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Global warming owing to greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions is irrefutable. 
This has clear effects on human 

health.1 The effects of global warming and 
climate disruption are only two of a series of 
issues facing Pacific Island nations. Increasing 
GHGs and planetary temperatures, rising 
sea levels and extreme weather events are 
potentially catastrophic for these low-lying 
Islands.2 Despite their predicament, the 
nations of the Pacific are taking action to 
mitigate their risks and prepare for what they 
must do to survive physically and culturally.

The speed of climate change is accelerating 
and with it the likelihood of ‘climate 
refugeeism’ is increasing.2 Climate change has 
a wide-reaching impact on human health; 
both directly – for example, from injuries 
caused by adverse weather events – and 
indirectly, from issues including changing 
disease profiles, effects on agriculture and 
flow-on socioeconomic impacts. These effects 
all combine to force emigration and pressure 
other countries.3 

Because of proximity and existing networks, 
Australia, New Zealand and the United States 
are key migration destinations.4 

The Paris Declaration focuses on 
displacement due to climate change but does 
not discuss voluntary migration as a method 
for reducing future refugeeism. Climate 
disruption may result in people feeling forced 
to flee, while others may decide to voluntarily 
migrate. There is no agreed distinction 
between forced displacement and voluntary 
migration.4

Issues facing the Pacific Islands 
from climate disruption

Approximately 9.5 million people inhabit 
the Pacific Islands.5,6 Island populations are 
growing and emigration rates are already 
high. Migration has mixed effects; positive 

economic outcomes need to be balanced 
against adverse effects on cultural identity.5

Climate-related issues affecting the Pacific 
Islands include: coral bleaching, coastal 
erosion, adverse weather events and rising 
sea levels.6

Tuvalu’s islands are particularly vulnerable. 
These are low-lying; their shallow fresh water 
supplies dehydrate easily in drought and the 
population is heavily dependent on fishing.2 
There is little capacity to adapt to climate 
change as no land is more than two metres 
above sea level.

Coral bleaching, biodiversity and 
food security

Coral reefs are exceptionally biodiverse 
ecosystems and provide resources for 
more than 500 million people.7 Western 
Pacific coral reefs have declined by up to 
50% and continue to do so at a rate of 
1–2% per annum7 due to ocean warming 
and acidification, pollution, waste and 
over-fishing. The Pacific Islands are more 
dependent than anywhere else globally on 
aquaculture for economic development, 
employment and food security.6,8 

Ocean warming has a direct effect 
on spawning and distribution of fish 
populations.8 For example, some species of 
tuna are already declining.9 The decrease 
in coral reef fish combined with increasing 
population sizes is hugely problematic; even 
well-maintained fisheries will fail to meet the 
growing demand.9

The direct effects of altered 
weather patterns 

Climate disruption is likely to bring increased 
frequency and severity of adverse weather 
events, such as tropical cyclones,5,10 and 
the loss of coral reefs equates to a loss of 
protection for low-lying coastal regions.10

Temperatures are predicted to increase by 
1.79 degrees Celsius by 2030,6 leading to 
increased communicable diseases and further 
pressure on agriculture. This poses significant 
public health problems for Pacific Island 
residents.11

Kiribati, the Marshall Islands and Tuvalu have 
some of the highest rates of tuberculosis 
in the Pacific region, owing to poverty and 
overcrowding.12 Climate change-related 
natural disasters increase overcrowding 
and consequentially increase transmission 
of tuberculosis and other communicable 
diseases. Vector-borne diseases are climate 
sensitive and incidence increases in warmer, 
wetter conditions.3 

Rising sea levels 

Globally, sea levels are rising at a rate of 
3.3mm/year and this is forecast7 to rise to 
5mm/year,10 further stressing coral reefs. 
Together with bleaching events, decreased 
biodiversity will affect food security and the 
economy for Pacific Islanders.

Rising sea levels also cause erosion, 
submersion, flooding and salinisation of 
freshwater aquifers. By 2080, the flood risk is 
expected to have increased 200 times since 
2003,6 further affecting agriculture and food 
security and increasing reliance on expensive 
imported foods. 

Kiribati and Tuvalu are significantly 
threatened by submersion and are predicted 
to be uninhabitable by 2050, with their 
populations likely to become the first climate 
refugees.13 

Recent measures to prevent 
disaster

The Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change 
program aims to build resilience within Pacific 
Island communities to cope with climate 
change14 and addresses three climate-
sensitive areas: coastal zone management, 
water resources management and food 
security.15 

Measures to address water supply include 
capturing and storing rainwater, water saving, 
water purifying and salt water reticulation.15 
Food security is being addressed via 
development of climate-resilient crop species, 
soil-conserving farming and improved 
aquaculture. Coastal area degradation 
is being mitigated by: protective coastal 
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structures, coastal vegetation, reinforcement 
of existing coastal infrastructure and reducing 
coastal mining.15

Several financing resources globally are 
dedicated to climate change, amounting 
to US$350 billion for mitigation and US$14 
billion for adaptation.16

Resilience and adaptation versus 
GHG effect mitigation 

The Pacific Islanders are (reluctantly) likely 
to be in the first wave of climate refugees.17 
Those who have contributed the least 
GHGs suffer the effects of global warming 
disproportionately.18 The consequences of 
nutrient deficiency, communicable diseases 
and psychological trauma will be significant.3

Adaptation is challenging; resources are 
scarce and health services strained.12 Placing 
the emphasis on disaster preparedness and 
recovery rather than mitigation of risk of 
disaster places the burden of disaster on the 
recipients rather than those who cause it. 

Despite this, adaptation and resilience are the 
key messages; indeed, the Millennium and 
Sustainable Development Goals (MDGs and 
SDGs) depend on it.19 

Not all adaptation effects are positive; 
resilience can be adversely affected by the 
global economy and seeking migration rights 
with other countries may deter investors 
and aid agencies, due to a perceived limited 
capacity for sustainable development. This 
lack of investment may result in a decrease 
in ability of the Island States to develop 
resilience.20 

The people of the Pacific Islands are 
determined to adapt to the challenges of 
climate change and avoid displacement. Local 
schemes such as the Vanuatu Climate Action 
Network are aimed at increasing resilience.21

Adaptation is being financed, but is it too 
late? Projections for Tuvalu and Kiribati 
becoming uninhabitable by 2050 remain 
on course and adaptation does not protect 
against submersion. Further global action 
remains insufficient; atmospheric and ocean 
temperatures continue to rise and key players 
who have ratified the Paris agreement (such 
as Australia) are not on track to meet their 
targets.22 

We urgently need implementation of the 
planned strategies to minimise global 
warming and climate disruption – while 
adaptation and risk mitigation are essential, 
they will not stop islands submerging. We 
need a plan to manage and welcome climate 
refugees, for “no one leaves home, unless 
home is the mouth of a shark”.23 
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