateral 
with- So when he- when he came out that was the- the thing that he said, 
you know John Kerry asked him, ‘what do you want?’ So he said ‘yeah, 
we want the 1.5 to be in the text, and we want to have a conclusion to the- 
to the Paris- Paris Agreement.’ Because at the time, you know, the rich 
countries or the industrialized countries are pushing for- for two degrees, 
while the Pacific and other low-lying atolls are pushing for the 1.5. That's 
when the lawyers came up with this language, if you read the Paris 
Agreement, the language came out was, ‘well below two degrees Celsius.’ 
They were trying to find a landing zone, you know, to complement what 
the Pacific are pushing for… (interview with L.O., Dec 19, 2021) 
 

Outside of this achievement in Paris, Prime Minister Sopoaga was well known for 

his strong moral arguments about climate change issues in international fora. At the 2018 

UN General Assembly, for example, Prime Minister Sopoaga stated, “Climate change is 

a weapon of mass destruction. It is slaughtering fellow human beings throughout the 

world. The United Nations cannot and must not allow the biggest greenhouse-gas 

emitters to turn away from their moral duty and responsibility to urgently reduce 

greenhouse-gas emissions and to save SIDS like Tuvalu by providing the appropriate 

adaptation support and resources. It would be shameful if all of humankind allowed 

Tuvalu to disappear. Every single year wasted with no action taken on climate change 
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draws Tuvalu a year closer to its total demise on Earth” (U.N. GAOR, 73rd Sess., 11th 

plen. mtg.). One of Prime Minister Sopoaga’s most notable arguments was encapsulated 

in the phrase, “If you save Tuvalu, you save the world,” which was stated, in slightly 

different terms, in most of Tuvalu’s UN General Assembly speeches during his tenure as 

Prime Minister. In 2013, since Prime Minister Sopoaga had been elected approximately 

one month prior, the Deputy Prime Minister, Vete Sakaio, gave Tuvalu’s address at the 

UN General Assembly. He stated versions of this phrase, “If you save Tuvalu, you save 

the world,” three times in his speech: 

Climate change and sea-level rise have had dire consequences for Tuvalu’s 

situation. Our survival and security, and our children’s future livelihood, have been 

seriously compromised by the international community’s inaction on climate change. The 

fifth assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate 

Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis, has further confirmed to the world the stark 

predictions for SIDS like Tuvalu in the wake of climate change and sea-level rise. The 

challenge we put to the Assembly is, What else are we waiting for? What is the relevance 

of talking about post-MDGs [Millennium Development Goals] and SDGs [Sustainable 

Development Goals] when the world continues to fail in its duty and obligations to 

urgently reduce greenhouse-gas emissions and provide genuine adaptation? Ensuring 

Tuvalu’s long-term security means saving the whole world. (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 19th 

plen. mtg.) 
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Later in his speech Sakaio stated again, “The world must save Tuvalu and the 

SIDS in order to save the whole planet.” Finally, he ended the speech with: 

In a couple of days, Tuvalu will celebrate its thirty-fifth year of 
independence. Can we tell our children and grandchildren a story of 
continued survival on our God-given peaceful islands? Or do we have to 
tell them that the world, under the United Nations, that noble body, can no 
longer save their future because of climate change and sea-level rise? As 
with great pride we celebrate the continuing vibrancy of democracy and 
the rule of law, and our political independence in Tuvalu, we also appeal 
to the world. Please save Tuvalu from climate change. Let the world save 
Tuvalu in order to save itself. (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 19th plen. mtg.) 
 

In 2014, Prime Minister Sopoaga addressed the General Assembly, stating: 

We are at a turning point for the future of small island nations such as 
Tuvalu. We can create MDGs [Millenium Development Goals] and design 
sustainable development goals but, unless there is a global commitment to 
those goals, particularly against climate change, we will have failed 
humankind. Unless we stop greenhouse gas pollution, we will have failed 
future generations. The future is ours to create. Let us be bold. Let us take 
heed of the strong and loud message from those on the front line that we 
have heard here in this very Hall. Let us be seen as the ones that created a 
future for all — a future that includes saving human beings and saving the 
children of Tuvalu. For if we save Tuvalu, we save the world. (U.N. 
GAOR, 69th Sess., 15th plen. mtg.) 
 

Prime Minister Sopoaga continued with statements such as these in 2016, 2017, 

and 2018. In 2016, he stated, “If we save Tuvalu, and SIDS, through the SDGs, 

particularly through Goal 13, on climate change, and Goal 14, on oceans, we will save 

the world” (U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 19th plen. mtg.). In 2017, Prime Minister Sopoaga 

added a metaphor of a canoe, an important cultural symbol in the Pacific, in which the 

whole world paddles together as they navigate climate change, stating, “We are but on 

one big canoe for humankind and… no one country has the right to jump ship on climate 
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change. We must either paddle together to keep the canoe afloat and safe, or allow the 

canoe to sink and drown. It is our hope that, with this global pact on the environment and 

the Paris Agreement, we can save Tuvalu. If we can save Tuvalu, we can save the world” 

(U.N. GAOR, 72nd Sess., 13th plen. mtg.). In 2018, during Prime Minister Sopoaga’s last 

General Assembly address, he once again used the canoe metaphor, stating, “Tuvalu 

strongly believes that its collective effort to achieve the aspirations of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development and to secure global peace, security and prosperity will be 

severely compromised unless we all paddle together, as a family, to urgently address 

climate change and save Tuvalu and the world” (U.N. GAOR, 73rd Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). 

This was not the first time that rhetoric about efforts to save Tuvalu from climate change 

would also serve the interests of the global community.29 Prime Minister Sopoaga 

himself had made similar statements when he was Tuvalu’s Permanent Representative to 

the UN in the early 2000s.  

Additionally, the particular phrasing, “If you save Tuvalu, you save the world,” 

has been taken up by regional and international organization leaders. For example, Exsley 

Taloiburi at the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, in discussing whether states like 

 
29 An analysis of all of Tuvalu’s General Assembly addresses, from 2001 to 2021, found language along 
these lines in 2003-2006 and in 2008. For example, Prime Minister Apisai Ielemia stated in 2008, “…this 
great family, the United Nations, must not fail to take heed of these timely warnings, and to save us all, 
particularly the small and most vulnerable, from this man-made catastrophe.” In 2004 and 2005, Prime 
Minister Maatia Toafa stated, “…we want to reiterate that efforts aimed at the sustainable development of 
small island developing States like Tuvalu, will be of no meaning unless the issue of climate change and 
sea level is addressed decisively, and with urgency. Tuvalu’s interest is not self serving. The more serious 
consequences of not acting now on climate change, as we are already witnessing the world over, will be felt 
everywhere.” 
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Kiribati and Tuvalu will exist as they do presently in the future, specifically cited Prime 

Minister Enele Sopoaga’s argument as he described the message he would like to convey: 

The former Prime Minister of Tuvalu, Enele Sopoanga, used to say in the 
previous COP negotiations, that if you- if you save Tuvalu you save the 
world because climate change is- What we are facing now with COVID-
19 is a window dressing of what climate change will look like for the 
whole world in the longer term. And so it will not just affect our low-lying 
atoll islands, it will also have impacts across the world, it will affect the 
global economy, the global environment, how people do things and that's 
how we see it, and so we’re thinking that mean if you save Kiribati, or 
save Tuvalu, you save the world. And that's a message that I’d like to also 
put on record, and we see that I think we are very hopeful that things will 
turn for the better and it's encouraging to see- like I mean the people in the 
US, for example, that you are now seeing the relevance of this issue which 
has resulted in putting in place a new administration that recognizes 
climate change and we're hoping that that would also be the message that 
translate to other regions, other countries, even closer to home, as I speak, 
Australia is also a country that we are, we- our island countries continue to 
advocate and continue to engage with because some of their positions are 
not necessarily aligned to what the island countries are pushing for. 
(interview with Exsley Taloiburi, April 5, 2021) 
 

This phrase has also been adopted by the United Nations Secretary General, 

António Guterres, after his trip to the Pacific in 2019. In his statement at the end of his 

visit to the Pacific, Guterres described what he had seen in the region: “Over the past 

week, I have witnessed first-hand the impacts of climate change in the Pacific Island 

States. They contribute very little to the global climate emergency and yet, they are the 

ones that are being most affected. For some of them, climate change is now an existential 

threat. The risks are all too real. Entire villages are being relocated, livelihoods are being 

destroyed, people are getting sick from climate-related diseases, and in Tuvalu I saw an 

entire country fighting to preserve its very existence” (Guterres 2019). He called for the 

political will to fight the “battle against climate change,” and stated, “What we ask for is 
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not solidarity, it’s not generosity, it is enlightened self-interest from all decision-makers 

around the world because it’s not only of the Pacific that is at stake, it’s the whole planet. 

To save the Pacific is to save the whole planet” (Guterres 2019). 

That Prime Minister Sopoaga’s words are still used at the regional and 

international levels demonstrate his renown as an advocate for climate change in the 

international arena. He is probably best known for his powerful arguments on the 

international stage, specifically those on ambitious mitigation; Prime Minister Sopoaga 

used all of his powers of persuasion to urge, cajole, demand, and shame, sometimes all in 

the same speech, international leaders into more ambitious climate action. Overall, this 

demonstrates his perspective that only mitigation would guarantee the survival and 

security of Tuvalu in the future. As such, Prime Minister Sopoaga was determined to do 

everything he could on the international stage to ensure this goal would be met. If it were 

not, however, his second priority was to create an international legal framework to 

protect people who would be displaced by climate change. 

 

Protection for People Displaced by Climate Change 

Prime Minister Sopoaga recognized that although climate change-induced 

migration, whether in response to sudden- or slow-onset events, was involuntary, people 

who are forced to flee their homes due to climate change are not protected by the UN 

Refugee Convention. At the 2015 UN General Assembly, Tuvalu’s then- Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, Trade, Tourism, Environment and Labour, Taukelina Finikaso, noted 

that that climate change will displace many people in Tuvalu as well as other Pacific 
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Island states and “bigger populated countries in the flood plains,” but that “[w]hile many 

of our citizens are opting to migrate on their own terms because of existential issues, 

migration does not solve global warming, and the United Nations does not identify 

climate change migrants as refugees,” which “is a dilemma for us in Tuvalu” (U.N. 

GAOR, 70th Sess., 26th plen. mtg.). 

As such, Prime Minister Sopoaga began to call for an international framework 

meant to protect people globally, not just Tuvaluans, who are displaced by the negative 

effects of climate change. In 2016, at the World Humanitarian Summit’s High Level 

Roundtable on Disasters and Climate Change, Prime Minister Sopoaga noted that an 

average of 22.5 million people had been displaced, the equivalent of 62,000 people every 

day, by climate or weather-related disasters in the previous seven years. Given those 

numbers, as well as the suffering displaced people experience as a result, he called for a 

new protection mechanism: 

While these people may be forced to migration [sic] across country 
borders, they do not fit the definition of refugees under the Refugee 
Convention. They often fall through the current mechanisms of protection. 
As such, we urgently need to establish legal protection system for people 
internally displaced and displaced across borders from the impacts of 
climate change. So it is my pledge at this Summit to seek a UN General 
Assembly resolution establishing a system of legal protection for people 
displaced by the impacts of climate change and to ensure they are afforded 
the necessary support and protection of rights they need and deserve. 
(Sopoaga 2016a) 
 

Also in 2016, Prime Minister Sopoaga addressed a high-level plenary meeting at 

the UN that was considering how the international community should best respond to the 

growing global phenomenon of large movements of refugees and migrants. This high-
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level plenary ultimately adopted the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, 

which endorsed a set of commitments that apply to both refugees and migrants as well as 

separate sets of commitments for refugees and migrants. The overarching purpose was to 

have states commit to “protect the human rights of all refugees and migrants, regardless 

of status,” in a way that “will demonstrate full respect for international law and 

international human rights law and, where applicable, international refugee law and 

international humanitarian law.” Importantly, the Declaration called for and outlined 

steps towards developing global compacts on refugees and migration that would enable 

coordinated responses to refugee and migration situations. During the discussions, Prime 

Minister Sopoaga announced his support for the Declaration, but argued that the United 

Nations needed to go further, that regardless of the cause of displacement, “[t]he United 

Nations must hear and come to the rescue of those people and provide assurances of 

security in relation to livelihood and survival.” He continued, 

It is also critical that this dialogue take into account the fact that some people will 

be forced to move by the adverse effects of climate change, particularly those who live in 

small island low-lying countries such as my own, Tuvalu, in the Pacific, and those in the 

Caribbean, the Indian Ocean and other regions especially vulnerable to climate change. 

We must take them into account, too, and make sure that we provide for the protection of 

such people, displaced or likely to be displaced by the impact of climate change. That is 

well recognized in the SDGs, and the challenge is that we take action as soon as possible. 

(U.N. GAOR, 71st Sess., 4th plen. mtg.) 
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At the end of his remarks, Prime Minister Sopoaga noted that Tuvalu would be 

working with other members of the UN to introduce a draft resolution calling for a legal 

framework to take into account the protection and the rights of people displaced by 

climate change, and requested the support of the international community. Several 

months later, Prime Minister Sopoaga attended the Regional Meeting on Climate Change 

and Migration Workshop, organized by the PIFS and the Pacific Climate Change 

Migration Project, to seek input and support from other Pacific Island states on a UN 

General Assembly resolution on climate displacement that Tuvalu had drafted.30 In his 

remarks, Prime Minister Sopoaga noted the sensitive and disruptive nature of climate 

change displacement and unplanned relocation and was careful to clarify that: 

While we talk of migration, we should not give the impression that people 
want to leave their homelands. Maintaining sovereignty, self-
determination, cultural identity and territorial rights are of primary 
concern to Pacific Islanders in any form of climate change-related [sic]. 
Forced displacement is a last option. 
 
There is no chance that I as a Leader of an Atoll nation who is at the fore 
front of climate change, could accept a tag or a label of a climate change 
refugee. All of us gathered here today should strive to do all we can to 
protect and save our atoll islands from drowning due to the effects of 
climate change and sea level rise. 
 
Nevertheless migration is an option for many Pacific islanders. Many 
Pacific island countries have a proud history of labour mobility. In 
Tuvalu’s case this labour mobility issue is always focusing on providing 
employment and economic opportunities, hence we have merchant seamen 
working on ships all over the world. We have students studying in Cuba to 
become doctors and others studying in Taiwan and Morocco to become 
engineers. We live in a truly globalised world. So we need to plan for 
migration as an economic option and at the same time, plan to address 
climate change displacement. (Sopoaga 2016b) 

 
30 Neither the draft resolution nor an official report or summary of discussions from the Regional Meeting 
at which the draft resolution was reviewed have been published. 
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Prime Minister Sopoaga’s calls for a legal protection framework for people 

displaced by climate change continued in 2017 and 2018 at the UN General Assembly. In 

2017, he lamented that protections do not exist for people displaced by climate change, 

stating, “[s]adly, displacement owing to the impacts of climate change has not drawn the 

same international concern and response, despite the fact that it has the very real potential 

to become a serious threat to global peace, security and human rights” (U.N. GAOR, 72nd 

Sess., 13th plen. mtg.). He noted the “uncontrolled mass migration into Europe” 

demonstrated the importance of having in place “effective international institutions and 

systems to control, manage and protect the rights of migrants,” and called for the 

international community to “formulate effective international systems to protect the 

human rights of people displaced by the impacts of climate change and avoid further 

uncontrolled mass migration and mass violation of human rights” (U.N. GAOR, 72nd 

Sess., 13th plen. mtg.). Sopoaga’s warning here to the international community is similar 

to his argument that saving Tuvalu means saving the whole world: just as it is in 

everyone’s interest to mitigate climate change and save Tuvalu, it is also in everyone’s 

interest to formulate a framework to address climate change displacement so that it does 

not harm individuals who have to flee their homes or produce instability in the areas to 

which they relocate. 

In 2018, the global compacts that the New York Declaration for Refugees and 

Migrants called for – the Global Compact on Refugees, and the Global Compact for Safe, 

Orderly and Regular Migration (hereafter the Global Compact for Migration) – were 
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finalized. The Global Compact on Refugees translates the principle of international 

cooperation on refugee situations into concrete and practical action. It is intended to 

provide a basis for predictable and equitable burden and responsibility-sharing among all 

UN Member States and other relevant stakeholders. However, the Compact stated, 

“[w]hile not in themselves causes of refugee movements, climate, environmental 

degradation and natural disasters increasingly interact with the drivers of refugee 

movements” (United Nations 2018b). With climate change portrayed as complicating 

factor within refugee movements, not a producer of refugees itself, the Compact on 

Refugees is not as useful in the context of forced displacement caused by climate change. 

The Global Compact for Migration is a non-binding commitment to improve 

cooperation on international migration. Essentially, it outlines a comprehensive approach 

to optimize the beneficial aspects of migration while addressing the risks and challenges 

that individuals and communities face in countries of origin, transit, and destination. The 

Compact’s overarching goal is to facilitate safe, orderly, and regular migration, as its 

name suggests, and reduce incidences and negative impacts of irregular migration. In all, 

it contains twenty-three objectives, each of which has a main commitment and a range of 

actions to achieving it; it also outlines strategies for the effective implementation of these 

objectives and measures to follow-up and review progress (United Nations 2018a). Two 

objectives specifically consider climate change. Objective 2 seeks to minimize the 

adverse drivers and structural factors that compel people to leave their country of origin. 

Under Objective 2, action (b) calls to eliminate adverse drivers and structural factors that 

drive people to leave their country of origin, including through resilience and disaster risk 
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reduction and climate change mitigation and adaptation (United Nations 2018a, 8). 

Actions (h) through (l) specifically focus on migration caused by natural disasters, the 

adverse effects of climate change, and environmental degradation: (h) strengthen joint 

analysis and information sharing to better understand and address these movements; i) 

develop adaptation and resilience strategies to sudden- and slow-onset natural disasters, 

adverse effects of climate change, and environmental degradation; (j) integrate 

displacement considerations into disaster preparedness strategies and promote 

cooperation with neighboring and other relevant countries; (k) work at the subregional 

and regional levels to address the vulnerabilities of persons affected by sudden-onset and 

slow-onset natural disasters; and (l) develop coherent approaches to address the 

challenges of migration movements in the context of sudden-onset and slow-onset natural 

disasters (United Nations 2018a, 9). 

Objective 5, which is to enhance the availability and flexibility of pathways for 

regular migration, contains a recommended action that is quite relevant to this research. 

Action (h) calls for states to “[c]ooperate to identify, develop and strengthen solutions for 

migrants compelled to leave their countries of origin due to slow-onset natural disasters, 

the adverse effects of climate change, and environmental degradation, such as 

desertification, land degradation, drought and sea level rise, including by devising 

planned relocation and visa options, in cases where adaptation in or return to their 

country of origin is not possible” (emphasis added; United Nations 2018a, 12). The 

language of being “compelled to leave” and unable to return describes climate change-

induced migration as forced displacement rather than as a voluntary choice. Although it 



255 
 

does not meet the level of protections that Prime Minister Sopoaga was seeking, the 

acknowledgement that movement related to climate change is involuntary could prove to 

be an important step forward in the process of developing international law that would 

provide protection to people who are forced to leave their homes because of the negative 

impacts of climate change. 

Prime Minister Sopoaga welcomed the Compacts, but repeated his call for a legal 

framework that offers protections to climate change-displaced persons. He stated, “[w]e 

believe, however, that all human rights of people displaced as a result of climate change 

should be protected under an international legal agreement. We therefore reiterate 

Tuvalu’s proposal for a United Nations resolution on the establishment of a legal process 

to protect the human rights of people displaced by climate change” (U.N. GAOR, 73rd 

Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). The fact that these compacts are not legally-binding was 

problematic for Prime Minister Sopoaga. As such, in 2019 he introduced a draft 

resolution to the General Assembly, titled “Providing legal protection for persons 

displaced by the impacts of climate change,” which noted “with extreme alarm the 

growing number of persons displaced internally and across borders as a consequence of 

the impacts of climate change,” and affirmed that these persons “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 impacts of climate change” (U.N. GAOR, 73rd session, 

Agenda item 20(d)). The draft resolution calls for “an international legally binding 

instrument to create appropriate protections for persons displaced by the impacts of 

climate change” based on the substantive recommendations of a preparatory committee, 
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open to all States Members of the United Nations and specialized agencies, on the 

elements of an international legally binding instrument (U.N. GAOR, 73rd session, 

Agenda item 20(d)). A high-level Tuvaluan government official explained that the goal 

of having a legal framework was “to avoid people being put ‘into a refugee camp’ and 

instead being granted the right to have ‘some kind of society that they can really live 

[in]’, including ‘a governing body’, and the opportunity to ‘practice their culture’ and 

enjoy the ‘kind of amenities that they used to have in their own location (...) like hospitals 

and all of that’” (as quoted in Calliari and Vanhala 2022, 190). However, despite all of 

Prime Minister Sopoaga’s efforts, the draft resolution was not considered in the 2019 

plenary meeting. Given that Prime Minister Sopoaga lost the 2019 Prime Minister 

election, he was not able to reintroduce it; its current status is unknown.  

Other initiatives on disaster displacement were implemented; the Nansen 

Initiative, for example, was a state-led, bottom-up consultative process that aimed to 

build consensus on developing a protection agenda to address the needs of people 

displaced across international borders in the context of disasters and the effects of climate 

change (IOM “The Nansen Initiative”). It produced the Agenda for the Protection of 

Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters and Climate Change, which 

outlined strategies to prevent, avoid and respond to disaster displacement. This Protection 

Agenda was endorsed by 109 states, including Tuvalu, and its implementation is now 

overseen by a group of states under the Platform for Disaster Displacement (Nansen 

Initiative 2015). Similar to the Compact on Migration discussed above, while not a full 

legal framework that offers protection to people displaced by climate change, this 
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initiative does further international legal work on the topic and could prove to be useful 

in providing assistance in a future scenario of state submersion caused by climate change-

induced sea level rise. 

 

Maritime Sovereignty 

Prime Minister Sopoaga also began efforts to preserve Tuvalu’s maritime 

sovereignty, as called for in the Climate Change Policy and NSAP (Government of 

Tuvalu 2012a, 2012b). Prime Minister Sopoaga pursued both national and international 

strategies regarding preserving maritime sovereignty. In Tuvalu, he implemented the 

Tuvalu Constitutional Review Project (TCRP), which consisted of national consultations 

about amending Tuvalu’s constitution to consider, among various the socio-economic 

and political challenges, Tuvalu’s maritime sovereignty. The Tuvalu Constitutional 

Review Project Report included a draft report from an event, “Comparative 

Constitutional Design Workshop with Tuvalu Constitutional Review Committee (CRC) 

and CRC Secretariat,” which took place over five days in early 2018 to consider a variety 

of issues regarding Tuvalu’s constitution. One presentation, “Constitutions, Environment 

& Climate Justice,” examined the criteria for statehood and maritime sovereignty: 

Some of the issues raised further by [then-senior magistrate Simon] Kofe 
was on the threat to Statehood that is presented by climate change sea 
level rise issues, looking at the criteria for the definition of statehoods in 
relation to population and maritime boundaries. Key questions posed for 
consideration were “If you can have a statehood without a population?” 
and “Can you have a State with maritime boundaries?”. [sic] Kofe 
explained the current constitution text which defines the maritime 
boundaries and which is currently threatened given the changes in sea 
level of the islands which in fact affects the boundary lines based on 
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current provisions. Noting the impact it has given 40% of the income is 
derived from fisheries resources. (Mozeem 2019, 36) 
 

A concern voiced at this event was that Tuvalu’s maritime boundaries, which are 

enumerated in its constitution, would change due to sea level rise; more specifically, the 

concern was that, according to the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 

Tuvalu would lose its maritime zone if it lost its land territory. In addition to investigating 

“how Tuvalu as a country could bargain and campaign with the international community 

to change these things,” (Mozeem 2019, 37) a suggestion was made to add climate 

change to the preamble of the constitution as well as include the maritime boundaries of 

Tuvalu (Mozeem 2019, 63). One interviewee, a regional CSO leader on climate change 

displacement, confirmed that the idea was to add language to the constitution to indicate 

that Tuvalu’s maritime boundaries are permanent, regardless of the effects of sea level 

rise on Tuvalu’s land mass. She explained, “…during Enele Sopoaga’s time- already in 

Tuvalu they’re planning to add this into the Constitution, that if their land does go 

underwater, their EEZ mark, which is- it might be still visible, will still be owned by 

Tuvalu people, even if they have to relocate” (interview with P.O., Dec 1, 2021). 

However, Tuvalu’s constitution was not updated while Sopoaga was Prime Minister, and 

the current status of the Constitutional Review Project, which was originally supposed to 

conclude in 2019 but continued at least through 2021, is unclear. 

Prime Minister Sopoaga’s second strategy was to clarify UNCLOS’ rules 

regarding changing maritime boundaries due to sea level rise. At the 2017 UN Ocean 
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Conference in New York, Prime Minister Sopoaga noted that climate change presented a 

“legal complication” regarding maritime zones that UNCLOS was unable to address: 

I presume that when the Law of Sea was drafted it is unlikely that the 
drafters were aware of the concern about sea level rise due to climate 
change. Therefore we have a legal complication. The Law of the Sea 
Convention did not anticipate that baselines would move inland due to sea 
level rise. Therefore we seek a legal clarification of the implications of sea 
level rise with respect to the determination of baselines and hence the 
territorial sea and exclusive economic zone. For a country like Tuvalu this 
has enormous implications. Our EEZ is a thousand times larger than our 
land territory. Our nation is based on a marine economy. Eventually, sea 
level rise has the potential to inundate some of our islands. This has 
implications for our claims of our territorial seas and EEZ. Therefore we 
would like a recommendation to come from this Conference seeking a 
legal view, as to the legal status of migrating baselines due to sea level rise 
and its implications for the territorial sea and EEZ of nations affected by 
sea level. I would like to refer this matter to the International Law 
Commission, for a determination by the ILC. Needless to say we believe 
that our baselines, our territorial sea and EEZ and once established should 
remain in time, irrespective of the effects of sea level rise due to climate 
change. (Sopoaga 2017) 
 

A senior Tuvaluan government official and international environmental law and 

policy expert, who confirmed that Prime Minister Sopoaga was the first to raise the issue 

of permanent baselines at the UN, reported that subsequently, “Tuvalu had discussions 

with the Department of the Law of the Sea on this matter and have referred the matter to 

International Law Commission. The idea behind this pronouncement is to develop 

customary international law. UNCLOS is not clear on this issue and it would appear to be 

too difficult to amend UNCLOS to embrace issues around sea level rise.” (interview with 

S.G., Oct 16, 2021). The International Law Commission’s research on this issue is 

ongoing, and no final decisions about it have been made. 
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As part of the effort to preserve maritime boundaries, in 2014 Tuvalu finalized 

their maritime boundaries with Kiribati, Fiji, and France and deposited the new boundary 

coordinates with the UN Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea, as required 

by UNCLOS, in early 2016 (Government of Tuvalu 2016, 45). This is important because, 

for UNCLOS to consider accepting maritime zones for any state as permanent, the 

boundaries must first be registered with the Convention. In the Pacific, for a variety of 

reasons, many states’ maritime boundaries have not been finalized; in recent years there 

has been a push to finalize boundaries between countries with overlapping ocean claims. 

For example, Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands, which had been negotiating their 

maritime boundaries since 1983, finally delineated them in 2016 (IUCN 2016). 

An additional impetus for securing maritime security is to prevent other states 

from taking advantage of the loss of their maritime sovereignty. As noted previously, 

Prime Minister Sopoaga warned against “a conspiracy by the polluter, the polluters, who 

caused all the industrialized emissions to the atmosphere, for them to escape their 

responsibility to pay for the damage, for the rubbish that they dump into the atmosphere 

from which we are suffering” (Sopoaga 2020). One instance that confirmed this concern 

in Prime Minister Sopoaga’s perspective was in 2019 when Kevin Rudd, the former 

Prime Minister (2007-2010 and again briefly in 2013) and Foreign Minister (2010-2012) 

of Australia suggested that the Australian government trade citizenship for control of the 

EEZs of Tuvalu, Kiribati, and Nauru. The article, which was published on Rudd’s 

personal website, focused on “the major challenges facing Australia’s future at a time 
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when these challenges are often denied oxygen in the day to day political debate” (Rudd 

2019). About trading Australian citizenship for EEZs, he stated: 

There is one further implication arising from climate change for Australia. 
A number of neighbouring island states are facing the future 
disappearance of their countries altogether through coastal inundation. The 
most vulnerable of these Pacific Island states to the impacts of climate 
change are Tuvalu, Kiribati and Nauru. Australia should consider 
developing a proposal to these three states to enter into formal 
constitutional condominium with them, as we currently have with Norfolk 
Island. This would require constitutional changes in all four countries. If 
our neighbours requested this, and their peoples agreed, Australia would 
become responsible for their territorial seas, their vast Exclusive 
Economic Zones, including the preservation of their precious fisheries 
reserves. Under this arrangement, Australia would also become 
responsible for the relocation over time of the exposed populations of 
these countries (totalling less than 75,000 people altogether) to Australia 
where they would enjoy the full rights of Australian citizens. This figure is 
less than half of the total Australian regular immigration intake in any 
given year. If these countries start to submerge in the years ahead, 
Australia would face international pressure to provide safe haven for our 
pacific neighbours anyway. In effect, they would become climate change 
refugees and the world would look to Australia for leadership. As foreign 
minister, I had prepared a 2012 cabinet submission on this, just before 
leaving that office. As a result, it was not considered by the government. 
This work remains deeply relevant today. And will become even more so 
in the future as sea levels continue to rise. (Rudd 2019) 
 

Although Rudd clarified that these were only his personal views and not the views 

of his political party, he indicated that Australia would only assume responsibility of their 

“precious” EEZs if Tuvalu, Kiribati, and Nauru requested it and their peoples agreed, to 

Prime Minister Sopoaga his suggestion was proof that developed countries prefer that 

Pacific Island states disappear so that they can claim the disappeared state’s maritime 

sovereignty. Prime Minister Sopoaga forcefully rejected this idea, calling it “imperial 

thinking” in interviews (Stewart 2019). In a virtual public event in 2020, he stated: 
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We must fight for our rights, the rights of the Pacific Island countries, of 
Tuvaluans to remain in their God-given islands forever and ever, never 
losing out their sovereignty. Let's talk about these small island nations 
sub- submerged of or absorbed as territories to Australia, made by a 
former prime minister surprisingly, this is totally unacceptable. Never. We 
are never going to be colonized again or be treated as neocolonial subjects. 
Never. Because we achieved our independence, we are going to remain in 
our territory, and maintain our sovereignty, and our cultural identity 
forever. If we were to be relocated, the community has to be relocated as a 
nation of Tuvalu, with all full rights protected by under international law. 
(Sopoaga 2020) 
 

This incident became a catalyst for continuing efforts to preserve maritime 

sovereignty of Tuvalu (and other Pacific Island states). While Kiribati’s President Anote 

Tong first suggested the idea of securing maritime zones in international law to his fellow 

Pacific Island state leaders in 2009, it was Prime Minister Sopoaga that brought this issue 

to the international stage in 2017. His work on securing maritime zones, at both the 

domestic level and the international level, has been continued by Prime Minister Natano, 

as will be discussed in the next section. 

Overall, Prime Minister Sopoaga’s priority was to preserve the physical state of 

Tuvalu so that future generations of Tuvaluans can continue to live there, according to 

their cultural values and Tuvaluan way of life. Prime Minister Sopoaga viewed climate 

change as an existential threat to Tuvalu’s physical territory, but he strongly rejected 

migration as a climate change strategy and instead advocated for ambitious mitigation 

efforts from the international community, especially those who are most responsible for 

causing climate change. Furthermore, should mitigation fail, he also called for the 

development of an international legal framework to protect people to be displaced from 

their homes, which would have offered protections to millions of people worldwide. 
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Finally, his work to preserve the maritime sovereignty of Pacific Island states started a 

conversation in the international legal arena that is pushing the boundaries of current 

understanding of state sovereignty. 

 

Pushing for Legal Permanence Under Prime Minister Kausea Natano 

Kausea Natano became Prime Minister on September 19, 2019. Researching the 

cause of Prime Minister Sopoaga’s loss and Natano’s win was challenging; most news 

articles were generally limited to the facts of the election (e.g. Natano won ten votes in 

Parliament to Sopoaga’s six), without explanation for the cause. Only one article cited a 

reason for Prime Minister Sopoaga’s loss, and the reason cited was unrelated to his 

climate change work, which was well respected within Tuvalu, but rather on domestic 

political issues. This article surmised that voters in Tuvalu “have not forgotten the way 

Sopoaga used the courts to prosecute and [jail] his former political opponent, the late 

Apisai Ielemia” (Pareti 2019).31 The article also indicated that Prime Minister Sopoaga’s 

“many attempts to block the implementation of the recommendations of the country’s 

constitutional review commission,” as well as a legal fight with Funafuti (Tuvalu’s 

capital) landowners may have also contributed to his loss (Pareti 2019). The legal fight 

was a dispute over the land that was leased for the island’s airport. The landowners 

argued that the lease expired after twenty-five years, in 2017; the government claimed the 

original lease for the airport was ninety-nine years. Landowners blockaded the runway in 

 
31 Former Prime Minister Apisai Ielemia was convicted of corruption in 2016 after he deposited over 
US$15,000 from Japanese and Taiwanese sources in his personal bank account while in office (Freedom 
House 2020). 
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mid-2019, but Tuvalu’s High Court determined that the landowners had violated the lease 

agreement and police were ordered to arrest anyone who interfered with flights (Freedom 

House 2020). Regarding the claim that Prime Minister Sopoaga tried to block the 

constitutional review, I found no additional information that could confirm this. In fact, in 

the 2015 election Prime Minister Sopoaga campaigned on the promise of reviewing 

Tuvalu’s constitution, and in 2018 he submitted a letter to the UN Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights which stated that he “welcome[d] the current 

constitutional review conducted through a participatory approach” (Sopoaga 2018). As 

such, while I cannot conclusively determine why Prime Minister Sopoaga lost the 2019 

election to Kausea Natano, the available information leads me to conclude that it was not 

related to his government’s climate change responses. 

Several months after Prime Minister Kausea Natano was elected, the COVID-19 

pandemic began; as a result, Tuvalu closed its borders to international travel in March 

2020 and as of May 2022 has not reopened them to commercial travel. Given that Prime 

Minister Natano’s administration is only 2.5 years old, and that the majority of that time 

has been overtaken by the COVID-19 pandemic, there is less to examine with regard to 

his climate change strategies. (For example, as of this writing, Prime Minister Natano’s 

government has not released an updated climate change policy.) However, one clearly 

consistent strategy between Prime Minister Natano and Prime Minister Sopoaga is the 

continued stance that migration and relocation are unacceptable climate change 

responses. Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy explained the Natano government’s position: 

Tuvalu stands against relocation as a solution to the climate crisis because 
Tuvalu is a sovereign country, and its population has the right to live, 
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develop, and prosper on its own land. Relocating populations affected by 
climate change provides a “quick fix” while failing to address the root 
causes of the climate crisis. At the same time, Tuvalu seeks to realistically 
address land-loss and land-degradation issues and how they affect the 
security of the nation. Tuvalu further supports all people who have been 
displaced by or have migrated because of climate change. Human mobility 
has been practiced in various forms in the Pacific region, and Tuvalu 
respects the decisions of Pacific nations that may choose relocation as an 
option. (Government of Tuvalu 2020, 23) 
 

According to a current senior-level Tuvaluan government official, the main 

difference between Prime Minister Sopoaga’s and Prime Minister Natano’s 

administrations is an added focus on what Tuvalu itself can do for itself now, outside of 

the United Nations or other international fora, regarding climate change: 

But since we came into government in 2019, I guess one of the- the slight 
difference in- in our approach now is- is to look at what we can do now, 
you know, what- what actions can we take on a national level to- to 
basically look at securing our- our future. Obviously, the advocacy work is 
important, but again that is dependent on- on the responsibility of other 
states to do something about it, whereas our focus now is- is- is- is to look, 
I guess, is- is to put more weight on what we can do on a national level, 
and how we can encourage other like-minded leaders to do something 
about it now. (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021) 
 

To that end, in late 2021 Tuvalu announced the Future Now Project, Te Ataeao 

Nei Project in Tuvaluan, a new initiative by the Ministry of Justice, Communication and 

Foreign Affairs, which includes several groundbreaking new climate change strategies. 

As initially conceived, the Future Now Project had three initiatives: first, to promote the 

ethical and moral principles reflected in Tuvaluan cultural values so that these values will 

influence other nations and peoples to act on climate change. Second, to secure 

international recognition of Tuvalu’s statehood as permanent and its existing maritime 
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boundaries as fixed despite the effects of sea level rise and climate change on Tuvalu’s 

land territory. Third, to digitize Tuvaluan Government administrative services and 

establish digital archives of Tuvalu’s history and cultural practices to create a digital 

nation (Government of Tuvalu 2021c). A fourth initiative was added subsequently, after 

the conclusion of COP26, which is to enhance international and regional advocacy 

against the impacts of climate change, specifically by expanding the government’s 

advocacy to the global community, not just fellow governments, and outside of annual 

COP meetings. When the details of the Future Now Project were released, the fourth 

initiative was not included in the Project’s documentation; this has resulted in 

significantly less available information about the fourth initiative, outside of one brief 

interview with the Minister for Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, Simon Kofe, 

that was published on the Ministry’s Facebook page in March 2022 (Ministry of Justice, 

Communication and Foreign Affairs, Tuvalu Government 2021). Given the dearth of 

information, outside of this general description I am unable to examine the fourth 

initiative further. 

When the Future Now Project was released in 2021, its first initiative, to 

incorporate Tuvaluan principles into its national policies, had already been implemented 

in Prime Minister Natano’s foreign policy, called ‘Te Sikulagi: Tuvalu Foreign Policy’ 

and released in 2020, as well as the government’s sustainable development strategy, 

called ‘Te Kete: Tuvalu National Strategy for Sustainable Development 2021-2030’ and 

released earlier in 2021. The inclusion of Tuvaluan culture begins with the policies’ 

names; te kete means ‘basket,’ and “symbolizes the means (repository) by which we store 
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and preserve our traditional knowledge and wealth that transcends space and time to be 

utilised to support our daily needs and wellbeing whilst simultaneously building a 

resilient future” (Government of Tuvalu 2021b). The term te sikulagi means ‘horizon,’ 

and represents the better future Tuvalu seeks (Government of Tuvalu 2020, 2). Each 

document is replete with Tuvaluan values that are guiding the policy. As explained in 

Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy: 

In recognising that foreign affairs has traditionally been driven by Western 
diplomatic concepts that fail to account for the cultural values of Pacific 
Island countries, this policy underscores Tuvalu’s distinct cultural traits to 
ensure that the nation’s diplomacy is truly Tuvaluan in essence. It 
proposes a paradigm shift where ideas of Tuvalu as vulnerable, financially 
incapable, and small are balanced with recognition of the innovation, 
creativity, and strength that have emerged from these “disadvantages.” 
(Government of Tuvalu 2020, 7). 
 

Two all-encompassing Tuvaluan cultural values are offered as guides for Tuvalu’s 

international relations: under falepili, which is moral responsibility or being a good 

neighbor, Tuvalu commits to taking responsibility for the entire Pacific region in the 

same way it takes responsibility for its domestic issues. Under kaitasi, which is shared 

ownership, Tuvalu commits to promoting the idea of shared global responsibility and 

insisting that all parties are responsible for addressing global issues like climate change. 

(Government of Tuvalu 2020, 10). Throughout the document, other Tuvaluan values are 

embedded into the policy; for example, Tuvalu strives to conduct bilateral engagements 

through building authentic relationships that are mutually beneficial (taugasoa sai) and 

based on respect (aava or amanaia) (Government of Tuvalu 2020, 15). 
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The inclusion of cultural principles into Tuvalu’s policies has two purposes: first, 

it presents an alternative to the standard, Western basis for diplomatic relations by 

centering Tuvaluan values. In an interview, Simon Kofe, the Tuvaluan Minister of 

Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, stated that the inclusion of cultural 

principles in the government’s policies was a way to address Tuvalu’s colonialization, 

which cultivated the idea that the British way of doing things was better than the 

Tuvaluan way (Kitara 2020). Kofe argued for a shift in that paradigm that would recenter 

Tuvaluan values, traditions, and culture and Tuvaluans can decide their own future 

(Kitara 2020). In so doing, it will reframe how Tuvalu is seen in the international arena: 

The conversation paved a pathway for Tuvalu to be more fully recognised 
in the Pacific region, and most importantly, by the international 
community: not just as a country that is vulnerable to climate change, but 
by strong values, traditions and culture that are uniquely Tuvaluan. Tuvalu 
wants to portray a different image – because Tuvalu is not about being one 
of the least-visited countries in the world; it is not about being one of the 
most vulnerable countries; it is not about dot-TV URLs; it is not about 
being a developing country. It is about its people. It is about who we are as 
Tuvaluans and what makes us unique. One of the experts in the broadcast, 
Feue Tipu, stated: ‘We don’t have to pretend to be somebody else, 
Tuvaluans need to be Tuvaluans’” (Kitara 2020). 
 

The second purpose for the inclusion of cultural principles into Tuvalu’s policies 

is that it assists aspects of the Future Now Project’s third initiative, which includes the 

preservation of culture; recording their values in official government documents 

essentially creates a record that can be accessed in the future, in case of Tuvalu’s 

submergence. Culture in general is a larger priority under Prime Minister Natano. Prime 

Minister Sopoaga included cultural matters in his international advocacy work by, for 

example, noting that climate change will result in the loss of Tuvaluan culture in order to 
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spur international action on mitigation; Prime Minister Natano has incorporated culture 

more fully into his administration’s work, as highlighted in Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy. This 

started immediately after he was elected; in Tuvalu’s 2019 General Assembly speech, 

which occurred merely nine days after Prime Minister Natano was elected, the Deputy 

Prime Minister, Minute Alapati Taupo, noted that “the very cultural survival of entire 

peoples may be at stake as never before, undermining all human rights, including cultural 

rights,” and referenced the priorities emerging from within Tuvalu: “Earlier this week, 

young people from my country participated in the programmes of the Youth Climate 

Summit, including hosting a side event. The strong message that they brought to the 

United Nations is that they want to preserve their cultural identity and traditional 

knowledge and that moving from their homeland is not an option. Indeed, we are proud 

of our island nations because they are our own. It is where we have lived for generations 

and according to our culture” (U.N. GAOR, 74th Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). With its focus on 

culture, especially through the incorporation of Tuvaluan values into its policies, Prime 

Minister Natano’s administration is reframing the conversation about its own state 

sovereignty. The Western system of state sovereignty, the same system that has led to the 

very phenomenon that now threatens Tuvalu’s existence, is no longer sufficient to meet 

Tuvalu’s needs. Under Prime Minister Natano, Tuvalu will operate according to its own 

cultural values. 

The Future Now Project’s second initiative is entirely unique, similar in that way 

to Kiribati’s President Anote Tong’s 2014 purchase of land in Fiji. The initiative is to 

secure international recognition of Tuvalu’s statehood as permanent and its existing 
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maritime boundaries as fixed regardless of the effects of sea level rise and climate change 

on Tuvalu’s land territory. In other words, even in a scenario in which Tuvalu’s islands 

are submerged, Tuvalu will still be officially recognized by other states as existing as a 

legal entity that retains control over its maritime zone. Minister Simon Kofe explained 

the effort: “[a]lthough Tuvalu stands against relocation as a solution to the climate crisis, 

in seeking to be proactive and practical, the project responds directly to the question 

‘What will Tuvalu do if its land territory is lost to sea level rise?’ Consequently, the 

project’s second initiative pursues domestic, regional and international legal avenues to 

ensure that, should Tuvalu’s land territory be lost to sea level rise, Tuvalu’s existing 

maritime boundaries and claims will remain intact, and Tuvalu will still be recognised as 

sovereign” (Kofe 2021b).  

Prime Minister Natano’s 2021 General Assembly speech described how Tuvalu’s 

“average land elevation of no more than two meters above sea level” made the state 

“extremely vulnerable to climate change, sea level rise, and natural disasters” (U.N. 

GAOR, 76th Sess., 15th plen. mtg.). He asked the General Assembly a number of 

“difficult moral and political questions,” including, “How much longer can our islands 

support our livelihoods? Is there even a future for us on our islands? With forced 

displacement due to climate change and sea level rise, what shall we do and where should 

we go? What about our traditional culture and heritage? What will happen to us? What 

happens to our human rights? Will Tuvalu remain a member state of the UN if it is finally 

submerged? Who can help us, and will they help us?” (U.N. GAOR, 76th Sess., 15th plen. 

mtg.). He references the Future Now Project’s second initiative as an answer: 
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But hope is not all lost. For Tuvalu, we will cope and adapt. Statelessness 
is not an option for Tuvalu, and I am sure it is also not an option for any of 
us here today. The international community must now consider solutions 
to protect the rights of people affected by the impacts of climate change 
and to avoid chaotic responses to uncontrolled mass climate displacement.  
 
In this regard, Tuvalu is spearheading a new initiative that will be 
advanced by likeminded countries to advance efforts towards protecting 
the statehood of small atoll island nations facing existential threats from 
sea level rise and, preserving the sovereignty, rights and heritage of 
affected nations and their populations. (U.N. GAOR, 76th Sess., 15th plen. 
mtg.) 
 

Tuvalu’s 2020 Foreign Policy called for forming bilateral relations with other 

states that recognize Tuvalu’s statehood and maritime sovereignty as permanent. 

Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy “insists that all countries forming relations with Tuvalu 

recognise the statehood of the nation as permanent and its existing maritime boundaries 

as set, even if Tuvalu loses its land territory due to sea level rise” (Government of Tuvalu 

2020). A senior-level Tuvaluan government official I interviewed explained: 

…some of the initiatives that we- we undertaking at the moment, one- one 
is- is, you know, this- this concept of a permanent state under international 
law, and obviously there's some gray areas as to the criteria for- for 
statehood. There are different practices by- by states, but I think, 
ultimately, it will come down to- to recognition and how other states will 
recognize other states. And so, we taking- we're taking the view that, you 
know, the most states that we can sign on to recognize Tuvalu as- as- as 
permanent, even regardless of the- the impacts of climate change and sea 
level rise, we feel that we were able to kind of secure that identity on the 
international plane. And how we've done, that is, we, you know, we made 
it under our- our foreign policy that any new diplomatic relations that we 
establish we ensure that that that other state recognizes these principles, 
you know, joint communiques and so we've- we've started that. In fact, we 
got Venezuela, we established diplomatic ties with Venezuela about a 
month or two months ago and they've signed on to- to- to- to kind of 
recognize those principles. We have other countries in the Pacific also that 
have expressed an interest to sign on to that as well, and so we have 
reaffirming our relations with the new joint communiques specifically 
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recognizing those- those principles. And then on the local level as well, 
we're looking at ensuring that those principles are reflected in our- in our 
legislation and in our Constitution as well we're reviewing our 
Constitution at the moment. That's actually a one part of the review is to 
look at how we can put language into the Constitution to recognize that. 
(interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021) 
 

Since the Foreign Policy came into effect in 2020, Tuvalu has signed a joint 

communiqué with Venezuela in August 2021 (see Appendix C) and St. Kitts and Nevis in 

April 2022. As noted above by the official, additional communiqués with other states are 

also under preparation. I asked if this strategy would also seek continued recognition in 

international and regional organizations, but the senior government official stated that 

they had not considered this32 and were thus focused on recognition from other states. 

Tuvalu also spearheaded efforts within the Pacific Islands Forum on establishing 

the permanence of maritime boundaries. Tuvalu was Chair of the Fiftieth Pacific Islands 

Forum in 2019, at which leaders “committed to a collective effort, including to develop 

international law, with the aim of ensuring that once a Forum Member’s maritime zones 

are delineated in accordance with the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, that 

the Members maritime zones could not be challenged or reduced as a result of sea-level 

rise and climate change” (PIFS 2019a). Furthermore, Tuvalu chaired a 2020 Forum 

meeting, Securing the Limits of the Blue Pacific, at which, Simon Kofe, Tuvalu’s 

Minister for Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, urged Pacific Island states to 

set and finalize national maritime policies and laws: 

 
32 The official’s reply to my question indicated that they may consider it as a strategy, although he replied, 
“That's a good point you've mentioned there, I- we weren't thinking of organizations, we've been focusing a 
lot on- on states. But I think it's- it's a- it's a good approach to also include those intergovernmental 
organizations, so we will certainly take note of that” (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). 
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I take this opportunity to urge Pacific Island States to take unilateral action 
to enact policies and legislation that support the legal proposition put 
forward by Forum Leaders in their meeting in Tuvalu in 2019. I want to 
emphasize here that what we do on the national level is equally important, 
if not more important, than what we do on the international plane. This is 
because the formation of customary international law that is favourable to 
the Pacific is dependent largely on the state practice of Pacific Island 
States whose interests are specifically affected. With this perspective, we 
need not wait for the global community to respond to our calls; we can 
take action now to secure the limits and future of the Blue Pacific. (Kofe 
2020a) 
 

Kofe also spoke of the need to “crystallize recent developments in international 

law and actively frame the terms of the debate on this issue both factually and legally,” 

because these efforts will “provide leverage for important diplomatic negotiations in the 

future” (Kofe 2020a). As a result of this meeting, in 2021 the Pacific Islands Forum 

announced the Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face of Climate Change-

Related Sea-Level Rise (PIFS 2021a), which will be examined in more detail in Chapter 

7. Prime Minister Natano has advocated for this on the international stage as well, stating 

at COP26 in December 2021: 

The existential threat of climate change and sea level rise has strengthened 
our resolve to preserve our statehood and sovereignty. In this respect, we 
have embarked on international discussion on legal mechanisms that can 
recognize our maritime boundaries and assets as permanent despite the 
impacts of sea level rise. We must also ensure that legal mechanisms are 
in place to protect the cultures, languages, and heritages of nations like 
Tuvalu, including through digitization and building mobile digital nations.  
 
We must uphold domestic, regional, and international endeavors to this 
effect, such as the Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face 
of Climate Change-related Sea-Level Rise. This regional declaration was 
endorsed by Pacific Islands Forum Leaders this year and seeks to ensure 
that Forum Members’ maritime zones cannot be challenged or reduced as 
a result of climate change-related sea-level rise. (Natano 2021) 
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This process on securing maritime boundaries, which was an effort initiated in the 

international arena by Tuvalu under Prime Minister Sopoaga, and continued by Tuvalu 

under Prime Minister Natano, has been pursued at the international level in coordination 

with other Pacific Island states through the Pacific Islands Forum. In 2019, this 

culminated in the International Law Commission including the topic, “Sea-level rise in 

international law,” in its current program of work. The International Law Commission’s 

(ILC) work on this topic is ongoing; no final outcome has been decided as of writing. 

The third initiative within the Future Now Project is to digitize government 

services and Tuvaluan historical and cultural practices “to create a digital nation.” 

Tuvalu’s Minister of Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, Simon Kofe, 

explained that the third initiative is as an extension of work under the second initiative, 

but whereas the second initiative examined what Tuvalu will do if its land territory is lost 

to sea level rise, this initiative “looks more at the question ‘What will Tuvalu do if it 

gains recognition of its statehood as permanent but its land territory is lost to sea level 

rise?’” or, in other words, “how will Tuvalu continue to function as a nation with no 

land?” (Kofe 2021b). Developing innovative digital tools and platforms “would ensure 

that Tuvalu could ostensibly shift to another location and continue to fully function as a 

sovereign nation” (Government of Tuvalu 2021c). This was reiterated in an interview 

with a senior Tuvaluan government official, who also linked this initiative explicitly with 

the potential future need to relocate Tuvaluan citizens: “…we're also driving this concept 

of the digital nation to digitize all our government processes and services to enable us in 

the future, I guess, to- to- to operate remotely in case of, you know, disasters or being 
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forced to relocate other sorts of things” (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). Other 

considerations in this initiative include ensuring that Tuvalu’s domain name (“.tv”), 

which is another large source of income for Tuvalu, cannot be retired if Tuvalu’s land 

territory is severely impacted by climate change-induced sea level rise. This strategy is 

also linked to a future scenario in which relocation is necessary, by guaranteeing that 

“.tv” can “provide monetary support to Tuvalu’s continued operations under any 

circumstance” (Government of Tuvalu 2021c). As noted by the senior level Tuvaluan 

government official, this strategy is also aimed at digitizing cultural practices that would 

lessen the negative impact on Tuvaluan citizens that have to relocate. He stated, “…a lot 

of things that we're doing right now is- is to I guess mitigate the impact of [relocation] if 

that ever happens and that's what we're talking about looking at technology as well now 

in- in- in not just digitizing all of government services but also looking at digitizing our- a 

lot of our culture and a lot of the traditional knowledge, that's also part of the project that 

we're doing (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021).  

Overall, as prime ministers, Kausea Natano and Enele Sopoaga shared many of 

the same priorities regarding responses to climate change. The main difference between 

them is that Prime Minister Natano’s policies include a greater focus on strategies that do 

not solely rely on the cooperation of other leaders, such as in international advocacy, but 

rather strategies that Tuvalu can do for itself. In addition, Prime Minister Natano’s 

government is working to prepare for submersion, in case it should occur in the future. 

Overall, however, both leaders stood firmly against migration as an acceptable response 

to climate change, except as a last-resort option if Tuvalu’s islands are submerged. Both 
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leaders also embraced ambitious international mitigation to prevent this worst-case 

scenario from occurring and novel adaptation projects domestically to ensure parts of 

Tuvalu can remain above sea level for the foreseeable future. Most importantly, their 

shared overarching priority was to preserve the physical state of Tuvalu so that future 

generations of Tuvaluans can continue to live there, according to their cultural values and 

Tuvaluan way of life. Their efforts on this last point have contributed to new 

understandings of statehood and sovereignty, from the creation of a digital state to 

permanent recognition by other states and the maintenance of maritime sovereignty, that 

would see Tuvalu continue to exist in some form even if in a scenario of climate change-

induced sea level rise submerging Tuvalu’s islands under the waves. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: STATEHOOD AND SOVEREIGNTY 

 

Introduction 

The previous two chapters have examined the responses of two of the most 

vulnerable states to the impacts of climate change, Kiribati and Tuvalu, under the last two 

administrations in each state. The range of strategies and policies that were pursued by 

each leader illuminate their perspectives on statehood and sovereignty in the context of 

climate change. An important point that emerges from the cases, when considered 

alongside the data collected from international and regional organization officials and 

civil society leaders across the Pacific region, is that maintaining statehood and 

sovereignty, as these concepts are currently defined by international law, is intrinsically 

important to Pacific Island states, as it is to every state. No leader or citizen of a Pacific 

Island state, or any other state, wants to lose or be displaced from their homeland; Pacific 

Island state leaders and citizens, like people everywhere, strongly prefer to retain their 

sovereign right to remain in and determine their own fate in their homelands. Regardless 

of the exact climate change strategy that Presidents Tong and Maamau and Prime 

Ministers Sopoaga and Natano undertook, each leader’s goal was to preserve, in some 

way, Kiribati’s or Tuvalu’s respective state sovereignty, even if it meant reimagining the 

concept of state sovereignty. For each leader, the significance of preserving their state’s 

existence has an added layer relating to the connection that Pacific Islanders have with 

their land as the basis of their cultures and identities. For this reason, mitigation is and 
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will remain the first priority of Pacific SIDS, since only mitigation will prevent the worst 

impacts of climate change coming to pass. In-situ adaptation is also critical as a way to 

manage the unavoidable effects of climate change so that Pacific Islanders can remain in 

their homelands. Adaptation is all the more important considering that even if global 

emissions were immediately reduced to zero, the lag effects of what has already been 

emitted would still create unavoidable negative impacts for the foreseeable future. Pacific 

Islander cultural connections to homeland add further power to Pacific demands that the 

international community act ambitiously on mitigation and adaptation. 

Another point that emerges from the data is that, according to Pacific 

perspectives, current international legal conceptions of statehood and sovereignty are 

inadequate for the challenges that climate change presents. The calls to amend current 

understandings of statehood and sovereignty are responses to the threat of losing them, 

and the changes that Pacific Islanders seek are expansions of the statehood and 

sovereignty concepts to better align with Pacific values and needs in the context of 

climate change and beyond. The concept of statehood should include an expanded 

concept of “territory” that includes the ocean, which plays an important role to Pacific 

Islanders’ notions of their homelands. The concept of state sovereignty should include 

authority over its ocean territory regardless of the effects of climate change-induced sea 

level rise. Through examining these additional aspects, this chapter attempts to offer an 

expanded conception of statehood and sovereignty that better aligns with Pacific Islander 

values and that would be, in addition to being a welcome expansion of the concept in 

general, particularly useful in the context of climate change. 
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Overall, this chapter works to untangle the complex understandings of statehood 

and sovereignty that have emerged in the Pacific in the context of climate change, 

specifically regarding the threats that climate change poses to the continued existence of 

low-lying atoll Small Island Developing States. Climate change has exposed the 

shortcomings of the sovereign state-based international system for states that are facing 

its most dire impacts, and this moment requires the international community to 

proactively address these deficiencies in a way that centers the experiences and needs of 

those who are most vulnerable to climate change. The international community generally, 

and developed states more specifically, given their historical responsibility for emitting 

greenhouse gases that have caused climate change, should assist the most vulnerable 

states in addressing its impacts and, given the challenges that climate change poses to 

their sovereignty and statehood, reconsider these concepts in this challenging new 

context. This chapter responds to Pacific Islanders’ demands, as stated repeatedly in my 

data, to have their priorities included in the overarching international response to climate 

change. This, I argue, is also of paramount importance in reconceptualizing the 

international legal precepts of statehood and sovereignty. 

Furthermore, understanding Pacific viewpoints on statehood and sovereignty 

gives even greater weight to calls for ambitious climate change mitigation. It is not only 

Pacific Island statehood and sovereignty that will be lost through climate change-induced 

sea level rise. This loss would be difficult enough, but, as multiple interviewees 

described, the loss of Pacific Islanders’ cultures and identities, which are fundamentally 

tied to the land on which they are from, is potentially even more profound than the loss of 
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the state that grants them citizenship. As discussed in previous chapters, Pacific Islanders 

describe their inability to live full i-Kiribati or Tuvaluan lives, for example, outside of the 

islands where they are from. This is, of course, not to claim that Pacific Islanders could 

not or would not adapt to life elsewhere if necessary. The intention is to highlight that the 

loss of territory and the loss of sovereignty that would result from climate-change 

induced sea level rise submerging entire countries is more than just the state sovereignty, 

it includes the profound loss of culture that Pacific Islanders would experience from the 

loss of their land. This is what gives additional power to Pacific Islanders’ entreaties to 

mitigate climate change so that their states are not submerged by the sea: so that they can 

continue to live according to their cultural norms in their homelands. 

This chapter begins with a brief description of Pacific Islanders’ demands to be 

heard as the impacts of climate change affect them so profoundly. It then proceeds by 

examining the primary priority that has emerged in the Pacific, efforts to preserve their 

maritime sovereignty in international law, with a consideration of how this effort would 

also align Pacific understandings of “territory” that include both the land and the ocean 

with the international legal requirements of statehood. The chapter continues with an 

examination of alternative “locations” of sovereignty in international, regional, and 

subregional organizations if the state sovereignty of Pacific low-lying atoll states is 

endangered by climate change, which ultimately represent regional collaboration to 

address the profound impacts of climate change rather than efforts to embed eroding state 

sovereignty into supranational organizations. Finally, this chapter concludes with an 

examination of Pacific understandings of sovereignty that include considerations of 
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culture. For Tuvalu, the preservation of culture is so important that the state is working to 

preserve its cultural heritage in digital form, in case Tuvalu becomes submerged in the 

future and its population has to relocate. Encapsulated by the term “cultural sovereignty,” 

this idea adds power and weight to Pacific calls for the preservation of their sovereign 

states as the basis of their cultures. 

 

 

The Pacific Needs to be Heard 

This chapter responds to a point that came through repeatedly in the data I 

collected: that the needs and values of Pacific Islanders have been and continue to be 

overlooked and sidelined by powerful external forces in the overarching international 

response to climate change. These forces include, specifically, developed countries that 

hinder ambitious global mitigation, whether through lowering the goals of agreements in 

international fora or not living up to the promises they have made in these international 

agreements. One interviewee, who noted that SIDS became aware of and concerned 

about climate change’s possible future impacts on their countries’ existence in the 1990s, 

talked about the frustration felt by SIDS leaders and citizens that their efforts to prevent 

the worst effects of climate change have been and continue to be largely ignored. This 

interviewee linked this frustration with the climate justice movement specifically, and 

more generally a need to pursue different approaches. About being ignored, she stated, “it 

is very frustrating. I think that's where a lot of the climate justice stuff is coming in now. I 

think SIDS and other developing countries have been, you know, going the diplomatic 
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channels and trying to get this stuff addressed through the UN and it's really not going 

anywhere. And so now that we're seeing all of these escalating impacts, it's like, okay, 

this is really a justice issue and we need different approaches to deal with this, because 

we're not getting anywhere” (interview with T.U., Oct. 18, 2021).  

As this interviewee alluded, in 1991, during the UNFCCC negotiation process, 

Vanuatu, on behalf of all Alliance of Small Island States in the working group, 

unsuccessfully called for financial commitments for small island and low-lying 

developing countries that experience losses and damages as a result of the consequences 

of climate change (Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework 

Convention on Climate Change 1991, 2-3).33 In fact, SIDS have been aware of and 

warning against the dangers of climate change since the late 1980s. In 1988, the President 

of Kiribati, Ieremia Tabai, stated, “If what the scientists say now is going to come true, in 

50 or 60 years my country will not be there” (as quoted in Ibrahim 1989, 1). The 

following year, the Small States Conference on Sea Level Rise in Male, Maldives, 

produced the Male Declaration on Global Warming and Sea Level Rise, which stated, 

“Although the entire world would be adversely affected by these processes, low-lying, 

small, coastal and island States will face a decidedly greater predicament. Sea level rise 

would cause extensive damage to the land and infrastructure of those countries and even 

threaten the very survival of some island states” (“Malé Declaration” 1989, 1). The 

 
33 It was not until 2013 that the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage (WIS) was 
established to provide support to states that are experiencing economic and non-economic losses and 
damages as a result of climate change, but the loss and damage conversation in the international arena 
continues to be stymied between small island states and others, on the one hand, who demand 
compensation, and developed states, on the other hand, who do not want to be held liable for the cost of 
climate change losses and damages. 
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Declaration called for action: “In view of the fact that the overloading of the atmosphere 

with greenhouse gases occurred primarily through the actions of the industrialized 

nations during the past 200 years, these nations now have a moral obligation to initiate on 

an urgent basis, international action to stabilize and subsequently reduce emissions of 

greenhouse gases and to sponsor, as a matter of priority, and urgent worldwide program 

of action to combat the serious implications of climate change, global warming and sea 

level rise” (“Malé Declaration” 1989, 1-2). Kiribati also released a statement after the 

conference, which stated: 

Over the centuries the question of rising in sea level was never heard of. 
Our ancestors had lived happily for centuries on our islands, without fear 
that one day, our beautiful homes may be lost as a result of the 
deterioration in the environment. We, in this present generation, have 
inherited those small islands and we are very proud to be owners of the 
beautiful homes, which our ancestors had secured for us. Kiribati is 
vulnerable to any abnormal rise in sea level. The groundwater would 
easily become saline, making it impossible to obtain potable water, and 
agriculture destroyed. The plankton upon which fish live on will 
disappear, and the livelihood of Kiribati people who depend on fish would 
be seriously affected. The effect of rising in sea level, accompanied by 
strong wind and high waves, would be disastrous for Kiribati. (Kirata 
1989, 1-2) 
 

Similar to the Male Declaration itself, the Kiribati statement also called for action 

to prevent these threats from materializing. That Pacific SIDS have been calling for the 

international community to address climate change, noting in particular its existential 

threat, for nearly three and a half decades, is what has cultivated the sense of frustration 

and has led to widespread support in the Pacific for climate justice initiatives. 

Briefly, the term “climate justice” generally refers to the idea that the impacts of 

climate change are neither created nor distributed equally, that climate change has 
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disproportionate effects on historically marginalized or underserved communities who 

are least responsible for the greenhouse gas emissions that have caused climate change, 

and that the impacts of climate change then continue to exacerbate inequitable social 

conditions (Simmons 2020). These views are certainly present in Pacific leaders’ 

advocacy in international fora, as was discussed in the previous two chapters. However, 

climate justice is often embodied by grassroots movements that call for all governments 

to be more ambitious and equitable in their climate change responses. In the Pacific, for 

example, the Pacific Islands Climate Action Network (PICAN), which describes itself as 

an informal network of CSOs that advocate for climate justice and environmental 

integrity, included in its COP26 demands that the conference deliver an agreement that 

“[a]mbitiously and definitively closes the current emissions gap to keep global heating 

under 1.5 degrees, with an acceleration of emission reductions led by those with the 

biggest responsibility and capacity, and centered on social justice, human rights and 

ecosystem integrity” (PICAN 2021, 2). The impact that grassroots movements, such as 

the climate justice movement, have on understandings of statehood and sovereignty 

would be a fruitful inquiry, but is not the focus here (for more information about climate 

justice in the Pacific, see, e.g., Enari and Viliamu Jameson 2021). 

That different approaches are needed to address climate change impacts on 

statehood and sovereignty, as mentioned above, was repeated often in my data. Several of 

these approaches were described in the chapters on Kiribati and Tuvalu. One approach 

that is being promoted by Pacific Islanders more generally is the inclusion of Pacific 

values and needs in the global conversation about responses to climate change. For 
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example, during a virtual public event, “Climate Change Challenges to the Cultural 

Identity and Sovereignty of Pacific Atoll Nations,” organized by the Pacific Islands 

Council of Queensland, a climate advocate with the Tuvalu Climate Action Network, 

Maina Talia, who was asked if a new theory of state sovereignty that includes ideas from 

indigenous sovereignties should be created, stated: 

Yes indeed, but the problem that we are facing currently is the fact that 
more or less things are being determined by the powerful nations, so it 
depends on how do we handle the issue of sovereignty with close 
consultations with those who dominate the discussion. And I think it's 
about time that which they should come to our agenda. It's about time that 
they should allow us to speak on our own behalf… colonial time is over. 
We should not continue to accept their logics. I think that that time is over. 
We- if they want to cooperate with us, they need to come to our agenda. 
So in order for us to raise those sovereignty issues, or sovereign rights, it's 
about time that we should speak loudly of who we are as Pacific people 
and our indigenous wisdom that our communities were able to operate 
way before the influence of palagi [the Tuvaluan word for a white person], 
way before Christianity, way before the colonization process. We have our 
own communities, we have our own processes, we have our own 
traditional wisdom that operates who we are as people in our community. 
So I think- and then there is no harm in returning to those sovereign rights 
and concepts and principles, so I think we should start talking about it, 
telling our children, and also find what is the best way to cooperate with 
the bigger nations and those who continue to have the power on us. (Talia 
2020) 
 

This is a clear call to advocate for Pacific understandings on issues of statehood 

and sovereignty, namely in a way that highlights a local cultural perspective. As Talia 

states later in the forum, however, “…it's a political issue so there- there need to be a 

political will in order to change all this kind of system. But in order to- to change this 

kind of system we need to make noise, we need to- to raise our voice, in this kind of 

platforms and also seek other platforms as a way of advocating the issue of sovereignty 
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and sovereign rights” (Talia 2020). This chapter, through lifting up the voices of Pacific 

Islanders, will proceed with an examination of how the concepts of statehood and 

sovereignty might be expanded to better align with Pacific Islanders’ needs and values, 

and what the benefits of doing so would include. 

 

Statehood and Sovereignty: The Pacific’s Additions 

As noted above, maintaining statehood and sovereignty, as these concepts are 

currently defined by international law, is intrinsically important to Pacific Island state 

leaders and citizens. Recall that according to the Montevideo Convention, states should 

have four characteristics: a permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and 

the capacity to enter into relations with the other states. Sovereignty is understood to be 

the authority of the state to determine what happens within its borders without 

interference from other outside states or actors; as it is currently understood in the 

international system of states, the critical part of the concept is that it centers on the 

powers that the state has. 

Climate change poses existential threats to SIDS, especially low-lying atoll SIDS, 

in two ways. First, it jeopardizes the state’s physical existence: the negative effects of 

climate change may render a state uninhabitable or even submerged underwater, thus 

triggering mass migration of its citizens to other states in either an ad hoc or a planned 

manner. Second, it threatens the state’s legal existence: with mass migration or 

submersion or both, states no longer meet the international legal requirements to be 

considered a state according to the Montevideo Convention. In this scenario, the loss of 
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legal statehood, in addition to the loss of its physical landmass, may ensue, which would 

also necessarily entail the loss of state sovereignty. However, since the international 

system has never encountered either the disappearance of a state as a physical entity 

before, or the mass migration of an entire country’s population, it remains unclear what 

the result of this would be from an international legal standpoint. As noted in the 

literature review, some scholars argue that the state would no longer exist, while others 

contend that there is a general presumption of continuity of statehood and international 

legal personality under international law despite potential loss of habitable territory or the 

mass migration of populations. The important point here is that Pacific Islanders, whether 

the leaders of the state or its citizens, do not want to lose or be displaced from their 

homeland; they strongly prefer to retain their sovereign right to remain in and determine 

their own fate in their homelands. Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy stated this clearly, as quoted 

in the previous chapter: “Tuvalu is a sovereign country, and its population has the right to 

live, develop, and prosper on its own land” (Government of Tuvalu 2020, 23). This 

explains the primacy of international mitigation and domestic adaptation as responses to 

climate change as these strategies combined are the only way to prevent the worst 

consequences of climate change, and to ensure that Pacific Islanders, and others globally, 

can remain in their homelands. 

However, Pacific Island states, as well as the region as a collective group, are also 

contemplating how to preserve statehood and sovereignty in new and innovative ways 

should sea level rise continue to pose existential threats to low-lying atoll states such as 

Kiribati and Tuvalu. An example of such a strategy is Tuvalu, under Prime Minister 
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Kausea Natano, working to secure permanent recognition by other states in bilateral 

relations. At COP26, Prime Minister Natano explained how climate change has 

galvanized Pacific Island states’ efforts to retain their state sovereignty and also alluded 

to expansions of the international legal concepts that would better meet Pacific Islanders 

needs and values in this challenging new context: 

The existential threat of climate change and sea level rise has strengthened 
our resolve to preserve our statehood and sovereignty. In this respect, we 
have embarked on international discussion on legal mechanisms that can 
recognize our maritime boundaries and assets as permanent despite the 
impacts of sea level rise. We must also ensure that legal mechanisms are 
in place to protect the cultures, languages, and heritages of nations like 
Tuvalu, including through digitization and building mobile digital nations.  
 
We must uphold domestic, regional, and international endeavors to this 
effect, such as the Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face 
of Climate Change-related Sea-Level Rise. This regional declaration was 
endorsed by Pacific Islands Forum Leaders this year and seeks to ensure 
that Forum Members’ maritime zones cannot be challenged or reduced as 
a result of climate change-related sea-level rise. (Natano 2021) 
 

The strategies noted in Prime Minister Natano’s speech, protecting the maritime 

zones and culture of places like Tuvalu and Kiribati, will be examined below, along with 

a consideration of their particular meaning and utility to Pacific Islanders who are 

grappling with the profound threats of climate change to the continued existence of their 

states. 

 

Preserving Maritime Boundaries  

One interviewee, a climate change expert at a regional organization, in discussing 

how Pacific states could maintain statehood and sovereignty in the context of climate 



289 
 

change-induced sea level rise, stated that the best way to answer that question is to 

examine what Pacific states are actually doing, and what they are doing focuses on 

maintaining their maritime boundaries and EEZs in perpetuity (interview with B.C., Aug. 

18, 2021). These efforts began with the adoption of UNCLOS in 1982, which gave states 

maritime sovereignty over an area extending 200 nautical miles from state’s coastal 

baselines; this area is called an EEZ. However, UNCLOS, which was adopted before the 

negative effects of climate change were fully recognized and understood, does not clarify 

whether or how maritime zones will be affected by sea level rise. In short, maritime 

zones are determined by normal baselines, which are the low-water lines (the lowest 

point on a beach that is reached by the sea at low tide) along the coast (Article 5); in the 

case of atolls islands, the baseline is the seaward low-water line of the coast (Article 6). 

States first determine their baselines and then use the baselines to determine their 

maritime zones. If one state’s maritime zone overlaps with that of another state, these two 

states negotiate the maritime zones to come up with a mutually satisfactory solution; 

disputes over maritime zones can be brought to the International Tribunal for the Law of 

the Sea (ITLOS). Climate change-induced sea level rise will change states’ baselines by 

moving the low-water line inland, thereby reducing the maritime zone area; as noted 

above, this issue is not addressed in UNCLOS. Pacific Island states contend that their 

maritime zones should not change due to climate change-induced sea level rise. As the 

current Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Forum, Henry Puna, stated:  

The potential loss of entitlements to climate change-related sea-level rise, 
promoted by the action of others, runs contrary to the intention of the 
Convention to: ‘pay due regard for the sovereignty of all States; to 
promote the peaceful uses of the seas and oceans; the equitable and 
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efficient utilization of their resources; the conservation of their living 
resources; the protection and preservation of the marine environment; and 
for a just and equitable international economic order which takes into 
account the special interests and needs of developing countries’. (PIFS 
2021c) 
 

Both Kiribati and Tuvalu, under all four administrations examined in the last two 

chapters, included the preservation of their state’s maritime zones as official national 

policy goals. Kiribati’s government has prioritized ensuring that “[t]he rights of Kiribati 

over its existing EEZ and the resources within it are protected forever for the people of 

Kiribati” (Government of Kiribati 2014b, 44; Government of Kiribati 2019, 167). Tuvalu 

has sought to “[s]ecure the EEZ of Tuvalu (approved coordinates) as belonging to the 

Government and People of Tuvalu regardless of any loss of coastal areas or islands due to 

impacts of climate change such as sea level rise” (Government of Tuvalu 2012b, 53).  

Pacific Island states have universally adopted the strategy of preserving their 

maritime boundaries and have brought this argument to the ILC to clarify international 

law on maritime zones to reflect the challenges of sea level rise and protect their 

maritime zones regardless of climate change-induced sea level rise. Collectively, through 

the Pacific Islands Forum, Pacific Island state leaders have announced that, once the 

maritime zones of each Pacific state have been officially agreed-upon and registered, the 

states will not update the maritime boundaries regardless of the impacts of sea level rise 

on their baselines. Outside of their collective efforts to push for ambitious international 

mitigation, this is, in fact, the main strategy of the Pacific region, and is being 

spearheaded by the Pacific Islands Forum. On August 6, 2021, the Pacific Islands Forum 
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Leaders announced the Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face of Climate 

Change-Related Sea-Level Rise, which stated: 

WE, THE LEADERS OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS FORUM: 
 
Affirm that the Convention [UNCLOS] imposes no affirmative obligation 
to keep baselines and outer limits of maritime zones under review nor to 
update charts or lists of geographical coordinates once deposited with the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
 
Record the position of Members of the Pacific Islands Forum that 
maintaining maritime zones established in accordance with the 
Convention, and rights and entitlements that flow from them, 
notwithstanding climate change-related sea-level rise, is supported by both 
the Convention and the legal principles underpinning it, 
 
Declare that once having, in accordance with the Convention, established 
and notified our maritime zones to the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, we intend to maintain these zones without reduction, 
notwithstanding climate change-related sea-level rise, 
 
Further declare that we do not intend to review and update the baselines 
and outer limits of our maritime zones as a consequence of climate 
change-related sea-level rise, and 
 
Proclaim that our maritime zones, as established and notified to the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations in accordance with the 
Convention, and the rights and entitlements that flow from them, shall 
continue to apply, without reduction, notwithstanding any physical 
changes connected to climate change-related sea-level rise. (PIFS 2021a) 
 

About the regional effort to preserve maritime zones, Exsley Taloiburi of the 

Pacific Islands Forum explained: 

…[L]eaders noted with concern the threat posed by sea level rise to 
securing the Blue Pacific, and reaffirmed the commitment to conclude 
negotiations on all outstanding maritime boundaries claims and zones, and 
to preserve members’ existing rights stemming from maritime zones in the 
face of sea level rise. Pacific leaders committed to a collective effort 
including to develop international law with the aim of ensuring that once a 
forum member’s maritime zones are delineated, in accordance with the 
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1982 UN Convention of on the Law of the Sea, that the member’s 
maritime zones could not be challenged or reduced as a result of sea level 
rise and climate change. (Taloiburi 2020) 
 

Simon Kofe, the Minister for Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs of 

Tuvalu, at a regional meeting organized by the Pacific Islands Forum in 2020 called 

‘Securing the Limits of the Blue Pacific,’ also noted that in addition to pursuing 

international legal changes, their case would be supplemented if Pacific states took 

“unilateral action to enact policies and legislation that support the legal proposition put 

forward by Forum Leaders in their meeting in Tuvalu in 2019” (Kofe 2020a). He 

specifically noted that domestic law would shape international law: 

I want to emphasize here that what we do on the national level is equally 
important, if not more important, than what we do on the international 
plane. This is because the formation of customary international law that is 
favourable to the Pacific is dependent largely on the state practice of 
Pacific Island States whose interests are specifically affected. With this 
perspective, we need not wait for the global community to respond to our 
calls; we can take action now to secure the limits and future of the Blue 
Pacific. 
 
Our Leaders have registered their concerns on the threat posed by sea-
level rise to securing our vision for a united Blue Pacific. We, as the 
people of the Pacific, should continue to take seriously our role as 
custodians of the Ocean and our responsibility to provide shared 
stewardship for the Ocean. This role stems from our centuries-long 
connection with the sea. 
 
To conclude, I would like to encourage all participants to consider 
strategic options that can be adopted to spur action given the leading role 
we currently play in the International Law Commission process and to 
supplement other efforts to develop a legal response to sea-level rise. We 
must crystallize recent developments in international law and actively 
frame the terms of the debate on this issue both factually and legally. I 
firmly believe that these efforts will increase global attention to sea-level 
rise and provide leverage for important diplomatic negotiations in the 
future. In recognition of today’s interconnected global context, Tuvalu 
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sees nations, governments and people as maintaining responsibilities 
toward each other rather than pursuing short term national interests. Our 
collective efforts on international law and maritime zones reflect how the 
Pacific strives toward responsible regional relationship-building and 
consensus that will secure our sustainable future. (Kofe 2020a) 
 

As noted previously, this issue is included in the current work program of the 

ILC. The ILC was established by the UN General Assembly in 1947, to “initiate studies 

and make recommendations for the purpose of... encouraging the progressive 

development of international law and its codification” (United Nations 1945, Article 

13.1.a). Article 1, paragraph 1, of the ILC’s Statute states that “The International Law 

Commission shall have for its object the promotion of the progressive development of 

international law and its codification” (United Nations General Assembly, Res. 174 (II)). 

Article 15 of the Statute clarifies that “progressive development of international law” 

means “the preparation of draft conventions on subjects which have not yet been 

regulated by international law or in regard to which the law has not yet been sufficiently 

developed in the practice of States,” and that “codification of international law” means 

“the more precise formulation and systematization of rules of international law in fields 

where there already has been extensive State practice, precedent and doctrine” (Ibid). 

This process on securing maritime boundaries internationally, an effort that was 

started by Tuvalu under Prime Minister Sopoaga, and continued by Tuvalu under Prime 

Minister Natano, in coordination with other Pacific Island states, culminated in the ILC 

deciding in 2019 to include the topic "Sea-level rise in international law" in its current 

program of work. As of writing, this work at the ILC is ongoing; no final outcome has 

been decided. So far, as Kofe suggested in his speech, the ILC study group has sought 
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information from states about state practice on a variety of relevant topics, such as state 

practice regarding the construction of artificial islands or measures to reinforce coastlines 

in order to take into account sea-level rise; instances of cession or allocation of territory, 

with or without the transferal of sovereignty, for the settlement of persons originating 

from other States who are affected by sea-level rise; and regional and national legislation, 

policies, and strategies regarding the protection of persons affected by sea-level rise 

(PIFS 2021b). As this work is ongoing, I am not able to make conclusions about its 

impact in the region. However, if the Pacific is successful in changing international law 

to protect their maritime sovereignty in perpetuity it would align Pacific understandings 

of territory with international law. Once a final decision is reached by the ILC, the 

implications of this decision should be investigated to examine its full impacts on 

statehood and sovereignty. 

The International Law Association (ILA) also formed a Committee on 

International Law and Sea Level Rise in 2012. The ILA, which was formed in 1873 and 

has a consultative status as an international non-governmental organization with a 

number of UN agencies, studies, clarifies, and develops both public and private 

international law as well as works to further international understanding and respect for 

international law (ILA “About Us”). In 2018, the ILA issued a decision, the Sydney 

Resolution, which “ENDORSES [sic] the proposal of the Committee that, on the grounds 

of legal certainty and stability, provided that the baselines and the outer limits of 

maritime zones of a coastal or an archipelagic state have been properly determined in 

accordance with the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention, these baselines and limits should 
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not be required to be recalculated should sea level change affect the geographical reality 

of the coastline” (ILA 2018). The ILC is considering, in addition to state practices on a 

variety of relevant issues as outlined above, the ILA decision in its program of work on 

international law and sea level rise. 

There are three objectives that this strategy accomplishes. First, preserving a 

state’s EEZ in perpetuity means that its resources and attendant economic benefits, such 

as the revenue from fishing exports and the leasing of fishing licenses, remain in the 

hands of the state’s government. This provides critical funding to Pacific states as they 

enact climate change adaptation strategies as they encourage the international community 

to act ambitiously on climate change mitigation. Furthermore, if sea level rise does cause 

the population of Kiribati or Tuvalu, for instance, to have to relocate internationally, this 

would enable a scenario in which an i-Kiribati or Tuvaluan government-in-exile or 

deterritorialized state government could continue to be able to access resources that 

would provide its dispersed citizens with valuable support services. Tuvalu, in fact, is 

currently working on developing digital government services, as well as preserving their 

culture digitally, for its citizens in the event that they have to relocate elsewhere. 

Second, preserving a state’s EEZ removes a potential reason that other states may 

prefer for states like Kiribati and Tuvalu disappear, both as physical and legal entities. 

For instance, if Kiribati’s maritime zones are not permanently ascribed to Kiribati, then if 

Kiribati is submerged its EEZ would become high seas; the countries that previously 

leased fishing rights from the Kiribati government would no longer have to do so because 

there are no fishing restrictions on the high seas. Given the political sensitivity of this 
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issue, no state leader has indicated that they would prefer if Kiribati and Tuvalu (and the 

Marshall Islands, and the Maldives) would be submerged so that their former EEZ would 

be freely available for fishing. As discussed in Chapter 6, however, the former Prime 

Minister of Australia proposed citizenship to citizens of low-lying atoll states in exchange 

for their EEZ. Although strategies such as this were reviewed in the literature as a viable 

alternative for deterritorialized states to maintain their state sovereignty, this suggestion 

has been held up by numerous parties in the Pacific, including Prime Minister Enele 

Sopoaga, as proof that other states want the economic resources that Pacific Island states’ 

EEZs contain. Although the history is complex, similar arrangements already exist in the 

Pacific through, for example, compacts of free association and non-self-governing 

territories. Recall that Tokelau, a non-self-governing territory of New Zealand, is, in 

practice, self-governing through traditional systems of village leadership. In the future, 

depending on the circumstances that these atoll states are facing, an arrangement such as 

this may provide a way to preserve an amended form of state sovereignty through an 

association with a larger state. 

Third, as will be discussed in greater detail below, maintaining the maritime zones 

of Pacific Island states acknowledges the Pacific understanding of “territory,” which 

includes the ocean in addition to land. Land is all that is included in the current, Western 

understanding of statehood. The reconceptualization of territory to include more than just 

the landmass that is above sea level would expand the “defined territory” part of the 

definition of a state to include the maritime zones over which Pacific Island states have 

sovereignty. This would in turn expand the concept of state sovereignty, because states, 
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while still having to contend with the devastating impacts of climate change on their 

populations, would no longer face legal questions as to whether or not they would 

continue to exist as sovereign states, albeit in a different form, in the future. The next 

section delves into this Pacific understanding of territory. 

 

What Counts as Territory? 

Efforts to preserve maritime sovereignty would also contribute to the expansion 

of the concept of “territory” in the legal understanding of statehood to include both land 

and ocean territory. With regard to the physical territory of a state, Chapter 4 outlined the 

important meaning that land has to Pacific peoples. In describing their connection to land, 

Pacific Islanders explain that their land is the foundation of their cultures and identities, 

that their land contains the spirit of Pacific peoples. Various rituals, such as burying 

umbilical cords after the birth of a baby, embody the literal connection of Pacific peoples 

to their land. However, Pacific conceptions of territory are not limited to the soil and sand 

that is above sea level. An i-Kiribati CSO leader and cultural expert, in answering my 

question about the survival of the Kiribati state, included the sea and sky, as well as land, 

in her answer. A Pacific scholar, Katerina Teaiwa, who is also an artist and activist of 

Banaban, i-Kiribati, and African American descent, argued that territory, to Pacific 

Islanders, includes the entire environmental system. She was asked the following 

question at a public virtual event: given the lack of international law to protect state 

sovereignty if a nation's territory becomes unlivable, how can Pacific Islanders and their 
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nationality be protected if they are forced to leave their islands entirely because of 

climate change? She answered that a necessary step was to redefine territory: 

What counts as a state, what counts as land, for example, and where it is? 
So for example, one of the ways in which- when the mining company 
came to Banaba, the way they got around definitions of land was by 
assuming that the surface of land was what could be parceled out for 
leasing, but anything underneath the surface was to be treated differently. 
For Pacific people we don't treat the surface and below differently, right. 
Land is land and land isn't just what is above water. Land is everything. In 
Banaban cosmology, land comes from the sky. Land is a rock in the sky 
that falls to the earth and then the Banabans emerge out of the rock. So 
step one is redefining the sense of what territory is, and how you can bring 
Pacific islander sense of the cosmological, epistemological, social, 
cultural, and spiritual definitions of land into the equation. So if we 
redefine land according to our own cosmologies, you can't discount that 
just because the water rises a little bit higher. So all notions about 
territory, what counts as territory, discounting the ocean with respect to 
land. For Pacific people when you say land, you're not just talking- we're 
not just talking about soil, we're talking about the whole ecological 
environmental system- but I guess what I’m trying to say is if we start 
redefining what territory is, what land is, and what where the boundaries 
are, then we're challenging those dominant colonial imperial international 
definitions of what counts as territory. So all of these suggestions that are 
coming out from international relations professors- all of these- all of 
these suggestions that are coming from IR [international relations] 
professors, even from Kevin Rudd, suggesting that in exchange for 
migration how about Australia take over the sovereignty of Pacific 
countries, this is not going to work in terms of our definition of land and 
the environment, because ocean, land, sea, sky, flora, fauna are one 
system. So when we say land, we're not taking them apart and having 
different categories and different definitions, so… redefining things for 
ourselves using our own epistemologies is really, really important when it 
comes to challenging some of that- those international definitions, laws, 
and norms. (Teaiwa 2020) 
 

This reconceptualization of territory to include the ocean as well as land 

acknowledges Pacific understandings of what their homeland includes. Land is often 

described as a source of Pacific identity and culture; ties to land, multiple people claimed, 
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make Pacific Islanders who they are. Although references to cultural ties to the ocean 

were not as ubiquitous in the data I collected as references to connections to land, several 

interviewees explicitly noted that Pacific Islanders, as oceanic peoples, have a deep 

connection with the ocean that is nearly or just as strong as their connections to land. Of 

course, it is their land, not the ocean, that is at risk of being lost because of the effects of 

climate change, which is a potential reason that the importance of land came through 

more powerfully in the data.34 In fact, it is the ocean itself, through sea level rise, that 

threatens to submerge Pacific homelands. President Tong noted this in his 2013 General 

Assembly speech, stating, “For us, the ocean is a double-edged sword. Sea-level rise 

threatens the very survival of our people. But the ocean is also an integral part of our 

lives and provides daily subsistence for our people. It can and should be a ticket to 

freedom from dependency on others. We are a nation of water. We own substantial 

fishery resources” (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 9th plen. mtg.). I will return to a discussion of 

the ocean as a resource for Pacific peoples; for now, the focus is on the connection that 

Pacific peoples’ identities and cultures have to the ocean. 

Epeli Hau’ofa, an anthropologist of Fijian and Tongan descent, sought to reframe 

the notion that Pacific island states “are much too small, too poorly endowed with 

resources, and too isolated from the centers of economic growth for their inhabitants ever 

 
34 Relocation may result in losing access to the ocean, however. One interviewee, a regional climate justice 
advocate from Fiji, explained that people who “have been relocated from coastal communities” to places 
farther inland “talk about how disconnected they are because all their lives they brought up, you know, 
they’ve lived near the sea and they fished, and to them, relying only on, you know, farming and agriculture 
was something that just, you know, didn’t sit well…” He continued, “they rely on the ocean and when you 
take them out of that it just- it has an impact… it really has a- a social and also a psychological impact on 
the communities involved because it's like you- it's like you're pulling them away” (interview with F.T., 
Dec 6, 2021). 
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to be able to rise above their present condition of dependence on the largesse of wealthy 

nations” (1994, 150). He contended that the boundaries imposed through colonialism, 

which “transform[ed] a once boundless world into the Pacific Island states and territories 

that we know today,” are the “historical basis of the view that our countries are small, 

poor, and isolated” (1994, 155). Hau’ofa offered an alternative viewpoint based on the 

vastness of the ocean that Pacific islanders call home; the region is “a sea of islands,” not 

“islands in a far sea” (152), he argued, and the region is more aptly described as 

“Oceania” instead of “Pacific Islands,” a name which evokes the image of small bits of 

land, scattered far apart, barely emerging above the waves (153). Of Pacific conceptions 

of what their homelands include, he wrote: 

But if we look at the myths, legends, and oral traditions, and the 
cosmologies of the peoples of Oceania, it becomes evident that they did 
not conceive of their world in such microscopic proportions. Their 
universe comprised not only land surfaces, but the surrounding ocean as 
far as they could traverse and exploit it, the underworld with its fire-
controlling and earth-shaking denizens, and the heavens above with their 
hierarchies of powerful gods and named stars and constellations that 
people could count on to guide their ways across the seas. Their world was 
anything but tiny. (Hau’ofa 1994, 152) 
 

Moreover, in the context of UNCLOS, which at the time was a relatively recent 

development in international law that formally recognized coastal and island states’ 

maritime sovereignty, Hau’ofa further contended that Pacific island states such as 

Kiribati are in fact some of the largest in the world. Of the region as a whole, he wrote: 

Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and 
generous, Oceania is humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions 
of fire deeper still, Oceania is us. We are the sea, we are the ocean, we 
must wake up to this ancient truth and together use it to overturn all 
hegemonic views that aim ultimately to confine us again, physically and 
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psychologically, in the tiny spaces that we have resisted accepting as our 
sole appointed places, and from which we have recently liberated 
ourselves. We must not allow anyone to belittle us again, and take away 
our freedom. (Hau’ofa 1994, 160) 
 

Hau’ofa’s work was transformative at both the state and regional levels. For 

instance, Hau’ofa’s influence was described as having “reframed previously held notions 

of the Pacific from small dots inconsequentially punctuating an endless blue map, to, 

instead, a vast sea of islands: Oceania” (Verán 2020). Jolly (2001, 419) wrote, 

“[Hau’ofa’s] inspiring vision of the Pacific transforms the imagined isolation and 

vastness separating the islands into a homey expanse of connection. For him the sea is as 

much inside the bodies of Islanders as it is their connecting fluid of passage, in world-

traveling canoes or jumbo jets, the still center of an ocean of experience they navigate.” 

Leaders of Pacific Island states have taken up Hau’ofa’s reframed portrayal and have 

changed the phrase used to describe themselves from “small island states” to “large ocean 

states.” For example, in his 2012 General Assembly speech, President Anote Tong stated 

simply, “We are a nation of water. We are a very-large-ocean State” (U.N. GAOR, 67th 

Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). Later, at a public event in 2020 once he was no longer Kiribati’s 

president, Anote Tong explained the pivotal role that UNCLOS had played in expanding 

small island states’ perceptions of their status: 

As we became independent, the next question was how could we 
participate in the international discussion because we are small, we don’t 
matter too much, we are irrelevant to the wider world community. How 
can we- how can we make- how can we be heard? And of course, you 
know, later on in- in 1982, I think we're all aware of what happened in 
1982 with the coming into force of the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea. I remember in 1978, we started negotiating with the 
Japanese about licensing them to fish in our waters, okay, even before the 
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Law of the Sea came into force. And so that brought a new dimension 
right from, you know, for a change, we began to think that we were a 
bigger country than we used to think we were. And of course it brought in 
new revenue and gave us a bit more of a breathing space. What- of course 
also around about the 1980s I remember as Secretary for the Ministry of 
Natural Resource there was a lot of this excitement about a deep-sea bed 
mining and I think- I think it was then that we began to truly understand 
the potential of the more recently as a region, as small island small island 
nations in the Pacific we began to call ourselves large ocean states. And 
the reason is simple: because we are indeed huge ocean states with huge 
resources. (Tong 2020) 
 

A Tuvaluan climate activist, who was recalling the proposal of former Australian 

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd to exchange Australian citizenship for the EEZs of Tuvalu, 

Kiribati, and Nauru, as reviewed in Chapter 6, noted how the episode actually highlighted 

Tuvalu’s importance to the rest of the world, which saw such great value in its EEZ: 

…it was Kevin Rudd came up with the idea of exchanging our sovereign 
rights, our fishing rights with our passports. Our former prime minister, 
no, said no, you cannot trade us, you know, we cannot trade our maritime 
boundaries with a piece of paper. Identity is more than just a piece of 
paper, is more than just a passport, is who we are as people. So those 
things- that's why we, you know, I start to realize how important Tuvalu is 
within the Pacific, not just Tuvalu, but also low-lying atolls that doesn't 
have the ability to fish but hold on to so much of the- the exclusive 
economic zone and their fishing rights, that's what makes us very 
important. (interview with L.O., Dec 19, 2021) 
 

These statements also allude to the important role that the ocean plays for the 

survival of Pacific peoples. The ocean is a food source for many Pacific communities, 

and fishing also provides the main economic resource for many Pacific large ocean states, 

including Kiribati and Tuvalu. President Tong referred to Kiribati’s fisheries as a “ticket 

to freedom from dependency on others” (U.N. GAOR, 68th Sess., 9th plen. mtg.). 

President Maamau, in his General Assembly speech in 2020, noted, “[b]lessed with a 
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large ocean, Kiribati depends on the sea for livelihood. A common trait we share with our 

Blue Pacific family. For us, the sea is our identity and how we define ourselves and how 

we trace our roots, cultures and traditions. It is also the cornerstone of our economies” 

(U.N. GAOR, 75th Sess., 11th plen. mtg.). Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy also noted that “fish 

are a major form of nutrition in the island nation, and the country’s massive 753,139 km2 

EEZ provides major economic opportunities in terms of small- and large-scale fishing 

and transhipment, with fisheries constituting 30%-40% of Tuvalu’s annual revenue” 

(Government of Tuvalu 2020, 28). The newly elected Secretary General of the Pacific 

Islands Form, Henry Puna, noted both cultural and economic importance of the ocean for 

Pacific Island states: 

The ocean and coastal seas have long been integral to the Pacific way of 
life. The ocean, as a shared resource, continues to be a source of cultural 
significance and inspiration. Equally critical, the ocean remains the 
exclusive and sole source of life and vitality of the peoples of the Pacific, 
in their voyages of economic development and nation building. As large 
oceanic States within a Blue Pacific Continent, Pacific countries have a 
profound connection to and reliance on the ocean, which is at the heart of 
our geography, cultures and economies. Our past, present and future 
development are based on rights and entitlements guaranteed under the 
UNCLOS. (PIFS 2021c) 
 

Pacific states are large ocean states, with power and resources, that are connected 

with each other and the rest of the world through the ocean that shapes their lives. This 

dual recognition that the ocean plays important roles in the Pacific in both cultural and 

economic terms are what led to efforts by Pacific Island states to secure their maritime 

sovereignty in perpetuity. 
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Other Venues for State Sovereignty? 

International and Regional Organizations 

 The literature review examined the relationship that international organizations 

have with state sovereignty, with the idea that continued membership in international 

organizations may preserve SIDS’ state sovereignty, despite territory loss or mass 

migration, by encouraging other states to continue to recognize them as sovereign. This 

idea was the basis of my second research question on how the relationship between 

regional organizations and states reflects and shapes respective leaders’ 

conceptualizations of sovereignty in the face of climate change’s potential impacts. What 

I found, however, is that the overarching relationship between states and international 

organizations is based on the primacy of state sovereignty; international and regional 

organizations’ mandates are to support states achieving their priorities. In the early 

interviews I conducted, I asked interviewees who worked for different international and 

regional organizations about their working relationship with their members; for example, 

I asked about the process for coordinating with states and determining priorities. Each 

official outlined a general process in which, even if the organization approaches a 

member state with a project proposal or funding opportunity, accepting or declining it is 

exclusively the state’s decision. In other words, sovereign states have the final decision-

making power with regards to the work being implemented by international and regional 

organizations. This response was universal, so much so that I stopped asking regional and 

international organization officials to describe their working relationships with their state 

members. It became clear very quickly that the relationship between regional and 
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international organizations on the one hand, and states on the other, is based on the 

primacy of state sovereignty. As one UNEP interviewee stated, “[t]he UN, that doesn't set 

the priorities, it's the countries themselves. When they become party to a convention it's 

really the parties that set the- [the interviewee did not finish the sentence]” (interview 

with T.O., Dec 9, 2020). An SPC interviewee explained, “It’s our mandate… we are 

responding to the request from countries and we're providing technical support to our 

governments in- in- in their own development, like national development priorities” 

(interview with E.D., Nov 23, 2020). 

Given that this response was universal in the early interviews, in subsequent 

interviews with regional and international officials I asked instead whether low-lying 

atoll states like Kiribati and Tuvalu, if their land was submerged by the ocean and their 

populations had to migrate, would still be members of their organizations. For the most 

part, officials were unsure whether Kiribati or Tuvalu would continue to exist as 

sovereign states in this scenario. The UNEP official replied, “[y]eah, I don't know. 

Because the country is both a political entity and geographical entity. Unless they 

redefine both to fit the context…” (interview with T.O., Dec 9, 2020). A UNFCCC leader 

responded assuredly, “[s]o if the world agrees in the General Assembly that that the state 

exists, and then it does. And I think they would, I mean no one would stand against a 

country that is losing sovereignty due to climate change to retain any form of legitimacy 

and recognition, unless it's going to cost them something” (interview with E.O., June 2, 

2020). Although these responses by UN officials do not suggest that the loss of territory 

would necessarily result in the immediate loss of statehood and sovereignty, as some 
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scholars suggest would happen as a result of the “mirroring effect,” neither do these 

responses indicate that the presumed continuity of statehood would be automatically 

accepted by the UN in the event that they are submerged or uninhabitable. Instead, these 

replies indicate that additional action would be required to retain the membership of 

submerged states in the UN, whether it is redefining what a state is, as the first response 

suggests, or officially recognizing that a submerged state maintains its sovereign 

statehood, as the second response suggests.  

Officials at the regional level were less sure about whether a submerged state 

could continue to be members of their organizations. An official at SPREP indicated that 

it would depend on what decision was taken by the UN: 

Yeah, that's a very big question. We- we haven't really conceived of what 
to do in that situation, I guess it comes down to international recognition. 
So whether SPREP allows for continued recognition is secondary to 
whether the United Nations, for example, recognizes the continued 
existence of a state that no longer has a viable territory. And this is really 
the crux of the matter under the International Law Commission [working 
out] what happens. It also becomes an issue of, well let’s say a population 
moves to a territory in a larger country and establishes itself, like the 
Kiribati land in Fiji, is Fiji going to recognize that as a sovereign space? 
Maybe- we do have that, for example, embassies around the world are 
considered the sovereign space of the country that has that embassy, but 
there are sort of rules of diplomacy that govern how that sovereignty can 
be allowed, so you know the host country does put limitations on that 
sovereignty. So it’s a- it’s not an easy one, and I can’t really give you a 
firm answer, but I think- I think this is part of that discussion under the 
Law of the Sea and the International Law Commission that needs to be 
worked out. (interview with K.S., June 1, 2021) 
 

Exsley Taloiburi at the Pacific Islands Forum was less optimistic about 

submerged states retaining their membership in the Pacific Islands Forum: 
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Well that's the million dollar question, I believe. And so, as I mentioned, 
so the Pacific Islands Forum at the moment has a membership of 18 
countries and the two territories. If we reach such a scenario in the future, 
I think it will have a lot of implication in terms of the membership of 
regional organizations like the Pacific Islands Forum because what I could 
foresee is that I don't think that the whole population of those countries 
would be moved to the same place or to the same plot of land, they might 
be dispersed in- across different countries, either within the Pacific or 
beyond the Pacific. And so with that, to be a member you need a 
governing arrangement in that country and then so if they move to another 
place, there cannot be a government within a government. So that's 
definitely not possible, you cannot have another sovereign government 
within a sovereign nation where there's already a government. And so 
that- that's something that's not possible, and so definitely that's where I 
think it will have negative implications on those countries’ memberships 
of regional and international organizations and forums. (interview with 
Exsley Taloiburi, April 5, 2021) 
 

I followed up Exsley Taloiburi’s response by asking what the benefit would be for 

low-lying atoll states to retain their maritime sovereignty. His answer was: 

I think it's twofold. One is: it's a demonstration to the global community 
that we are taking that- this issue of sea level rise as a result of climate 
change very seriously, and we are doing what we could in our, I mean 
what we could in- with the limited resources that we have, and so, 
hopefully with that it can influence that global change that I advocated for 
earlier. But secondly, I think it's in recognition of the Pacific being a key 
provider and supply of tuna resources to the global market. Fish coming 
from the Pacific Ocean is by far the one of the largest globally, so the 
market for tuna from the Pacific is very high. We recognize that and those 
resources and so at the moment we are saying that even in the instance that 
countries have to move, that particular sea area that used to be the EEZ, 
whatever tuna resources or coastal benefits that are derived out from that 
should still support those people that actually inherited that place 
originally and so that's also one of the main drivers of that work that's 
currently happening. 
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This suggested that the Pacific Islands Forum may play a role in passing these 

benefits to those who were displaced from their submerged states, to which Taloiburi 

replied: 

I think, I mean, possibly the regional organizations could serve as a 
conduit or possibly the international mechanisms under the United 
Nations, but at this stage I think there hasn't been any detailed discussion 
into that. Basically, just discussing it to show that we are doing what we 
can and we took this issue very seriously, but also about safeguarding the 
tuna and the ocean and resources within that. And so, some of some of our 
island countries at the moment, they also even exploring deep sea mining 
like in the Cook Islands, in Papua New Guinea. So there might be some 
valuable things down at the bottom of the oceans in where the EEZs 
currently lie, and so, if that instance happens if somebody comes in and 
extracts those resources in the future, who is going to get the benefit? 
Because at the end of the day we don't want those players to be treated or 
perceived as international waters where anybody can get their hands on it. 
We want to safeguard it so that even if the people move, the benefits of 
that still is facilitated to the rightful landowners or the resource owners. 
 

I also asked this question to a senior government official from Tuvalu, who 

responded that Tuvalu has not investigated maintaining their status in international or 

regional organizations, but were instead focused on recognition from other states:  

That's a good point you've mentioned there, I- we weren't thinking of 
organizations, we've been focusing a lot on- on states. But I think it's- it's 
a- it's a good approach to also include those intergovernmental 
organizations, so we will certainly take note of that. But I guess, one of 
the- the other approaches as well, is to is to try and interpret existing 
international law in favor of the proposition that we're putting forward 
about permanency. I think there’s- this is a provision in the Vienna 
Convention on this state responsibilities, is that that the right one? No, the 
Montevideo Convention, it’s the Montevideo Convention. It's- it says that 
once recognition, yeah, once recognition is given it cannot be revoked, it 
cannot be withdrawn, I think that is a provision like that. So the idea is to 
look at what- what is out there at the moment and I guess interpret or 
reinterpret it in a way that favors the proposition we're putting forward 
about permanency of statehood. (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). 
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The Tuvaluan government official is referring to the strategy, discussed in the 

previous chapter, to enter into agreements with other states that recognize the statehood 

and maritime boundaries of Tuvalu in perpetuity. Bilateral recognition, more than 

recognition through continued international organization membership, seems to be 

Tuvalu’s priority (although, as he stated, he did take note of this latter strategy). 

 

Sub-Regional Organizations 

One interviewee specifically mentioned the possibility that subregional 

connections may offer solutions to the challenges to sovereignty posed by climate change 

over regional and international organizations. The interviewee explained, in response to 

my question about the future existence of low-lying atoll states: 

I think that the region there- there are some sub-regional political forum, 
like the Polynesian Leaders Group or Melanesian Spearhead Group, and 
the Micronesians Summit, or Leaders- I don’t know exactly the name. 
And in this committee, I think that perhaps that can- can be some 
agreement because it is- because in the subregions are more control of 
families links between the people living in this, in this island, and so I’m 
sure that there can be some agreement between these different island 
through this subregional committee to perhaps create or design 
subregional policy to be able to move the population in this subregion. 
(interview with C.H., June 2, 2021) 
 

Very briefly, the Pacific region is divided into three sub-regions: Polynesia, which 

means “many islands;” Melanesia, which means “black islands;” and Micronesia, which 

means “tiny islands” (American Historical Association, “The Island Populations”). As 

explained by D’Arcy (2003), these categories were created by nineteenth century French 

explorer Jules Dumont d'Urville, who set the geographical subregions based on how he 
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perceived the inhabitants' cultural and racial characteristics. The darker-skinned 

Melanesians were determined to be racially distinct from a lighter race made up of 

Polynesians, Micronesians, and Malaysians. The lighter-skinned Polynesians were 

deemed to look more appealing to Europeans than Melanesians, and since cultural 

categories were believed to stem from racial ones they were seen as also morally superior 

with more advanced political institutions, laws, and forms of organized religion. 

Micronesians fell in between Melanesians and Polynesians, and Melanesians were 

perceived as the least civilized; all three Pacific races were considered inferior to 

Europeans, however (D’Arcy 2003, 218; see also: Thomas 1989, 29-31). Given the racist 

assumptions used in their original creation, many Pacific scholars have argued that the 

use of these subregional groupings should be discontinued. For example, Thomas (1989) 

argues that the racist assumptions underlying the original subregional categories have 

been replaced by value judgements of more or less “advanced” cultures and implies that 

their continued use perpetuates the racist assumptions of d'Urville. Nonetheless, they 

persist; D’Arcy (2003) hypothesizes that they persist because of a lack of a viable 

alternative. 

Nonetheless, the subregional intergovernmental organizations – the Melanesian 

Spearhead Group, the Polynesian Leaders Group, and the Micronesian Presidents’ 

Summit – were created to provide a space for the governments within each subregion to 

meet and collaborate on important issues. The three organizations vary in the degree to 

which they can be considered fully established and official, with only the Melanesian 
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Spearhead group having a formal Secretariat.35 As a result of the one interviewee who 

mentioned these subregional organizations, I asked several others about the possibility for 

subregional coordination on the future existence of low-lying atoll states. A UN 

migration official explained: 

So I think the subregional- I think the subregional dimension and having 
sort of subregional caucuses becomes something that in our approaches, 
we’re- we're looking at of next phase of the program because we finished 
next year, and I think that in the next is- I think that will be something that 
will be even more critical is having subregional consensus and, of course, 
you’re probably following the politics with the Pacific Island Forum, so 
there's a lot of questions also in terms of the future there and whether, in 
that- in that context it makes more sense to invest in facilitating sub-
regional consensus. (interview with K.D., Aug 2, 2021) 
 

I have included the subregional aspect in this section on preserving state 

sovereignty for two reasons: first, as noted in an earlier chapter and mentioned in the 

quote above, the Micronesian states initiated a process to leave the Pacific Islands Forum 

due to a disagreement over the 2021 election of the Forum’s new Secretary General. The 

Pacific Islands Forum still includes Micronesian states in their list of member states, and 

as of February 2022 Micronesian leaders indicated that they would temporarily pause 

 
35 The Melanesian Spearhead Group was created in 1986 and includes the governments of Fiji, Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu, as well as representatives from the Kanak Socialist National 
Liberation Front (a pro-independence alliance of Kanaky/New Caledonian political parties). It is the only 
subregional organization with an established Secretariat and a website that outlines the subregion’s 
priorities (Melanesian Spearhead Group Secretariat “About MSG”). The other two organizations do not 
have established Secretariats and consist only of regular meetings between the states’ leaders, although 
both are pursuing creating formal Secretariats. The Micronesian Presidents’ Summit was started in 2001 
(Government of Nauru 2021) with the Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, and Palau; 
Nauru and Kiribati joined the meetings in 2018 (The Marshall Islands Journal 2018). Finally, the 
Polynesian Leaders Group was founded in 2011. Initially it consisted of eight members: American Samoa, 
Cook Islands, French Polynesia, Niue, Samoa, Tokelau, Tonga, and Tuvalu; in June 2018, three additional 
members were added: New Zealand, the U.S. state of Hawaii, and the Chilean territory of Easter Island 
(Rapa Nui) (Wyeth 2018). 
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their withdrawal, although this depends on the current PIFS Secretary General, Henry 

Puna, voluntarily stepping down early (Rickey 2022). As of writing, this issue has not 

been fully resolved, however. Thus, the work of subregional groups may become more 

prominent in the future, depending on how this political disagreement is ultimately 

settled. Second, also as noted above, the Melanesian Spearhead Group is well-

established, having existed for nearly three and a half decades, and both the Polynesian 

Leaders Group and the Micronesian Presidents’ Summit are currently working to 

establish permanent Secretariats. Therefore, although little information exists on how 

subregional organizations may influence the conversation on preserving state sovereignty 

of atoll states that may be submerged in the future, their importance seems to be growing 

and, as the one interviewee noted, there are more significant ties within subregions than 

there are in the region as a whole. This would be a topic for future research on statehood 

and sovereignty in the Pacific region. 

 

A Pacific Union? 

Although no official plans have been produced on this front, both Tuvaluan 

leaders, Prime Minister Sopoaga and Prime Minister Natano, have expressed some 

interest in forming a Pacific confederation of states, possibly akin to the European Union, 

that would preserve Pacific states’ sovereignty in a larger political body. Prime Minister 

Sopoaga explained that the Pacific-wide effort to establish baselines as permanent 

“tempted [him] to suggest for a pan-Pacificana, for a united Pacific Island countries 

[sic],” which is why, when Tuvalu was the Chair of the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders 
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Meeting in 2019, he made the theme of the meeting the future security of Pacific Island 

countries. He explained: 

And I was having this in mind: if the small island countries can come 
together and define their territories as one united front, no player outside 
of the Pacific would come and- and influence around these eighteen or 
sixteen sovereign independent countries defined their territories and their 
economies in accordance with current international law, but then call for 
stronger international law to guide the protection of those rights. Now, it is 
perhaps a far fetching idea, but I thought this would balance up the 
influence of these suggestions to take our territories like Tuvalu and 
Kiribati and to be submerged under a country, a industrialized 
metropolitan country.36 This is unacceptable to me, but I think if we put 
our sovereignties together, if we would command this Pacific region- 
Ocean region, much bigger than the European Union territorial place, if 
we combine the Micronesians, the Melanesians, the Polynesian stretched 
into- people are referring to categori- I mean casually to Blue Pacific. I 
think we what- we should really be referring to is a united Pacific 
continent, bringing together the sixteen independent sovereign countries, 
like what we have under the Forum, under that definition. Now, we 
demarcate that area, it would be bigger than the European Union, bigger 
than many of the industrialized countries. And therefore, the influence of 
outside players would be kept in check… I can't see why we cannot do 
this, you know, to save our sovereignty and then we become a big, big 
ocean continent. That's my idea to this, but it's only an idea. It may be 
utopian, but perhaps our experts can have- dwell on this idea. We have to 
do this because we are small in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. We do 
this and protect the other players coming in to take over. (Sopoaga 2020) 
 

Furthermore, Tuvalu’s Foreign Policy stated, “Tuvalu looks to Pacific 

regionalism as an overarching aspiration under the TFP, and sees the Blue Pacific 

movement as having the potential to build a regional bloc similar to the EU. Thus, in the 

TFP, Tuvalu strives to form a more united Blue Pacific region” (Government of Tuvalu 

 
36 Prime Minister Sopoaga is referring to the suggestion made by the former Prime Minister of Australia, 
Kevin Rudd, that in exchange for their EEZ, i-Kiribati and Tuvaluan citizens could become citizens of 
Australia. 
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2020). As stated at the outset of this section, no official effort has been started to create 

an official union of Pacific states. Furthermore, as of this writing, the next document on 

Pacific regionalism, the Forum’s 2050 Strategy, has not been published, and as a result I 

am unable to determine if work is being done on this front or if this is, as Sopoaga stated, 

just a utopian idea. That caveat notwithstanding, it is certainly notable that two Tuvaluan 

administrations have considered this as a viable option for preserving its sovereignty in 

the context of climate change. 

 

Regional Collaboration Based on a Shared Identity 

Overall, what I found in my research is that the Pacific is using regional and 

subregional collaboration more to advocate for the preservation of state sovereignty, 

rather than integration to relocate sovereignty to a supranational organization. On the 

former point, the Pacific has been endeavoring to build a regional identity to facilitate 

collaboration on climate change in the international arena. Small island states have been 

successful, for example, negotiating at various COPs through the Alliance of Small Island 

States (AOSIS) which represents the interests of small island and low-lying coastal 

developing states in international climate change, sustainable development negotiations 

and processes by amplifying marginalized voices and advocating for these countries’ 

interests (AOSIS “About Us”). Given the success of AOSIS on the global scale, the 

Pacific has been working to create a more unified front. The goal for this collaboration 

has been to advocate together for Pacific needs and values to the world. These efforts 

were also encouraged by Epeli Hau’ofa who, as noted above, was also instrumental in 
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reframing small island states’ perspectives of themselves as powerful large ocean states. 

Hau’ofa also called for the “development of a substantial regional identity that is 

anchored in our common inheritance of a very considerable portion of Earth's largest 

body of water, the Pacific Ocean” (1998, 392). Previous attempts, Hau’ofa wrote, had 

“foundered on the reef of our diversity,” as well as international geopolitics and what he 

describes as “narrow national self-interest” (1998, 392). A common identity would not 

replace the region’s cultural diversity, which is needed in the “struggle against the 

homogenizing forces of the global juggernaut,” but it would be “something additional to 

other identities that we already have, or will develop in the future, something that should 

serve to enrich our other selves” (Hau’ofa 1998, 393). The regional identity that the 

Pacific region has worked to develop centers large ocean states’ stewardship of the 

shared Pacific Ocean.  

Hau’ofa’s arguments, both his reconceptualization of Pacific states and his call for 

a regional identity, are reflected in language used in the international arena. Tuvaluan 

Minister Simon Kofe, at a 2020 Pacific Islands Forum regional conference entitled, 

“Securing the Limits of the Blue Pacific,” stated: 

Pacific Island States are Big Ocean Countries that form the largest oceanic 
continent in the world. Collectively as a region, we have been entrusted by 
God with the stewardship of the Pacific Ocean. It is the Ocean that 
connects our cultures, identities, resources and development aspirations. In 
Tuvalu, we have recently highlighted the importance of our cultural 
principles of falepili, or being a good neighbor, and kaitasi, or shared 
ownership. Given our shared interest in and stewardship over the Ocean, it 
is necessary for Pacific Island States to collaborate and take collective 
action against the threat climate change poses to our Blue Pacific 
Continent. (Kofe 2020a) 
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Dame Meg Taylor, the PIFS Secretary General from 2014 to 2021, evoked 

Hau’ofa’s messages in her calls for ambitious mitigation; at COP25 in 2019, she stated, 

“We need action! We need decisions! Our future – as oceanic peoples living on a sea of 

islands, is in the hands of this multilateral process and the related global commitments 

that emerge from it. If there were a time where multilateralism was ever so crucial to 

humanity – it is now. The time to act is now!” (PIFS 2019b). The Pacific Islands Climate 

Action Network (PICAN) also adopted Hau’ofa’s arguments into their demands for 

COP26, which stated: 

Of particular importance to the Blue Pacific Continent is the ocean-climate 
nexus. The ocean is central to everything we represent as a region. The 
Ocean is the living blue heart of our planet. It is our common heritage, but 
also our common responsibility. We are its guardians. We recognize its 
significance and its essence as the basis of our Pacific identity and 
wellbeing. We Are the Ocean. In its preservation, we are preserved. 
Climate change is putting the fundamental needs of ocean dependent 
Pacific communities at risk. Pacific civil society recognizes that the ocean-
climate-biodiversity nexus is holistic; protection of one cannot be at the 
expense of the other, and that radical ambition is required. (PICAN 2021, 
16-17) 
 

The regional identity that has been developed in the Pacific has been 

encapsulated, as alluded to in the quote above, by the phrase, “Blue Pacific.” Regional 

integration conversations began in earnest in the Pacific in the early 2000s and have 

culminated in a number of plans on regional cooperation and integration.37 These efforts 

 
37 In 2004, PIF Leaders issued the Auckland Declaration, which called for strengthened regional 
cooperation and integration. The Pacific Plan for Strengthening Regional Cooperation and Integration 
(2007) was created as a result; it sought “partnerships with our neighbours and beyond to develop our 
knowledge, to improve our communications and to ensure a sustainable economic existence for all,” but 
also clarified that regionalism “…does not imply any limitation on national sovereignty. It is not intended 
to replace any national programmes, only to support and complement them. A regional approach should be 
taken only if it adds value to national efforts” (PIFS 2007, 2 & 3). After this initial plan, a number of 
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are captured in the switch to the phrase “Blue Pacific” from previous descriptors such as 

“Pacific countries,” Pacific Island countries,” or “Pacific region.” Starting in 2017, and 

often credited to the then-Prime Minister of Samoa, Tuilaepa Lupesoliai Sailele 

Malielegaoi, “Blue Pacific” became the moniker for the region. In a further nod to 

Hau’ofa, Prime Minister Sailele Malielegaoi, who was Chair of the 48th Pacific Islands 

Forum Leaders Meeting, themed the meeting, “The Blue Pacific: Our Sea of Islands.” 

Dame Meg Taylor, the former Secretary General of PIF, explained the phrase: “In short, 

the Blue Pacific seeks to re-capture the collective potential of our shared stewardship of 

the Pacific Ocean, based on an explicit recognition of our shared ‘ocean identity’, ‘ocean 

geography’, and ‘ocean resources’. It aims to strengthen collective action as one ‘Blue 

Pacific Continent’ by putting ‘The Blue Pacific’ at the centre of policy making and 

collective action for advancing the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ Vision for our 

Region” (PIFS 2017a). 

The term “Oceanian Sovereignty” has been used to capture Pacific Islanders’ 

assertion of rights to make choices about the environmental futures of ocean and island 

spaces. Bambridge, D’Arcy, and Mawyer (2021, C) define Oceanian Sovereignty as 

citizenship in a larger secondary polis: “[t]his secondary affiliation, which we suggest be 

 
regional plans have been developed: the 2014 Framework for Pacific Regionalism; the 2016 Framework for 
Resilient Development in the Pacific (FRDP); and the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent (in 
progress, not available as of writing). The FRDP’s focus was on sustainable and resilient development in 
the region and addressed the challenges of climate change to that goal (SPC et al. 2016). According to 
PIFS, the 2050 Strategy “represents the ongoing commitment of the region to work together as one. 
Building on its shared stewardship of the Pacific Ocean, the region must recognise the connections that the 
people of this Blue Pacific have with their natural resources, environment, cultures and livelihoods. This 
requires that we organise ourselves as one collective if we are to address our increasingly common 
challenges” (PIFS “The 2050 Strategy”). 
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called an Oceanian Sovereignty, does not exclude the sovereignty of Fiji, Tonga, Vanuatu 

or other regional states but, rather, complements that narrower sovereignty with a 

broader, region-based sovereignty that was, perhaps, never lost because it was inherently 

inalienable.” Tilot et al. (2021, 2) define Oceanian Sovereignty as “a concept linking the 

right to make decisions on land and ocean spaces to cultural stewardship/guardianship 

developed in, and unique to, the Pacific Islands.” As described by these scholars, 

Oceanian Sovereignty is larger than state sovereignty and centers the region’s shared 

cultural conservation ideals, although these scholars are careful to clarify that this larger 

sovereignty does not replace state sovereignty. 

The idea underpinning Oceanian Sovereignty, that Pacific Island states share 

responsibility for the Pacific Ocean, as well as descriptions of the “Blue Pacific” region 

are prolific in regional documents. For example, the Kainaki II Declaration for Urgent 

Climate Action Now, which was focused on “securing the future of our blue pacific,” 

noted that “[u]rgent action is needed to ensure our shared needs and interests, potential 

and survival of our Blue Pacific and this great Blue Planet” and that “[t]he Pacific Ocean 

is at the heart of our Blue Pacific narrative and critical for our future. As Leaders of the 

Pacific Islands Forum, custodians of the world’s largest ocean and carbon sink, and 

representatives of our Pacific peoples, we call for immediate action and not just 

discussion of ambition” (PIFS 2019a, Annex I). In the 2018 Boe Declaration on Regional 

Security, which identifies climate change as “the single greatest threat to the livelihoods, 

security and wellbeing of the peoples of the Pacific,” recalls the “endorsement of the 

‘Blue Pacific’ identity to drive collective action” and affirms “stewardship of the Blue 
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Pacific and aspire to strengthen and enhance our capacity to pursue our collective 

security interests given our responsibility to sustain our Pacific peoples and our 

resources” (PIFS 2018). On the whole, regional action by the Blue Pacific is focused on 

collaborative efforts to safeguard the ocean and the oceanic peoples of the region through 

advocating for the priorities of Pacific Island states in the international arena. 

 

Cultural Sovereignty 

In the international legal realm, sovereignty is generally understood as the 

authority of the state to determine what happens within its borders without interference 

from other outside states or actors. The critical part of the concept is that it centers on the 

state. However, a point that came through powerfully and repeatedly in my data is that to 

Pacific Islanders, the concept of sovereignty is not limited to the authority of a state 

government over its territory; the concept extends to Pacific Islanders’ ability to live 

according to their cultural values and ways of life. In this way, climate change is not only 

threatening the state sovereignty of Kiribati and Tuvalu, but it is threatening what has 

been referred to in other literatures as the “cultural sovereignty” of i-Kiribati and 

Tuvaluan citizens. Put together, warnings that climate change poses existential threats to 

both state sovereignty and cultural sovereignty adds weight to Pacific Islander’s 

arguments to act ambitiously to mitigate climate change so that these threats do not come 

to pass. 

Much of the literature on cultural sovereignty focuses on Native American 

experiences, specifically in relation to the United States. In this literature, the term 
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generally refers to the internal construction of sovereignty by Native peoples themselves 

(Tsosie 2002) in opposition to an externally defined notion of political sovereignty 

(Coffey and Tsosie 2001, 191). Cultural sovereignty directly responds to “two centuries 

of government policies directed at the forcible assimilation of Indian people,” as well as 

current “forces of mass media, the educational system, and a host of court decisions 

failing to protect the religious or cultural rights of Native peoples” that jeopardizes their 

languages, ceremonies, and way of life (Coffey and Tsosie 2001, 196). Coffey and Tsosie 

(2001, 191) call for a reappraisal of Native sovereignty that looks within, to the cultural 

sovereignty of Indian Nations, for the core of its meaning rather than to an externally 

defined notion of political sovereignty as part of a larger battle that Native peoples face 

“to protect and defend tribal cultures from the multitude of forces that threaten the 

cultural survival of Indian nations” (Coffey and Tsosie 2001, 196). As Gross (2003, 127) 

pointedly asks, “In a scenario in which Native Americans achieved sovereignty over their 

land and politics, would that accomplishment have any functional meaning if, at the same 

time, Native Americans were fully assimilated into the culture of the dominant society?” 

Smith (1989, 3), who wrote of Maori struggles to maintain and protect their culture, 

language, and knowledge from colonization, described cultural sovereignty succinctly as, 

“who we are, what we believe, what we value and what we practice.”  

In many ways, cultural sovereignty is similar to self-determination, which, as 

noted in the literature review, is the collective right of all peoples to determine their 

political status; pursue their economic, social, and cultural development; and dispose of 

their natural wealth and resources. In the Pacific, cultural sovereignty and self-
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determination are somewhat interchangeable terms, although distinct in that, as Ross 

(2019) argues, self-determination, as a legal right, is not tied to a specific place and 

would actually accompany the peoples of low-lying atoll states in climate change-

induced relocation. This makes self-determination an important and useful tool for 

Pacific peoples to rely on, especially if relocation becomes the only available option. 

However, the point that came through in my data is that cultural sovereignty in the 

Pacific, while not a legal right or principle, is a powerful motivation against relocation 

because it is tied to the concept of homeland in a way that would not translate to a new 

place. Cultural sovereignty is intimately tied to the land that makes up Kiribati, or 

Tuvalu, or other Pacific island states. Thus, Pacific Islanders’ calls to preserve their 

cultural sovereignty add power to calls to save low-lying Pacific Island atoll states, 

because these islands are home to cultures that cannot migrate alongside Pacific Islanders 

and be fully transplanted in a new place. A climate justice activist explained that this is 

why their demands are to enable Pacific Islanders to remain in their homeland: 

…what we are asking is… for them [high emitting countries] to be 
responsible, is to say that their actions are affecting our islands- our 
islands, and that we are losing everything because of their gas emissions 
and we wanted them to actually see that- to actually take responsible- 
responsibility for that and that we wanted to- for them to cut their 
emissions, we want an end to fossil fuels, to actually keep them in the 
ground, we want an end to immediate fossil fuel subsidies and for loss and 
damage we want all parties to say that they are responsible for our country 
losing our culture, our heritage, our traditions, our islands, our 
communities, and that our people- our people are actually having to move 
from one place to another, leaving everything behind, and actually going 
to another place and trying to adapt to a new area, we are losing our rights 
to- our environment rights, our universal fundamental rights, rights 
[unclear] for food, for water. (interview with H.B., Oct. 21, 2021) 
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In the Native American and Maori contexts, evoking cultural sovereignty 

represents efforts to revive and protect Native and Maori cultures from a dominant 

political power. As was reviewed in detail in Chapter 4, Pacific Islanders describe the 

threats of climate change to their cultural sovereignty in much the same way. In 

particular, the often-stated concern is that climate change, a phenomenon caused by 

developed states who have emitted greenhouse gases, poses a threat to Pacific peoples’ 

ability to live according to their cultural norms. Take, for example, the description for an 

online public workshop, the third in a series of workshops on Climate Change Challenges 

to the Cultural identity and Sovereignty of Pacific Atoll Nations, organized by the Pacific 

Islands Council of Queensland and Friends of the Earth Australia, which stated that “For 

Pacific peoples, any notion of sovereignty must acknowledge the reality that their sense 

of identity includes intimate and complex physical, spiritual and social connections to 

their natural environment, and how this shapes their unique history. These intrinsic 

factors must be recognised, respected and included in any efforts to address challenges to 

maintaining cultural identity and sovereignty in the face of climate change” (PICQ 2021). 

The connection of Pacific identities with their land and ocean territory is part of the 

understanding of sovereignty.  

In some instances, Pacific Islanders do not distinguish between cultural 

sovereignty and state sovereignty, but instead conflate the ideas when using the word 

“sovereignty.” For example, Taukiei Kitara, the President for the Tuvalu community in 

Brisbane, Australia, introduced the above-mentioned conference by saying: 

Now we all know that Pacific Islanders are fighting against climate change 
as a direct threat to our land and our ocean, but how many of us realize 
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that climate change means that we must also fight for our political 
independence and our identity. This is our sovereignty, we cannot let it be 
taken from us even if our land is highly at risk. In Tuvalu where I’m from, 
we've- we fought hard to be an independent nation, to be independent 
from Britain and Kiribati. We did this because we did not want our unique 
Tuvaluan culture to be dominated by others and also we wanted to make 
our own decisions because we know what is best for our culture and our 
people… We, Pacific Island- Pacific Small Island States, cannot and will 
not allow climate change to take away our sovereign rights to our lands, 
our values, customs and ocean space. (Kitara 2020) 
 

Kitara stated clearly that in the Pacific, sovereignty is not only limited to political 

independence, but that it includes culture. Tuvaluan sovereignty was threatened before 

when outside forces prevented Tuvaluans from living according to their cultural norms, 

and Kitara spoke adamantly that climate change will not threaten Tuvaluan sovereignty in 

this same way again. The point that Kitara made here, that the Pacific understanding of 

sovereignty includes Pacific cultures and identities, is a fundamental point that emerged 

in the data I collected. The concept of sovereignty clearly includes more than state 

sovereignty, it also includes the sovereignty of individuals to live their lives according to 

their cultural norms and values. 

The ability for Pacific Islanders to live according to the cultural values that they 

cherish was described in interviews as being intimately intertwined with the continued 

existence of their homeland. I asked one interviewee, a climate change policy expert at 

the SPC, if culture is at the heart of maintaining statehood and sovereignty, to which she 

replied simply, “[a]bsolutely! It is” (interview with B.C., Aug. 18, 2021). Even President 

Anote Tong, who as the leader of Kiribati accepted migration as a response to climate 

change as a last-resort option (and further argued that it would ultimately preserve i-
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Kiribati culture should Kiribati become submerged), directly linked maintaining 

sovereignty with identity and culture: “…if you ask somebody from Tuvalu, you ask 

somebody from Kiribati, you ask somebody from the Marshall Islands what- would they 

like to see their country disappear, always the answer is no. And I will explain why not. It 

is simple. I mean nobody wants to lose that identity. It's a source of identity. Land, 

homeland is a source of your identity. Without a home you are nothing. And this is why it 

is so vital. Without a homeland how can you continue to practice your culture and your 

tradition? Okay, so sovereignty in that respect is vital” (Tong 2020).  

Given that relocation and migration would sever the connection to homeland and 

result in the loss (or permanent alteration) of i-Kiribati culture, identity, and way of life, 

protecting their homelands, the sovereign states where they are from, becomes 

paramount. Several interviewees even described cultural sovereignty as more important 

than state sovereignty. An i-Kiribati CSO leader explained that “the loss of culture, 

identity and connection to land would be felt more deeply than the loss of the 

independent state Kiribati,” because “Kiribati can find its way to become independent 

later in future compared with the culture, identity and connection to land which are most 

valuable –they cannot be replaced if they are lost. I-Kiribati people would become new 

people with a different culture, identity, and their connection to land would completely 

become a different story” (interview with M.U., Nov 29, 2021). Whereas Kiribati, the 

state, could exist again elsewhere, this interviewee contended that if i-Kiribati culture is 

lost it can never be replaced. Similarly, a Tuvaluan climate change activist described the 
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most painful aspect of the loss of land in terms of the corresponding loss of culture and 

identity: 

The likely loss of land, and especially the concept of land in Tuvalu and 
other Pacific islands or indigenous communities, I would say, is that our 
culture, our language, our history, and our everything intact and also 
derived from land. You know, land is who we are. And who we are as 
people derived from land. Without land, we are simply nothing. So the 
likely loss of land is the likely loss of people and culture. But I will say 
identity is something that is very important, let alone the loss of sovereign- 
sovereignty. But identity is people from Tuvalu it's- it's very important, so 
we are not just simply looking at an island being washed or submitted by 
water, we are simply looking into the effect that identity will be impacted, 
language and culture, history and so forth. Even if we tend to- if- if the 
people of Tuvalu or- get to- to relocate to another place, I think there is a 
simple feeling is that there is no place like home. We can practice our 
Tuvaluan-ness in another place, but it seems I would say it’s incomplete. 
(interview with L.O., Dec. 19, 2021). 
 

Even a senior level government official from Tuvalu agreed that the loss of 

culture would be more profound than the loss of the state to ordinary Tuvaluans: “I’d say 

probably the- the culture for- for- for individuals, for the ordinary citizen. It would be 

more about the- the emotional connection to the- to the land and the culture and the, I 

guess, the history that is represented by- by the- the physical territory that we have. Yeah. 

But the- the issue of sovereignty and statehood, this is a secondary to them, but they're 

very much interconnected. And a lot of things that we're doing right now is- is to, I guess, 

mitigate the impact of that if that ever happens…” (interview with P.L., Oct 24, 2021). 

This official tied the preservation of culture to the preservation of the sovereign state. 

This idea was also mentioned in a virtual public forum on climate change challenges to 

sovereignty in small island states by Maina Talia, a Tuvaluan climate activist and scholar, 

who discussed how preserving Pacific territory protects who Pacific Islanders are: 
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…when we talk about identity and sovereignty, migration and relocation 
it's very sensitive to all of us, especially those from low-lying atolls. But- 
well, there must be a place where you can identify yourself with. It makes 
no sense to say that I am from Tuvalu without making any reference to its 
geographical location. This is the reason why we continue to advocate for 
climate justice. In the Pacific, land identifies who we are as people and as 
a community. Land, fanua, fenua, vanua, it's where our culture and our 
language and our communal values are rooted. Thus the logic is very 
simple: if we continue to protect our land from submerging we are literally 
protecting our identity, who we are, and what makes us Tuvaluans or as 
Pacific Islanders. If we lose our land to the sea, we are simply losing life 
in our identity. (Talia 2020) 
 

If islands are submerged under the sea, the ability to fully live according to 

Pacific cultural values will be lost along with the land. Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner, a poet and 

climate activist from the Marshall Islands, described how challenging it can be in an 

international setting to explain Pacific Islanders’ cultural connection to land. She made a 

similar point about relocation to Talia: 

…when I think about climate change and cultural rights, it reminds me of 
when I tried to explain our connection to land and a journalist, an 
American journalist, was talking to me about it and he said, ‘well, can you 
explain that more, because for those of us who don't have that cultural 
connection to land, that doesn't mean anything to us. It just, you know, we 
wonder why can't you just pick up and leave. It's just land, you know?’ 
And so I think that kind of disconnect between that connection that we 
have and that- and culture, what culture means to us, is going to make it 
really difficult to fight at these international realms on this issue, you 
know, when the wider public, you know, through colonization, through 
globalization has essentially wiped out and, you know, culture in a lot of 
different ways.” (Jetn̄il-Kijiner 2020) 
 

Even if the sovereign state can be relocated, along with the citizens of that state, 

the culture would not relocate with the state and the people. Protecting the land and the 

state becomes a way to protect cultural sovereignty. An additional layer to this 
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consideration is that relocation within the Pacific, even to countries such as Australia and 

New Zealand, would mean “taking over” the land of other indigenous peoples and 

thereby impinging upon their cultural sovereignty. This was stated a number of times in 

my data, along with suggestions for indigenous communities that may have to relocate to 

build relationships with indigenous communities that may become hosts, in case 

relocation become absolutely necessary. Maina Talia, the Tuvaluan climate activist and 

scholar mentioned above, noted that Fijian leadership had offered Tuvaluans a place to 

relocate if needed, but explained that relocation would only be possible if they were 

“welcomed by the receiving country with- by the indigenous people of Fiji… we need to 

hear the voices of the- to see whether this is a genuine offer, it's not a political offer. It 

should be- it should come from the people that owns the land, you know, from the 

indigenous people” (Talia 2020). Katerina Teaiwa, a Pacific scholar, agreed:  

When we travel and we move and we relocate we take our lands literally 
with us as part of our bodies into those new spaces and this is where it can 
get quite challenging and difficult because many of the spaces that we 
moved to… are indigenous to other people, these are other people's 
indigenous lands. So building those relations- relationships with the 
people of the lands where we move to is absolutely critical. We can't- we 
don't just move anyhow like that, we actually have to think about where 
we're going, who these places belong to, and build supportive relations 
with those people. (Teaiwa 2020) 
 

These statements clearly indicate that it is not just their own cultural sovereignty 

that Pacific Islanders are worried about losing with the growing threat of climate change-

induced sea level rise; the cultural sovereignty of other indigenous communities where 

they may have to relocate is also jeopardized. The solution in both instances, is ambitious 

mitigation. To save the state is also to preserve cultural sovereignty. 
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Overall, the inclusion of culture into the concept of sovereignty solidifies the 

connection of Pacific Islanders to their land, strengthens support for ambitious mitigation 

and adaptation strategies so that Pacific Islanders can remain in-situ, and explains the 

overall negative reception that migration and relocation strategies receive in the Pacific. 

Together, protecting cultural sovereignty and preserving maritime sovereignty 

reconceptualize the narrow understanding of state sovereignty that was formulated and 

imported by Western powers to the Pacific (and the rest of the world). These ideas 

demonstrate that other aspects of sovereignty, beyond just the authority of a state to 

determine what happens within its borders, are important in situations where state 

sovereignty is threatened. For the Pacific, these expanded conceptions of sovereignty 

reframe Pacific states from small island states to large ocean states, and in a worst-case 

scenario of future submersion would enable large ocean states to continue to exist even if 

their land territory is submerged due to climate change-induced sea level rise. 

Furthermore, it would provide resources needed to provide services for relocation 

populations, either through regional or subregional collaboration or though novel 

strategies such as Tuvalu’s development of a digital nation. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION 

 

This research has examined how leaders in Small Island Developing States 

(SIDS) understand and respond to the threats of climate change to their statehood and 

sovereignty. Its central argument is that as the international community works to address 

the deficiencies of the current state-based system in the context of climate change, it is 

important to center the experiences of those who are most vulnerable to climate change. 

The science about climate change is clear: if unmitigated, climate change will have 

devastating environmental and social impacts, possibly even leading to violent conflict, 

in states across the globe. In fact, climate change is already creating serious challenges 

for millions of people worldwide. As a result of climate change’s negative effects, large 

groups of people may be unable to sustain themselves where they live and be forced to 

relocate, possibly across international borders. Climate change may also threaten states’ 

ability to effectively govern and manage these risks in an uncertain time when effective 

governance and management are most needed. 

SIDS are particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of climate change. 

Leaders from SIDS warn that their countries, which are often described as on the front 

lines of climate change due to their geographic, demographic, and economic 

characteristics, may be made uninhabitable due to climate change-induced sea level rise 

unless the international community meets or exceeds its mitigation commitments. Low-

lying atoll SIDS in particular are already experiencing destructive sea level rise, coastal 
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erosion, increasingly frequent and damaging storms, salination of freshwater reserves, 

and diminishing food resources, among other impacts. As a result of these effects, low-

lying atoll SIDS even face the novel situation of state extinction due to disappearing 

territory, mass migration of citizens, or both. In its most recent report, the IPCC stated 

bluntly that sea level rise poses an existential threat for some small islands and some low-

lying coasts. As threats of uninhabitability, submersion, and possibly even state 

extinction grow, it is unclear in this scenario what would happen to the state as a legal 

entity and what body, if not the state, would become responsible for ensuring the welfare 

of the state’s citizens. To date, no sovereign state has ceased to exist because its territory 

has disappeared or its people have migrated en masse, thus presenting a significant and 

potentially dire problem that the international community has not had to consider 

previously. Other cases of state cessation exist, such as the breaking up of a state into 

several states or the incorporation of one state into another, but potential state cessation 

due to its physical disappearance and/or the mass migration of its citizens is a serious 

new issue that deserves serious consideration.  

Here I briefly highlight the moral argument regarding the threats to Pacific SIDS 

posed by climate change. I have made several of these points throughout this dissertation, 

but pull them together here. The moral argument, which is often brought forward by the 

growing climate justice movement, highlights several important points. First, SIDS are 

not responsible for the GHG emissions that have caused climate change, yet despite their 

negligible contributions to climate change they are some of the most immediately and 

most profoundly impacted by its negative effects. For low-lying atoll SIDS, as has been 
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noted throughout this project, the threats posed by climate change are existential. 

Additionally, SIDS have been warning of these dire impacts for decades; recall that in 

1989, at the Small States Conference on Sea Level Rise, SIDS warned that “[a]lthough 

the entire world would be adversely affected by these processes, low-lying, small, coastal 

and island States will face a decidedly greater predicament. Sea level rise would cause 

extensive damage to the land and infrastructure of those countries and even threaten the 

very survival of some island states” (“Malé Declaration” 1989, 1). Consequently, SIDS 

have been calling for ambitious mitigation to avoid these effects, but their efforts have 

not been as successful as they hoped. For example, although SIDS successfully lobbied 

for the Paris Agreement to set as its goal keeping the global average temperature increase 

to well below two degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to 

keep it within 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, many states have not 

enacted the domestic policies needed to reach this goal.  

Furthermore, I argue that the foundation of the moral argument begins before the 

first warnings of a coming existential threat in the late 1980s. After enduring colonial 

rule, some of which saw the destruction of islands for the benefit of others and the forced 

relocation of communities from their homes, Pacific Island states struggled to become 

independent from their colonial rulers. Now, only a few decades after achieving their 

independence, the very existence of Pacific SIDS is being threatened by climate change 

and Pacific peoples must once again fight for their survival. This adds another layer to 

this critique of the transplanted, Western system of sovereign states: that after 
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configuring their states according to Western strictures, climate change is jeopardizing 

their existence through the very rules and practices of the system they adopted. 

Since leaders will have to contend with increasing insecurity as a result of the 

worsening impacts of climate change, this project has focused on how SIDS leaders who 

make critical decisions in the potentially cataclysmic context of climate change respond 

to this information. This research specifically focused on the experiences of Kiribati and 

Tuvalu, two atoll SIDS in the Pacific, to determine whether and how climate change may 

alter conventional conceptions of sovereignty and statehood. This kind of inquiry 

required an examination of leaders’ stated understandings of how climate change may 

impact statehood and sovereignty as well as an examination of the numerous actions they 

have undertaken in this new and ever-changing context. The overall goal of this research 

has been to examine important and still-unanswered questions about governance, 

statehood, sovereignty, and state extinction in order to further conditions of peace in the 

context of potentially great societal upheaval caused by climate change. 

The motivations for this research are twofold: first, the fact that the dire 

consequences that these states are facing are the result of other states’ actions implies a 

responsibility for the broader international community, especially those most responsible 

for causing climate change, to address these consequences. Highlighting and examining 

the perspectives of SIDS in this broader conversation about statehood and sovereignty in 

the context of climate change is integral to understanding how to address potentially 

existential threats that SIDS face. Second, SIDS leaders are being forced to reimagine 
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their state sovereignty in ways that will impact the global system beyond just addressing 

their needs.  

How these leaders have approached the challenges to state sovereignty posed by 

climate change can serve as a useful starting point for examining how the system might 

be reconceptualized as the global community enters an uncertain era of climate crisis. 

The current international system of sovereign states does not account for the loss of state 

sovereignty because of climate change-induced sea level rise, and the international 

system as it is currently imagined is insufficient to handle these problems. As such, the 

potentially dire consequences of climate change highlight the shortcomings of important 

features of the state-based international system. This system, which was created by 

Western European powers in and for a particular context, may no longer be suitable in a 

context driven by profound climate change-related uncertainty. 

Since the myriad effects of climate change challenge the current understanding of 

what constitutes a state, the international, state-based system is potentially at an inflection 

point. As SIDS endeavor to respond to the challenges of climate change to their state 

sovereignty, the arguments made and efforts undertaken by these vulnerable states to 

reimagine their sovereignty could inform the transformation of the international system 

into one that is more flexible to meet the challenges of not only climate change, but other 

challenges that will inevitably arise in the future.  

Although the leaders of these states are responding to the specific needs of their 

particular state, their strategies have implications that go beyond only addressing the 

needs of Kiribati and Tuvalu. Altogether, via their responses to climate change, these 
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leaders shed light on ways to reconceptualize state sovereignty, so as to cultivate an 

international system that enables greater flexibility to address the challenges posed by 

climate change, as well as other future contexts that it has not yet confronted. In this way, 

the examination of Kiribati’s and Tuvalu’s responses help reimagine a concept – state 

sovereignty – that is of critical importance to both scholarly and policy worlds. In 

addition, given the profound challenges that climate change poses to state sovereignty, 

rethinking sovereignty in this context of climate change (and beyond) is necessary to 

uphold the welfare of people and maintain peaceful relations. 

Overall, this research has highlighted the importance of both protecting as well as 

reimagining state sovereignty of Pacific SIDS. The wide array of climate change 

responses demonstrate the sheer number of different ways leaders approach the 

overwhelming challenge of managing the existential threats to a sovereign state that 

climate change poses. Chapter 4 focused on migration as a response to climate change in 

the Pacific region. In the context of state disappearance because of climate change-

induced sea level rise, migration has been proposed as a viable response to climate 

change. Chapter 4 highlighted a variety of migration-focused government climate change 

strategies, including temporary labor migration policies and planned relocation of 

communities, that have been enacted in the Pacific. It also investigated Pacific Islanders’ 

reactions to such policies and examined why migration is generally not accepted as a 

climate change response in the Pacific. Most Pacific Islanders attribute great importance 

to the land on which they live as the basis for their cultures and identities and therefore 

do not accept migration as a response to climate change, except as the very last option 
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available as their islands become uninhabitable or submerge due to climate change. Prior 

to this point, migration is perceived as giving up on the state and severing the strong 

cultural connection that Pacific Islanders have with their homelands. 

The case studies demonstrate this aversion to migration as a response to climate 

change. In Kiribati, which was examined in Chapter 5, President Anote Tong lost support 

after his government pursued policies that emphasized migration, made plans for possible 

relocation, and examined other ways that Kiribati could survive as a legal entity if its 

physical landmass was submerged. President Tong’s focus on these priorities caused i-

Kiribati people to fear that they would be compelled to abandon their homeland and 

along with it their culture and identity. President Tong’s successor, President Taneti 

Maamau, therefore, has pursued policies that focus exclusively on remaining and 

improving life in Kiribati, on saving i-Kiribati people’s homeland and, in so doing, their 

culture and identity as i-Kiribati people. In this way, President Maamau’s policies 

directly connect culture as an important aspect of state sovereignty. One commonality 

between President Tong’s and President Maamau’s administrations was support for 

changing international law under UNCLOS to preserve Kiribati’s (and other states’) 

maritime sovereignty in perpetuity, regardless of the impacts of sea level rise on their 

baselines. 

Chapter 6 analyzed the climate change responses in Tuvalu during Prime Minister 

Enele Sopoaga’s and Prime Minister Kausea Natano’s administrations. Both prime 

ministers (as well as those before them) rejected migration as an acceptable climate 

change response and have instead focused on preserving the sovereign state of Tuvalu so 
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that Tuvaluans can continue to live there according to their cultural values and way of 

life. Prime Minister Sopoaga’s administration focused on advocacy at the international 

level to prevent the worst effects of climate change from occurring, and, if they did occur, 

to protect Tuvaluans as they dealt with climate change-induced displacement. His 

successor, Prime Minister Kausea Natano, has continued international advocacy for 

ambitious mitigation of GHG emissions, but has also focused more on what Tuvalu can 

do for itself without having to rely on the actions or decisions of others. Prime Minister 

Natano has thus expanded his focus to include preserving Tuvalu’s culture and legal 

existence in innovative ways; these strategies, which are recognized as preparations for 

the worst-case scenario of possible future submersion from climate change-induced sea 

level rise, include securing bilateral relationships that recognize Tuvalu’s existence and 

maritime sovereignty in perpetuity as well as creating a digital nation to preserve 

Tuvaluan culture and be able to continue to provide services in the event relocation 

becomes unavoidable. 

Chapter 7 focused on several of the overarching priorities that have emerged, both 

from the analysis of Kiribati and Tuvalu but also from an examination of the strategies of 

the Pacific region collectively: preserving maritime sovereignty, which has been 

established as the region’s overarching priority, as well as the idea of cultural 

sovereignty, which includes culture as a fundamental component of sovereignty. This 

chapter also reviewed possible alternative “locations” of state sovereignty, namely in 

already-existing regional and subregional organizations, that have been suggested by a 
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few leaders in the event that a state such as Kiribati or Tuvalu is submerged due to 

climate change-induced sea level rise. 

With Kiribati and Tuvalu, as well as the region as a whole, the overarching 

strategy that has emerged is the permanent preservation of maritime sovereignty, 

regardless of the impacts of sea level rise on their baselines. All four political leaders 

from Kiribati and Tuvalu that were included in this study specifically formulated policies 

at the national level on preserving sovereignty over their state’s maritime zone, as 

provided to them (and all coastal states) through UNCLOS. Pacific Island states have also 

collaborated at the international, regional, and subregional levels to secure their maritime 

sovereignty as ways to guarantee the preservation of their state sovereignty. 

For Pacific SIDS, preserving maritime sovereignty recognizes their states as 

“large ocean states,” with territory that includes the ocean as well as land, and whose 

people are reliant on the ocean for their livelihoods and cultures. The preservation of 

maritime sovereignty would also ensure their continued existence in some form, even if 

their physical land is beneath the waves, as well as continue to provide resources for 

relocated populations. More globally, the preservation of maritime boundaries would 

impact other coastal states that will also be impacted by sea level rise. Although coastal 

states may not face existential threats from climate change in the same way that island 

states do, under current international law climate change-induced sea level rise will affect 

their baselines and shrink their maritime zones as well, not to mention possibility of 

needing to relocate the vast number of people who live along coastlines across the globe. 

Given that the priority of international law is to maintain peace and stability in the 
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international system, clarifying UNCLOS to maintain maritime zones and preserve 

maritime sovereignty is in the interests of the wider international community. Preserving 

maritime sovereignty of states globally would also continue to provide necessary 

resources for populations that may also be experiencing instability. 

Furthermore, as states grapple with the negative impacts of climate change, 

including threats to their very existence, the international community can learn from the 

ways these leaders reimagine their existence as sovereign states by focusing on aspects of 

state sovereignty that are most important to their states. This research has highlighted that 

the understanding of sovereignty is not limited to the authority of a state government over 

its territory in the Pacific; the concept extends to Pacific Islanders’ cultural sovereignty, 

or their ability to live according to their cultural values and ways of life, which they view 

as fully possible only within their homelands. In other words, the connection between 

culture and the concept of state sovereignty is rooted in the territory that makes up a state. 

In the context of proposals to relocate entire populations away from vulnerable atoll 

island states that are experiencing rising sea levels and other detrimental effects of 

climate change, this understanding of cultural sovereignty demonstrates that relocating an 

entire state is more than just a complicated logistical and political endeavor; the strong 

cultural connections with homeland, Pacific Islanders argue powerfully against being 

separated from their homeland. This point, which came through repeatedly from nearly 

all sources of data I examined, is at the root of arguments in favor of protecting Pacific 

Island states’ physical existence, which requires pursuing ambitious international 

mitigation as well as domestic adaptation projects, in order to enable Pacific Islanders to 
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continue living in their homelands, maintaining the strong connections they have with the 

islands they are from, and continuing to live according to the cultural values they cherish. 

As small island/large ocean states confront the impacts of climate change to their 

statehood and sovereignty and their continued existence, they have reimagined what state 

sovereignty would look like if it were to preserve their continued existence in some form. 

Reimagining state sovereignty would also serve to make the international system more 

flexible as it enters an era of climate crisis, not to mention possible future scenarios it has 

yet to encounter. Pacific SIDS, as well as numerous other states, are facing devastating 

impacts of climate change that are the result of the actions of others. The international 

community has an opportunity to address these injustices by continuing to mitigate 

climate change, as well as reconsider how to preserve the existence of threatened states 

by reimagining what a sovereign state is. As this work is undertaken by the international 

community it is imperative that the perspectives of Pacific Islanders are taken into 

consideration as the most vulnerable to these challenges. As Enele Sopoaga stated when 

he was the Prime Minister of Tuvalu, doing this will not only save island states, it is in 

the self-interest of every state to address climate change to ensure their own well-being 

and continued existence in the future. Every state, not just those in the Pacific, should be 

looking ahead of the wave and preparing for growing uncertainty and insecurity in an era 

of climate crisis. Echoing the plea of Prime Minister Enele Sopoaga, if we save Tuvalu, if 

we save other vulnerable atolls states, we save the world. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Regional/International Organization officials 
 
Introductory questions: Name, position/organization, how long they’ve worked there 
 
THEME 1: Examining the past - how life in [country] was and what has changed 

• Is climate change affecting people’s lives in [country]?  
o In what ways? 

• What are some of the impacts of climate change in [country]? 
 
THEME 2: Reflecting on the present - what actions the government is taking 

• In your work, how do you understand the impacts of climate change on 
governing? 

• What tools are available as [ORG] addresses the impacts of climate change? 
• Has climate change impacted planning or priorities within the [ORG]? 

o Who sets priorities when you work with [states/other organizations]? 
• What initiatives are currently underway to address these impacts? 
• As your [ORG] works to address the challenges of climate change, how do you 

coordinate with [states/other organizations]? 
o In what areas do you rely on other regional/international organizations? 

• What other organizations do you work with most closely? 
o Conversations with country officials? 

 
THEME 3: Imagining the future - how [country] will exist in an uncertain future 

• As you have worked on these issues, how has your understanding of climate 
change changed? 

• In your opinion, what is the best case/most likely/worst case scenario for 
[country’s] future? 

• Do you think [country] will exist as it does presently in 25 years? 50 years? 
o What might be the same? What might be different? 

• (If interviewee thinks it will not exist or exist differently) What can be done to 
ensure [country’s] existence in the future? (sovereignty) 

 
Wrap-up/final thoughts: 

• Is there anything else you would like to add about this topic? 
• Who else should I speak with? (Name/position/contact information) 
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APPENDIX B: STATEHOOD QUESTIONS FROM THE 2013 KIRIBATI 
NATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR CLIMATE CHANGE & CLIMATE CHANGE 

ADAPTATION 

1. Statehood and statelessness  
• How is statehood defined under international law? Can a state maintain its legal  

personality despite its lack of physical territory or the uninhabitability of its territory?  
How might respective national Constitutional legal interpretations of statehood interact  
with international law in this regard? How do legal rights to self-determination and  
territorial integrity play a role in determining statehood? Would a state that no longer has  
any land still be entitled to a seat in the United Nations, and be able to invoke the legal  
rights of states, such as instituting proceedings before the International Court of Justice?  

• What can states do now to prevent or address statelessness?  
o The UN Secretary General’s 2009 Report on the Possible Security 

Implications of Climate Change suggests that multilateral or bilateral 
comprehensive agreements would be the ideal preventive mechanism, and 
should provide where, and on what legal basis, affected populations would 
be permitted to move elsewhere and the status of these populations. What 
are these legal bases? What status might these populations take? Do 
existing agreements provide an adequate legal basis to address these 
issues? 

o How can the risk of territory loss through sea level rise be minimized? 
What adaptation activities, including insurance or risk management 
strategies, can be implemented to prevent or address statelessness?  
How can the resilience of human populations be reinforced through 
preparation for displacement (e.g. through labor migration schemes)?  

o How might the resilience of animal and plant species, many of them likely 
unique to the islands in question, be enhanced? Should species be 
transplanted in anticipation of uninhabitability?  

• What are the various options for a “disappearing” state?  
1) Are there any legal precedents for acquiring new territory from another state by 
treaty of cession? Is this a feasible and/or desirable solution?  
2) Are there any legal precedents for merging into a host state? What legal and 
political arrangements must be made to effectuate such merging? What 
obligations would the host state owe to the displaced population of the 
“disappearing” state with respect to dual nationality, right of residence, military 
obligations, health care, pensions and social security benefits, and the protection 
of national identity and culture? 
3) What are the implications of permitting the legal continuation of a state that no 
longer controls physical territory? Should “deterritorialized statehood” be a 
permanent or a transitional status?  
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4) In those countries that have large lightly populated land masses and are 
significant greenhouse gas emitters (e.g. the United States, Canada, Australia, 
Russia), does domestic law allow the creation of reservations where displaced 
states can be reconstituted? How might countries adjust their immigration policies 
to prepare for climate displacement? 

 
Maritime governance: entitlement to and jurisdiction over maritime spaces  

• What is the effect of coastal regression on the location of baselines and the 
delimitation of maritime zones? Are maritime boundaries ambulatory? Should a 
rule of law be developed that would freeze the outer limits of maritime zones 
where they are located at a certain time? In light of potential climate impacts, 
what is the legal basis for interpreting submitted baselines, both under various 
national laws and international law?  

• How do/can/should bilateral or multilateral maritime boundary delimitation 
treaties play a role? How might such treaties be negotiated to protect the interests 
of the island states?  

• What are the implications of any proposed solution to coastal regression for 
existing maritime sovereignty disputes (e.g. in the South China Sea), or for the 
opening of previously inaccessible maritime transport routes in the Arctic?  

• If deterritorialized states are permitted to maintain and manage their maritime 
zones, what issues of monitoring, control, surveillance, and enforcement ought to 
be considered? 

 
Property rights  

• What are the effects of inundation, displacement, and/or statelessness on real 
property rights and associated debts in the affected island nations?  

• What issues relating to trusts, estates, and successorship arise in the face of 
inundation, displacement and/or statelessness?  

 
Legal Remedies  

• What actions can/ should be taken in the courts of the island states? In the courts 
of major emitting countries? In international bodies? 
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APPENDIX C: JOINT COMMUNIQUE BETWEEN TUVALU AND 
VENEZUELA 
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