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Introduction
The impacts of climate change are being felt across the globe, with profound consequences –
economic, environmental, political and social. This is especially true for Small Island Developing
States (SIDS), particularly in the Pacific, with climate change posing a significant risk to their efforts
to achieve sustainable development. The Pacific islands are among the most vulnerable to the
impacts of climate change, where they face rising sea levels and increased frequency and severity of
extreme weather events, such as droughts, floods and cyclones, and as a result, increased
displacement and greater competition over resources. Unfortunately, governments sometimes do
not have the capacity to respond effectively to these challenges. In this context, Pacific countries and
others are calling for the United Nations to expand its efforts to understand and respond to growing
climate-related security risks, develop better frameworks to help countries evaluate the risks they
face, and undertake appropriate adaptation and mitigation measures.

“The Pacific island states have the moral authority to tell the world that climate change
needs to be reversed, because the Pacific island states are leading by example… Not
only are they building resilience and investing in adaptation to protect their citizens,
their communities and their culture to protect their environment, but they are fixing for
themselves very ambitious targets in relation to mitigation.”
-

António Guterres, UN Secretary-General speaking at the High-level Political
Dialogue of the Pacific Islands Forum on 15 May 2019

Organized by the United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs and the United
Nations Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing
Countries and the Small Island Developing States, and hosted by the Mission of New Zealand to the
United Nations, some 50 participants from national governments, the UN and academia took part on
6 May 2019 in a workshop on Climate Change, Conflict Prevention and Sustainable Peace:
Perspectives from the Pacific. The aim of the workshop was to better understand the climatesecurity nexus in the Pacific, share country and regional experiences, review efforts to develop a
toolkit for climate-security risk assessment frameworks, and explore how the United Nations system
can respond to climate-security challenges threatening the Pacific.
The workshop was especially timely as it took place a week before the visit of United Nations
Secretary-General António Guterres to New Zealand, Fiji, Tuvalu and Vanuatu to spotlight the issue
of climate change ahead of the Climate Action Summit that he is convening in September 2019 in
New York. While there, the United Nations Secretary-General met with government leaders, civil
society representatives and youth groups in the region to hear from those already impacted by
climate change and who are also successfully engaging in meaningful climate action.
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SECTION 1: SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Session 1: Understanding the Climate-Security Nexus in the Pacific
Takeaways
•

Seen as an existential threat, many Pacific island nations look to the United Nations for more
enhanced responses to tackling climate change-related security risks.

•

Building and reinforcing partnerships to leverage existing capacities to address the climatesecurity nexus within and outside the UN system are important for keeping the issue high on the
agenda.

•

With climate change impacts leading to relocation and migration, land tenure issues and
maritime boundaries will need to be addressed and properly managed to avoid conflict.

•

Policy-makers should look to indigenous knowledge and systems to resolve conflict associated
with climate change-related threats and their impacts.

•

Free migration associations with Pacific Islands in the event of relocation due to climate change
impact can be a more cost-effective way than investing in adaptation plans to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions.

“Climate change is the critical issue of our time. Our region can be at the vanguard of
solutions to the climate-security challenge”
- H.E. Ambassador Craig Hawke, Permanent Representative of New Zealand to
the United Nations
With global sea levels climbing on average of 2-3 millimetres each year due to climate change, many
Pacific Islands are at risk. As sea levels continue to rise, many inhabitants will be forced to move to
higher ground, or even relocate to another island. Several low-lying islands in the region have
already disappeared under rising seas, and many more are being threatened. This is an existential
threat with significant security implications.
According to a 2014 assessment from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),
climate change is a risk to sovereignty, state integrity, human security and peace, and these risks are
interdependent and mutually reinforcing. This is particularly the case in the Pacific, where climate
change poses risks to territory (as a result of sea-level rise and coastal erosion), critical infrastructure
and economies, especially the agriculture and fisheries sectors. Climate change can also increase
tensions within states through a combination of impacts on livelihoods, urban areas and state

1

effectiveness. This is compounded by extreme weather events, such as cyclones, and the
disappearance of low-lying islands, and with it cultural heritage and land ownership.
In the event of relocation, resettlement processes for climate-displaced persons and communities
need to be managed properly, especially as land tenure and ownership issues are the biggest
contributing factors to conflict in the Pacific. Renegotiating land rights in situations where land is lost
to sea will be a challenge. And it is not just about land, as reefs, lagoons and oceans can have just as
much, if not more, value and importance to Pacific Islanders. It will be important to address
maritime boundaries in a sensitive way, especially as conflict can arise when climate change impacts
exclusive economic zones (EEZs), such as through transboundary migration of valuable fishstock.
There is concern that climate change will cause a decline in the abundance of pelagic fish, causing
increasing tensions around access and within EEZs, and there are projections that most commercial
species of tuna will move further eastward, thereby decreasing the potential value of access fees to
countries in the West, and increasing them in countries to the East. Peacefully managing these
changes within the region’s fisheries and the increased interest from outside parties will require
strategic planning and solidarity among Pacific Island countries.
While many problems can be addressed through adaptation, broaching the land (and sea) tenure
conversation among communities in a changing environment will be harder. Here, indigenous
systems can play a role. Much can be gained from indigenous knowledge and its contribution to the
climate change-security discourse. The use of cultural methods in anticipating conflict and trying to
resolve conflict can be effective for addressing climate change-related threats and their impacts. The
idea of resilience and adaptation is ingrained in Pacific societies, with its long history of sea-based
and migratory cultures. This includes traditional dialogue processes from the top down and bottom
up to discuss shared futures. In relation to meeting the climate change and the security challenge, it
is the ethics of migration, adaptation and collectivism that can be invoked in order to adapt and
survive.
At the national and regional level, governments in the Pacific will need to deal with increasing
natural disasters and their costs. A vastly enhanced commitment to support adaptation in the region
will be required to mitigate these risks. This includes investments in climate-resilient infrastructure
in both rural and urban areas, healthcare, education and rule of law, particularly in regards to
resolving disputes over property rights and access to land, to promote peace and order. There is also
a need for regional mechanisms that promote adaptation and peacebuilding, such as a regional
centre for adaptation innovation and a regional adaptation trust fund. Some even call for a regional
mechanism that allows free and unrestricted movement of people within and between the region
and Australia, New Zealand and the United States of America.
The US already has a free association compact with Micronesia, the Marshall Islands and Palau.
However, unlike New Zealand’s relationship with the Cook Islands, the US does not bestow
citizenship on these three Pacific nations. Some experts believe that free association should include
citizenship, especially in a situation where inhabitants have to relocate because of climate impacts
that make their communities no longer viable. This could prove to be more cost-effective than
investing in adaptation plans to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

2

Even though climate change poses an existential threat to humankind in the decades to come, the
nature of climate change is in many cases incremental and somewhat distant, and therefore easy to
place as a lower priority than more immediate peace and security issues. It is for this reason that
climate change still does not feature prominently in the United Nations Security Council, much to
the disappointment of Pacific island states. Despite this, many agree that building and reinforcing
partnerships to leverage existing capacities to address the climate change-security nexus within and
outside the UN system remain key, as well as the need to ensure the issue remains high on the
agenda in the lead up to the Climate Action Summit in 2019 and beyond.
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Session 2: Climate-Security Challenges in the Pacific – Country and Regional
Experiences
Takeaways
•

Pacific countries need support to strengthen national government action plans and security
strategies to build and maintain resilience and commit to large-scale “climate-proof” adaptation
and mitigation activities.

•

More regional efforts, such as commitments made in the Boe Declaration, are key to driving
collective action in tackling the climate-security challenge.

•

To acknowledge the urgency of sea-level rise, the UN International Law Commission should
move the issue from its long-term programme to its active programme of work.

•

Pacific leaders want to see the UN appoint a special adviser specifically dedicated to climate
change and security issues.

“Entire island nations are at threat, with their sovereignty and identity at stake. We are
committed to strengthening relations with Pacific islands to address challenges posed
by climate change.”
- Rosemary DiCarlo, Under-Secretary-General for Political and Peacebuilding
Affairs
The Pacific is on the frontline of climate change and vulnerable to its impacts. In March 2015,
Tropical Cyclone Pam, one of the worst storms ever to hit the region, wreaked havoc in Vanuatu,
killing 16 people and displacing thousands. It destroyed the majority of the country’s crops,
damaged 50% of its schools and wiped out 65% of the economy. This was followed by two years of
drought. In 2018, Cyclone Gita struck Tonga, impacting 80,000 people and causing $164 million in
damage; fortunately, no lives were lost thanks to early warning systems.
Increased climate variability and extreme weather patterns can reverse years of economic
development in a matter of hours, and sudden and slow-onset disasters are putting increased
pressure on local communities. Sea-level rise, for example, threatens the security of various critical
aspects of life in the Pacific, including the natural environment, maritime limits and boundaries,
natural resource bases, health, food, water, cultural practices and communal integrity.
Several islands belonging to the Solomon Islands and Federated States of Micronesia have
reportedly already been submerged by sea-level rise, and several villages in the Pacific, including in
Fiji and the Solomon Islands, have already relocated due to coastal inundation caused by sea-level
rise. Samoa is no exception and is working on a number of “climate-proof” activities, such as the
World Bank-supported climate resilient transport project, a Global Climate Change Alliance-funded
marine resource management project, and a two million tree planting campaign to help rehabilitate
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degraded land areas. The country also aims to ban single-use plastic bags in time for the Pacific
Games, to be held in Samoa in July 2019.
Other responses to tackling climate change throughout the Pacific have included a number of
adaptation strategies, such as planting more resilient crop types, and improving food preservation
techniques and storage capacity of water. It also calls for delivering effective early warning systems
and stricter building codes, and strengthening well-coordinated national government action plans
and security strategies to build and maintain resilience. These need to be better coordinated
through a regional approach.
In 2018, Pacific leaders signed on to the Boe Declaration at the Pacific Islands Forum in Nauru,
reaffirming that climate change remains the single greatest threat to the livelihoods, security and
well-being of the peoples of the Pacific. The declaration expands the concept of security to include
human security, humanitarian assistance, prioritizing environmental security and regional
cooperation in building resilience to disasters and climate change. In particular, it endorses a “Blue
Pacific” identity to drive collective action to develop regional action plans, capacities and response
systems. The declaration also commits signatories to follow through on the promises made in the
2015 Paris Agreement on climate change.
The Boe Declaration is one example where Pacific island nations are working together to influence
the climate change agenda and its security implications at the regional level. But more support is
needed at the international level, especially from the UN, to advance the concerns of Pacific voices,
including the need for mobilizing resources and finances to address risk and migration issues. Some
steps have been made, such as the inclusion of sea-level rise in relation to international law and
maritime boundaries being included on the UN International Law Commission’s long-term
programme of work. But, in order for the topic to be considered in a more substantive manner,
many SIDS are advocating for the topic to be moved to the commission’s active programme of work.
This would acknowledge the urgency and importance of securing the region's maritime boundaries
as a key issue for the development and security of the region. Several Pacific leaders have also called
on the UN Secretary-General to appoint a Special Adviser on Climate Change and Security, and for
the UN Security Council to appoint a Special Rapporteur to produce a regular review of global,
regional and national security threats caused by climate change.
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Session 3: Climate-Security Risk Assessment Frameworks – Developing
Pacific-relevant Tools and Approaches
Takeaways
•

An UN-wide, climate-related security risk assessment framework is being developed and has the
potential to find common understanding on the climate change-security nexus and close the
gaps between the consequences of climate change and plans and preparations on the ground.

•

Such a tool would be more useful to the Pacific at the country level as opposed to the regional
level.

•

The framework would benefit from the development of climate change scenarios to serve as a
catalyst for better planning and preparation.

•

Other regional frameworks, like one developed by the Caribbean Disaster and Emergency
Management Agency (CDEMA), could be useful for the Pacific, but needs to draw on its local
institutions and experience.

“A robust response to tackling the climate change-security challenge should include
integrated risk assessments, best practices and better cross-border cooperation to
address vulnerabilities.”

- H.E. Marlene Moses, Permanent Representative of Nauru to the United Nations
The UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA) outlined a climate-related security
risk assessment framework to address climate risk prevention and management strategies
throughout the United Nations system. The framework is not to be used as a predictive tool or
statistical assessment, but rather as a conceptual approach to find common understanding and
improve performance and collaboration when it comes to climate change and security. The target
audience would be the UN system as early adopters of the approach, and if successful, taken up by
Member States.
The assessment process is based on three steps: define the objective of assessment; identify most
severe risks and develop a coherent, holistic understanding of pathways; and identify response
options to prevent, mitigate or manage the impact of climate-related security. The three dimensions
are captured by the formula: climate-related security risks = hazard x exposure x vulnerability and
coping capacity. (Hazards include heat waves, desertification, floods, etc.; exposure means affected
populations, affected assets and the economic fabric; and vulnerability and coping capacity refers to
community mechanisms, state mechanisms, governance, organized migration, vulnerable groups,
etc.)
Many agreed that the risk assessment framework would be more useful to the Pacific region as a
tool at the country (or even sub-national) level, as opposed to the regional level, particularly as there
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is so much diversity across Oceania; for example, given the substantive differences in land tenure
arrangements from Tonga to Fiji to Papua New Guinea. Before the framework is rolled out, it should
be piloted at the country level and complemented with the development of climate change
scenarios to serve as a catalyst for better planning and preparation. Scenario development is one
way to advance thinking in the face of great uncertainty. Such scenarios about future climateinduced events may be startling or shocking enough to prompt greater action today.
The Pacific region can also look to other existing frameworks from other regions for guidance. A
Caribbean Disaster and Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA) action plan, for example, plays a
key role in advancing the climate resilience agenda in the Caribbean region from a climate security
perspective. It is focused on human security, which encompasses traditional security as well as
economic development, social protection and environmental security demands. The plan is based
on: strengthening capacity, knowledge and regional coordination in support of humanitarian crises;
advancing food and water security, and a renewable energy transition; and advocating for stronger
political support for the regional climate and security agenda.
The success of the action plan is based on strong regional institutions and expertise on climate
science and modelling to improve predictive capabilities as well as data and information sharing.
Existing institutional infrastructure for climate adaptation, regional disaster response, resilience and
security provides a platform for more integrated and comprehensive risk management activities. The
considerable climate resilience expertise of the Caribbean has applicability for other SIDS, such as in
the Pacific. However, local ownership and expertise in the Pacific are essential for mapping their
own action plans, especially as a good knowledge base already exists.
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Session 4: Responding to Climate-Security Challenges in the Pacific – The Role
of the United Nations in Supporting Regional and National Efforts
Takeaways
•

The United Nations has a strong role to play in responding to climate-security challenges
through its collective capacities and is looking to pilot risk assessment frameworks in volunteer
countries.

•

The UN Peacebuilding Fund should be used to invest in projects that address climate-security
issues in the Pacific.

•

The UN Secretary-General’s visit to the Pacific was seen as an opportunity to capture the
region’s concerns on climate change and security and will help ensure the issue is high on the
agenda at the Climate Action Summit in September.

•

The UN Department of Peace Operations could use its experience to monitor military plans to
anticipate changes required by climate change complications; Member State military advisers at
their UN Missions can help drive policy on the security implications of climate change.

“We are moving into a reality where climate impacts are a threat in themselves that can
undermine peace, cause social and political tensions, and create new fault lines. The
international community is becoming increasingly concerned that we need to address
the interplay between impacts of climate change and sustaining peace at the highest
political level.”
-

Fekitamoeloa Katoa ‘Utoikamanu, UN High Representative for the Least
Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island
Developing States

Despite the doom and gloom often associated with sea-level rise and extreme weather events, the
Pacific region has shown to be resilient; although hit hard by Cyclone Pam, Vanuatu is bouncing back
four years after the Category 5 storm. But the region will need more support to mitigate and adapt
to climate change impacts. Here, the United Nations, such as the Department of Political and
Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA), can play a role in responding to climate-security challenges by focusing
on the following areas: collective and analytical capacities; working better with national and regional
actors; building stronger institutions to promote social cohesion; and promoting national ownership.
While there is concern that the climate-security challenge is not viewed as enough of a priority to
make it on the agenda of United Nations Security Council, there are other ways to address this
critical issue across the UN system. One area is at the UN’s field support and peacekeeping
operations level, including troop contributions. The collective forces of the UN troop contributors
have tremendous untapped potential to lead on climate mitigation. Collectively, the defense
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establishments of the UN Member States have the potential to leverage their resources – the US
military, for example, uses more fossil fuels than any other institution in the world – in their home
nations to demonstrate leadership by example on mitigation and sustainability.
Within the UN system itself, the Department of Peace Operations (DPO) has experience in producing
strategic military planning and has the capacity to produce military guidance documents for Member
States engaged in UN peacekeeping operations. It could use this experience to monitor military plans
to anticipate changes required by climate change complications, specifying climate-related core
competencies of force or operational requirements for personnel and unit equipment.
DPO is also well positioned to address climate and security considerations manifesting in UN
peacekeeping operations. Its geographically-based teams and integrated operations teams can
incorporate climate security advice to the heads of military components of deployed operations and
encourage its inclusion in the field’s operational reporting. For example, UN peacekeeping force
commanders can be briefed by DPO on climate and security considerations to be on the lookout for
what either affects their operations or planning in some way, or that impacts on the stability and
well-being of the communities they are entrusted to protect. New force commanders can be briefed
on climate-security issues before taking command, and UN officials in the field that support the
force commanders can also add climate and security-related analysis and reporting to their tasks. In
addition, a network of military advisers based at their respective UN Missions in New York can be a
valuable resource to tap into to help drive policy on the security implications of climate change.
Climate change also poses risks to human security, and responses require tailored solutions to
prevent conflict that can arise from climate impacts. Incorporating climate impacts into
peacebuilding efforts have traditionally been more reactionary as opposed to preventative, but this
is starting to change. The United Nations Peacebuilding Fund (PBF) – which was established to
provide more sustained engagement in support of countries emerging from conflict – currently has
projects that address climate security in the Sahel and water scarcity in Yemen, but is interested in
expanding its programme in the Pacific to incorporate climate-security impacts. What all these
projects have in common is a space for dialogue and local solutions. To consolidate any
peacebuilding dividends, the consequences of climate change must be factored in and must have
national ownership, as outlined in the Boe Declaration.
The visit of the UN Secretary-General to the Pacific region in May 2019 was seen as a good
opportunity to capture the region’s concerns on climate change and security. Insights from the trip
should feed into the High-Level Review of the SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action (SAMOA)
Pathway in September 2019, as well as the agenda of the UN Secretary-General’s Climate Action
Summit, also in September. These will be good venues to strengthen partnerships and focus on
workable action to tackle the climate-security challenge.
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SECTION 2: BACKGROUND PAPERS
Climate Change and Security: Findings from the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change Fifth Assessment Report and their Implications for the
Pacific Islands
Jon Barnett, Australian Research Council Laureate Professor, School of Geography, University of
Melbourne
Key message
•

The 2014 assessment from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded
that climate change is a risk to sovereignty, state integrity, human security and peace, and that
these risks are interdependent and mutually reinforcing.

Five key lessons from this report and their implications for the Pacific Small Island Developing States
(SIDS) are as follows:
1.
Climate change poses risks to the territory, critical infrastructure and economic structure of
small island states. Managing these risks demands deep cuts in emissions to slow the rate of change
so that adaptation strategies can take effect, and requires a vastly enhanced commitment to support
adaptation in the region.
2.
Climate change may increase tensions within states through a combination of impacts on
livelihoods, urban areas and state effectiveness. A vastly enhanced commitment to support
adaptation in the region is required to manage these risks, including: a renewed focus on sustainable
rural development; a focused programme of activity on planning, infrastructure and social services in
urban areas; and investments in strengthening justice systems, the rule of law, and processes for
resolving disputes over property rights.
3.
Violence increases vulnerability to climate change, and this includes domestic violence which
can limit the adaptation opportunities available for women and children. Strategies to reduce
domestic violence are therefore the same strategies that protect human security and enhance the
capacity of Pacific Island populations to adapt to climate change.
4.
Poorly designed climate change interventions can increase the risk of violence as these can
change property rights, economic opportunities and access to services, all of which may increase
inequality and grievances. Mechanisms for screening climate change mitigation and adaptation
projects for their potential to increase violence are necessary.
5.
There is significant scope for regional mechanisms that promote adaptation and
peacebuilding, such as: a regional centre for adaptation innovation; an index-based regional disaster
insurance mechanism; a regional adaptation trust fund; a regional climate change and security
forum; and a regional migration union that allows free and unrestricted movement of people within
and between the region and Australia, New Zealand and the United States of America.
11

Confronting Climate Change and Grappling with Security: Framing OutwardLooking Pacific Indigenous Solutions
Malakai Koloamatangi, Pasifika Director, Massey University
Key messages
•

Development partners and actors need to seriously consider existing indigenous, not just
traditional, knowledge and approaches in meeting the climate change-security challenge.

•

Cultural approaches are being used increasingly by communities to offset the impact of climate
change.

•

More research is required to understand Pacific indigenous knowledge and its possible
contribution to the climate change-security discourse.

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to analyse existing Pacific indigenous thinking and practices holistically
in order to sketch the rudiments of a possible paradigm, or hopefully a transformative dynamic
paradigm, that is comprised of existing and past cultural learnings; cultural in the sense that such
wisdom is normally imbued and conveyed by tradition or via traditional means, but normally
encompasses a myriad of factors not normally conceptualized as cultural, including development,
geopolitics and governance. In other words, culture provides a basis for a multi-dimensional analysis.
The objective is to use this learning to anticipate, mitigate and consequently to fashion an approach
to meet the climate change and security challenge. The logic behind the approach is that organic
cultural thinking and practices in encountering phenomena, whether from the inside or without,
mainly because of their “longitudinal effect”, have been tested by time and proven to be effective.
Otherwise, they would have lost their efficacy and relevance becoming redundant. Pacific cultures
are semiotic, so metaphors (and abstraction) are unavoidable in their analysis.
The blue continent
The overarching narrative that underlies the following discussion is the idea of the blue continent,
blue Pacific or aquatic continent. Their uses as metaphors and literal representations of the Pacific
are fast gaining currency at the regional level. It is increasingly referred to by academics,
researchers, civil society organizations and to a certain extent the public.
The narrative emanates from the following matrix: Pacific cultures are maritime-based initially
because of the “great migration” from north Asia.1 One of the habits learned during the sea
existence is the idea of sharing and being economical with possessions. Living in limited space on a
canoe precludes being individualistic; it is just not practical or possible. The idea of the extended
family became the most effective unit of organization, particularly when facing uncertainty, scarcity
1

I rely on Helu for the main contours of the following characterization. ‘I.F. Helu, Critical essays: cultural perspectives from the South Seas,
1999.
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and challenges due to the provision of reciprocity and collective security in a constrained and limited
space.
This sea-based and migratory culture was kept alive for millennia through custom and cultural
memory, but Pacific cultures eventually settled on land. Tongan philosopher Futa Helu suggests this
is reflected in the Maui myths where the Maui’s legendary exploits originated in the ocean, for
example, fishing up of lands, eventually to Maui being land-based, for example, from snaring the sun
to becoming an agriculturalist. In relation to meeting the climate change and security challenge, it is
the ethics of migration, survival, adaptation, development, collectivism and va (“space”) relational
values that have to be invoked and strengthened if workable practical solutions are to be found.
Indigenous frameworks
The following processes are possible ways of operationalizing the blue continent idea:
Talanoa
I define the concept of talanoa stipulatively and generally, while respecting the academic discourse
that the concept has generated2 and the attempts at its practical usage,3 to mean a way of talking
and listening to each other in an environment that is free, just, equal and non-confrontational
(because critical and conflictual viewpoints are not encouraged). It is a way of tala
(telling/conversing) without a predetermined noa (void, nothingness) goal or outcome in mind. In
other words, talanoa lends itself easily to multiple contexts as a way of strengthening relationships
and communicating common understanding among people, whether related or not. Talanoa is now
employed throughout the Pacific as a tool for conversation and cultivating relationships.
Tālanga
Tālanga is the overarching analytical framework that will be used to assess climate change and
security in the Pacific. Tālanga, I take to be both different and similar to talanoa, but only insofar as
the two concepts are about conversations and relationships. Tālanga is used here as both an
extension of talanoa in the sense that it is no longer focused on the conversation and relationships,
but that this formative/initial stage of relationship building has led to a progressive movement
“forward”. Not only has the conversation become more focused on an agreed objective and desired
outcome, but it has also become focused on a practical outcome. I must point out that the use of
tālanga, especially in more ceremonial settings in Tongan culture, can be discursive and dialectical,
but usually with the common desire for an accepted outcome. It is this dual nature of tālanga that
makes it attractive.4 I am aware that the concept is used in other Pacific cultures, such as Samoan
culture, with either different or similar meanings to how it is used in the Tongan context. Tongan
etymology and its characterizations underpin my use of tālanga.
Specifically, I employ tālanga to depict the conversation and relationship building about climate
change and security in the Pacific. I also use the concept to project the solidifying Pacific response to
the impacts of climate change in order for Pacific Islanders and others to understand what is
2

Vaioleti, Talanoa research methodology: a developing position on pacific research, 2006; Latu, Divisions within Tongan Methodism: The
Impact of Fakatonga and Fakakainga, 2011; Latu, Ko E Tala-Tukufakaholo ‘O Tonga (Historio-Art and Crafting, Historio-Graphing and
Historio-Grafting of the Past of Tonga): An Alter-Native Historiography of Tonga from an Insider Kainanga-E-Fonua Perspective, 2015.
3 For example, https://talanoadialogue.com; https://unfccc.int/topics/2018-talanoa-dialogue-platform.
4
Vaka'uta, Talanga: A Tongan Mode of Interpretation, 2010.

13

occurring at the grassroots and community level. Finally, I use tālanga to point to the increasing use
of indigenous traditional knowledge, approaches and systems to respond to the climate change
challenge. Let me introduce two other manifestations and transformations of tālanga that help to
set it up, potentially, as a political analytical framework and conflict prevention and resolution
mechanism.
Tālanga as a political analytical framework
I have pointed out the use of tālanga generally and ceremonially as a method for genuine free
discussion, where differences can be voiced and which could lead to conflict. However, the fact that
there is a common desire for an equitable and effective outcome ensures that the discussants are
bound to the discussion commonly without the option of exiting. This genuine desire for an
outcome, which is most likely to be made up of negotiated and shared views, guarantees that the
eventual decision and position produced is made up of the different points of view, in a similar way
to the process of talanoa. However, where tālanga might differ from talanoa is in relation to the
discussants’ expressed intention of tā (cut, deconstruct) and subsequently to langa (reconstruct,
develop).5 I consider the dialogic nature of tālanga as grafting where different positions are collated
to form a collective position, even if it is an uneasy amalgamation. The actual development and
reconstruction of previously different and deconstructed positions into a synthesis, whether in
ideology or practical terms, I refer to as crafting.6
The Pacific and indigenous response to climate change and its implications for the “security
environment” can be easily analysed through the tālanga (grafting and crafting) political lens
because of the need for collective action aiming for an outcome that is predicated on the “common
good”. The idea, whether political or not, that authenticity is “real” is contentious.7 It is more likely
that social enterprise, no less than individual identities are not “pure” constructs, but consists of a
conglomeration of factors, opinions and genes. Tālanga also lends itself easily to political analysis
because, as I have argued, it is particularly relevant for bringing about concrete and real world
solutions by combining the new and the old.
Tālanga Fakafonua – National dialogue as a conflict prevention and resolution tool
There is another aspect of tālanga, which makes it pertinent as a conflict prevention and resolution
tool. This is its ability not only to encourage the achievement of group goals, but that it can act as a
safe, practical platform on which to pursue group outcomes. The Tongan (and Samoan) saying fofola
e fala kae alea/tālanga e kainga (literally, roll out the mat so that the family – nuclear and extended
– can talk on it) explains this.8 An additional feature of tālanga in this context is that while honest,
and at times disruptive, discussion is encouraged, at no time should it deteriorate to the point of
physical conflict, because that would defeat the purpose of the tālanga. This is true for family- and
community-level discussion as well as for national-level forums, or tālanga fakafonua.

5

Shown most clearly in Vaka’uta’s “alter-native” idea.
Grafting and crafting, which are not new concepts, are being used increasingly in scholarship to highlight a phenomenon that has existed
perhaps since time immemorial, but are often overlooked and taken for granted. They are particularly relevant for the Pacific region
because of the juxtaposition between existing knowledge and other knowledge/belief systems and the need for practical approaches that
are inclusive (Koloamatangi 2016, 2016a; di Palma 1992).
7 For example, see Kolo (1996).
8 The ‘mat’ can be literal, a different physical form, philosophical, symbolic or, in the case of ‘Epeli Hau’ofa’s ‘Sea of Islands’ (1993), watery
and oceanic.
6
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Stigant and Murray9 discuss the utility of national dialogues as a conflict transformation tool in
African nations. They propose key principles such as inclusion, transparency and public participation,
a credible convener, and an agenda that addresses the root causes of conflict, a clear mandate and
appropriate rules and procedures to guide the dialogue and an agreed mechanism to implement the
outcomes as crucial for the success of the dialogue. Although, as they caution, there are no
guarantees as to the successful outcome of particular dialogues and there is not a one-size-fits-all
template, the fact that the use of dialogues as conflict transformation tools is increasing
demonstrates their usefulness.
Interestingly too, Ireland has instituted a National Dialogue on Climate Action10 “to build awareness,
engagement and motivation to act in relation to the challenges presented by climate change”. It is
government-led, aiming “to create structures, information flows and events to facilitate discussion
and deliberation on responses to climate change challenges, as well as enabling and empowering
action at local, regional and national levels”. The strength of the initiative is in its formal sanctioning
by government. In the Pacific context, the approach would be strengthened by cultural protocols
and processes outside government circles. They could be further enforced if they are sanctioned by
national governments.
Tālanga fakafonua as an approach is increasingly being used in the Pacific to decide issues of
national importance, whether it is for reconciliation in the Solomon Islands or Bougainville, climate
change and its effects in Kiribati, or post-coup discussions in Fiji. A tālanga fakafonua was held on
democracy in Tonga in October 2017. The only other comparable national forum on this subject was
perhaps the Convention on the Tongan Constitution and Democracy in 1992. Although not without
teething issues, the tālanga was successful for several reasons. One, it was inclusive of all sides of
the democracy discourse, including the royal family. Second, it had clear practical objectives. Third, it
was organized and conducted independently by a New Zealand university in genuine partnership
with a local NGO, which was recognized by participants and attendees with respect. Lastly, the
proceedings were held in the Tongan language, following clear cultural protocols.
A tālanga fakafonua on conflict prevention, resolution and transformation could utilize the
philosophical as well as the practical underpinnings discussed here, but tailored to suit local, cultural
conditions. In terms of the process, there needs to a two-way approach where input is systematically
gathered from a series of local, district, provincial tālanga that is conveyed to and tabled at the
national tālanga. Similarly, the proceedings from the national dialogue have to be properly filtered
back down to the lower levels. Government buy-in is crucial as it not only needs to sponsor the
national forum, but also monitor that resolutions are implemented at the appropriate levels. The
overall aim of the tālanga process would be an effective and focused collective deliberation and
action, based on people relationships and shared futures.
Resilience and adaptation
The notion of adaptation inherent in Pacific cultural thinking and practice, it is suggested, may have
come from the migration and settlement of the Pacific, when the arduous journey across the Pacific
9

Stigant and Murray, National dialogues: a tool for conflict transformation? https://www.usip.org/publications/2015/10/nationaldialogues-tool-conflict-transformation.
10 Department of Communications, Climate Action & Environment, National Dialogue on Climate Action, https://www.dccae.gov.ie/enie/climate-action/topics/national-dialogue-on-climate-action/Pages/default.aspx.
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would have required resilience in the face of adversity over millennia so that adaptation and
acceptance of disasters and environmental change was a fact of life if one were to survive.11
This “tradition” has given rise to the use of customary calendars to prepare for anticipated natural
phenomena such as floods and hurricanes, in their appointed time (migration of fowls and animal
life, for example, to safer roosts indicate that a storm is coming). Or the way that the spirituality
which pervades Pacific lives gives strength of conviction in survival techniques. Or the construction
of artificial islands as living habitats, for example in Pohnpei in Micronesia, long before the arrival of
Europeans. Or the non-reliance on fuel-powered sea crafts where sailing vessels were the norm
(sailing ships now regularly sail between the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea). Or the food
storage and preservation methods that ensured a sustainable food supply. Or the deep
understanding of changing weather patterns and their impacts on sources of sustenance.12 The most
valuable aspect of indigenous knowledge is its “longitudinal extent”. In fact, a strong case can be
made for propping up indigenous knowledge and methods in confronting the climate changesecurity nexus as the “mainstream” and not the “alternative” to other knowledge systems.
Security and conflict resolution mechanisms
The easing of the potential tensions, which could lead to conflict and insecure environments that
comes from utilizing indigenous approaches, is an important, but largely unexplored aspect of the
climate change, security and conflict intersection. It is clear that climate change is a threat multiplier.
However, I have pointed to the potential conflict prevention and ability of tālanga fakafonua.
The talanoa process has been tested in Fiji in efforts to heal the social rifts left by the coups. The
reconciliation process in the Solomon Islands after the 1997-2003 ethnic violence followed a similar
process. Another possible approach is the ifoga process in Samoa where the offenders submit to a
ritual and public humiliation process while seeking forgiveness from the aggrieved party. After the
Tongan riots of 2006, the government set about creating a reconciliation process using similar
methods to tālanga and talanoa. These cultural approaches, generally, start the process of
reconciliation and resolution by “blunting” the sharp edges of the reasons for conflict. Other gains
can then be built on this initial engagement.

11
12

Bryant-Tokalau, Indigenous Pacific Approaches to Climate Change, 3.
Bryant-Tokalau, 86-87.
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Sea-Level Rise and Security in the Pacific
Clement Yow Mulalap, Legal Adviser, Permanent Mission of the Federated States of Micronesia to
the United Nations
Key messages
•

Sea-level rise threatens the security of various critical aspects of life in the Pacific, including,
inter alia, the natural environment, maritime limits and boundaries, natural resource bases,
health, food, water, cultural practices and communal integrity.

•

The Federated States of Micronesia, along with the rest of the members of the Pacific Islands
Forum, has advocated for an authoritative examination of the legal implications of sea-level rise,
including by the International Law Commission. Such an examination will, among other things,
clarify the extent to which sea-level rise triggers international law considerations related to the
security threats listed above.

•

Recognizing ongoing threats faced by Small Island Developing States, sea-level rise in relation to
international law has been included on the UN International Law Commission’s long-term
programme of work; in order for the topic to be considered in a more substantive manner, many
SIDS are advocating for the topic to be moved to the ILC’s active programme of work.

Discussion
Over three days in June 2011, Columbia Law School hosted a conference titled “Threatened Island
Nations: Legal Implications of Rising Seas and a Changing Climate.” The conference attracted
hundreds of lawyers, government officials and law scholars, all of whom tackled a dizzying array of
questions and issues of international law pertaining to sea-level rise and climate change, including
impacts on maritime baselines, migration and Statehood. Representatives from the Republic of the
Marshall Islands and Grenada – both Small Island Developing States (SIDS) – made significant
contributions at the conference, putting human faces to the slow but steady deleterious effects of
sea-level rise and climate change among SIDS, including effects on health, food, water, territorial
integrity and Statehood. Still, despite the high level of interest and the active participation of
attendees in the three days of discussions, the conference raised more questions than answers.
What, exactly, are the legal implications of sea-level rise and related natural phenomena, including
in terms of the law of the sea?
Sea-level rise is an urgent and pressing security matter for the Pacific, as well as for all other coastal
states around the world and the rest of the international community with interests in the ocean and
its resources. A large number of Pacific islands are only 2-3 metres in elevation. Several islands
belonging to the Solomon Islands and Federated States of Micronesia have reportedly already been
submerged by sea-level rise, and a number of villages in the Pacific (e.g. in Fiji and the Solomon
Islands) have already relocated due to coastal inundation caused by sea-level rise. This type of
human migration induced by sea-level rise will likely occur in other parts of the world throughout
this century and beyond, especially from low-lying atolls and coastal areas.
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In addition, sea-level rise has the potential to impact: a country’s Statehood; maritime
baselines/boundaries; exploitation of maritime resources, which is dependent on stable maritime
baselines, boundaries and zones; and human rights, including the right to enjoy the ocean and its
resources for sustenance, shelter and cultural/religious practices.
Approximately six years after the Columbia Law School conference, during the United Nations
Conference to Support the Implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 14 of the 2030 Agenda
in June 2017, the Honorable Enele Sopoaga, Prime Minister of Tuvalu, delivered a statement that
highlighted the legal complications posed by sea-level rise. Noting that the drafters of the 1982
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) did not anticipate that maritime
baselines could potentially shift due to sea-level rise, Prime Minister Sopoaga called on the
International Law Commission (ILC) to provide “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” generated by those baselines under UNCLOS.
The Honorable Enele Sopoaga’s entreaty set off a chain of events. In October 2017, H.E. Ambassador
Amatlain E. Kabua, the Permanent Representative of the Republic of the Marshall Islands to the
United Nations, on behalf of the Pacific Small Island Developing States (PSIDS), delivered a statement
in the Sixth Committee (the UN’s Legal Committee) of the 72nd Session of the UN General Assembly
that, among other things, called on the ILC “to include legal implications of sea-level rise as a topic
on its Long-Term Programme of Work as soon as possible, including consideration of questions
which may be unique to atoll nations and other low-lying small island developing states.”
During the same session, the Federated States of Micronesia delivered a statement in the Sixth
Committee that aligned with the PSIDS statement delivered by Ambassador Kabua and expanded on
the PSIDS statement by highlighting several subjects of international law that the ILC could study as
part of the sea-level rise topic: the law of the sea (particularly, but not limited to, the impacts of sealevel rise on the drawing and permanence of maritime baselines and maritime zones), Statehood,
human rights and human migration.
The next year, inspired in part by the statements from the PSIDS, five members of the ILC produced
a syllabus for the topic “Sea-level rise in relation to international law” that mirrors many of the
elements advanced by the Federated States of Micronesia and the rest of the PSIDS, and envisions
the establishment of a Study Group to examine those elements. In August 2018, just a few months
after the production of the syllabus and less than a year after the PSIDS statements in the Sixth
Committee, the full ILC decided to place the topic of “Sea-level rise in relation to international law”
on its long-term programme of work.
The placement of the topic on its long-term programme of work does not guarantee that the ILC will
actually consider the topic in a substantive manner. To do so, the ILC must move the topic to its
active programme of work. Toward that end, in September of 2018, during the 28th Meeting of
Smaller Island States Leaders in Nauru, the President of the Federated States of Micronesia joined
leaders from Tuvalu, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, the Republic of Palau and
the Cook Islands in adopting a summary of decisions that, among other things, “recognized the
pressing and ongoing threats faced by Smaller Island States regarding the effects of sea level rise and
supported the decision to request the International Law Commission to place the topic of ‘Sea Level
Rise in relation to international law’ on its long term programme of work, as well as its active
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programme of work in order to examine the international law implications of sea-level rise as a
matter of extreme urgency.” A few days later, the Leaders of the 49th Meeting of the Pacific Islands
Forum (i.e. a larger grouping of Pacific States that includes the PSIDS as well as Australia and New
Zealand) issued a communiqué that, among other things, endorsed the summary of decisions from
the 28th Smaller Island States Meeting (inclusive of the call for the ILC to move the sea-level rise
topic to its active programme of work). With that, the Pacific region made clear that it was
committed at the highest levels to pursuing an authoritative examination of the legal implications of
sea-level rise, including in relation to law of the sea issues, Statehood and the protection of persons
(e.g. human migration, human rights), all of which implicate numerous security concerns for the
Pacific.
As of this writing, the ILC has not yet formally decided whether to move the topic to its active
programme of work. However, signs are promising that it will decide to do so sometime this
summer. Last October, Ambassador Kabua delivered a statement in the Sixth Committee of the
United Nations General Assembly on behalf of the Pacific Islands Forum (thus including Australia and
New Zealand) that clearly tied the issue of sea-level rise to pressing security challenges in the Pacific.
In her statement, Ambassador Kabua stressed that the leaders of the Pacific Islands Forum
“acknowledged the urgency and importance of securing the region's maritime boundaries as a key
issue for the development and security of our region... While sea-level rise poses significant
development, economic and environmental challenges, the phenomenon also raises complex and
pressing questions in international law. We therefore call on the Commission to move the topic of
‘Sea-level rise in relation to international law’ to its current programme of work in order to examine
the international law implications of sea level rise as a matter of extreme urgency.”
Including the members of the Pacific Islands Forum, over 100 Member States of the United Nations
General Assembly (coastal and landlocked, developing and developed, from all major regions of the
world) spoke positively in the Sixth Committee about the ILC’s decision to put the topic on its longterm programme of work, and nearly all of those Member States explicitly called on the ILC to move
the topic to its active programme of work as soon as possible. Given this overwhelming call from the
international community, it is likely that the ILC will take a decision on the matter soon.
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Climate Security Risk Assessment and Management in the Caribbean
Shiloh Fetzek, Senior Fellow for International Affairs, Center for Climate and Security
Key messages
•

The Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency’s action plan focuses on strengthening
knowledge and coordination on climate security, food and water security, energy
security/transition and building political support for the agenda.

•

Key principles for implementation include networking regional institutions, data and information
sharing, building and strengthening regional governance structures, incentivizing resilience, and
public participation and engagement.

•

Policy-makers have unprecedented foresight on future climate threats to the region, including
predictive capacities deriving from regional research institutions. This gives security,
development and political actors a responsibility to prepare for multifaceted security threats on
the horizon.

Regional climate risks
Sea levels are rising in the Caribbean and are projected to be 24-84cm higher by 2050 compared
with 2000 levels. This will have significant implications for the region’s economy and livelihoods,
especially as an estimated 90% of economic activity in the region takes place on the coastline and
60% of all Caribbean nationals live in coastal areas. Significant drying is projected by mid-century and
within 20-30 years mass coral bleaching events in the Eastern Caribbean could occur twice a year.
Combined, these will generate additional stresses on food and water security and commercial fishing
and tourism, which accounts for a significant portion of many Caribbean countries’ GDP.
While the region is facing an increasing number of climatic risks, it has acquired considerable
experience in building resilience to extreme weather events. This is due in part to a response to its
exposure to tropical cyclones, where the Caribbean has developed a number of sophisticated
climate science information sharing and extreme weather early warning systems. Nevertheless, the
scale and pace of projected climate change pose particular challenges for under-resourced Small
Island Developing States (SIDS).
Underlying security challenges
Situated between North and South America, the Caribbean is on a natural trans-shipment route
between the primary source and market regions for illegal drugs. The Caribbean is also a source,
transit and destination region for human trafficking, including migrant labour, forced labour and sex
trafficking. Cartel and gang activity is present across the region, and serious organized crime
continues to create security threats, challenge state authority, and impair economic growth and
stable development for some countries.
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For example, the recent breakdown of state function in Venezuela has boosted piracy and illicit
flows of goods, and created a dramatic increase in migrant outflows, leading to tension in some
areas. Another example is the rise of violent extremist networks in Trinidad & Tobago, where there
is a close nexus between Islamist groups and urban criminal gangs.
Security challenges and climate change
Climate change is acting as a threat multiplier in the Caribbean as well as in Pacific SIDS. Slow and
sudden onset disasters are adding additional stresses to some of the underlying security challenges
in the region noted above, as well as increasing the difficulty of responding and recovering from
climate impacts. Some of those challenges that are especially sensitive to climate shocks include
high unemployment, undiversified economies and dependency on climate-sensitive natural
resources.
Dependence on external countries for disaster assistance can slow response times. Delayed or
inadequate responses to natural disasters can fuel citizens’ frustrations. If tropical storms lead to a
temporary breakdown in the rule of law, it can dramatically reduce revenue and employment in the
wake of a major disaster. In the longer term, such events can damage private sector confidence
necessary for investment and recovery, or impact tourism, cutting revenues and creating further
problems that can have security consequences.
Many Caribbean countries’ climate preparedness capacities are limited by their weak financial
positions, with high debt-to-GDP ratios, e.g. Jamaica (101%) and Barbados (157.3%). China holds
most of this debt and has a significant and growing political and economic presence in the region.
This has implications for balancing the costs and benefits of dedicating funding for traditional
security risks and the costs of preparing for and recovery from both slow- and rapid-onset climate
impacts.
Caribbean climate security risk management frameworks
Existing institutional infrastructure for climate adaptation, regional disaster response, resilience and
security provides a platform for more integrated and comprehensive risk management activities,
essentially helping to make the difficult decisions of how to manage the risks with limited resources.
Given that some of the climate risks emerging are more frequent and severe than in the past,
climate security risk assessment requires new institutional relationships and connective tissue, along
with additional capacities, personnel and expertise, in order to implement preventive measures.
The Planetary Security in the Caribbean Region: A Roadmap to Climate Resilience Plan of Action –
developed in part by the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA) – plays a key
role in advancing the climate resilience agenda from a climate security perspective. It is focused on
human security, which encompasses traditional security as well as economic development, social
protection and environmental security demands. The action plan defines how different sectors,
disciplines and institutions should be aligned in order to achieve these objectives. The intention is to
weave the requirements for this plan into existing, related plans and strategies in the region. It is
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also contextualized within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Samoa Pathway 2014
and the Caribbean Strategy on Comprehensive Disaster Management 2014-2024.
The action plan consists of six pillars:
1.
Strengthen capacity and knowledge of Caribbean SIDS on climate and security: An accessible
body of knowledge, as well as a community of identified thematic experts, is required to ensure
adequate knowledge generation, dissemination and application in order to support evidence-based
decision-making.
2.
Strengthen regional coordination in support of humanitarian crises: The Multi-National Civil
Military Coordination Cell improves disaster response capacity and civil-military cooperation around
the region. CDEMA has built a Regional Response Mechanism for coordinating disaster response
among participating states throughout the region, and there is a space to build upon these existing
coordination arrangements to expand the mechanism’s geographical coverage.
3.
Advance food security within the context of a changing climate: The use of big data for
planning, risk, forecasting and insurance, such as through the Standardized Audit Instrument
developed by the CARICOM Agriculture Thematic Group on Environment, Climate Change and
Disaster Risk Management, is a key resource in moving this area forward.
4.
Advance water security within the context of a changing climate: Prolonged drought and
resulting implications for water availability have already resulted in civil unrest in some Caribbean
SIDS; salinization has also resulted in tensions. Demand is one half of the water security equation,
necessitating consideration of water quality and water quantity, economic growth and population
growth when investing in water security.
5.
Advance the renewable energy transition of Caribbean SIDS within the context of a changing
climate: Strategic guidance is necessary to develop a roadmap for this energy transition. Island
economies’ import dependency on fossil fuels increases vulnerability to shocks to the supply chain
and a strategic external dependency. Shifting to renewables reduces this dependency, improves the
balance of payments and facilitates currency stabilisation, which strengthens the internal economy
and fosters a circular economy which can facilitate development.
6.
Advocate for stronger political support for the regional climate and security agenda: The
collective voice of SIDS can be a powerful agent of global influence and change. High-level political
buy-in has been important in establishing the institutions and processes that have been successful in
the Caribbean; heads of state and senior ministers have been and should continue to be engaged to
maintain and increase political will in order to reduce climate hazard exposure.
Key principles for implementation include:
Networking regional institutions: The Caribbean has an array of expertise and organizations relevant
to assessing and managing climate security risks. This action plan builds on a previous effort
following the 2017 Atlantic hurricane season, to define a resilience pathway and develop targets and
the metrics to track it. This was a collaborative process involving academics, international financial
institutions and NGOs; more such processes are needed. In addition, better connecting and
expanding institutions promote cross-pollination and break down compartmentalization of issues
(e.g. climate, disasters, sustainable development, security issues) when they address similar – and
interconnected – risks and threats. This also allows leveraging the comparative advantages of a
variety of institutions, rather than facilitating mandate encroachment. Molding existing institutional
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infrastructure to maximize efficiency and effectiveness has been broadly preferable to establishing
new frameworks that increase actors competing for finite resources.
Data and information sharing: Regional security architecture, including CARICOM Impacts, uses
crime analytics to track issues across borders. Along with CDEMA, it is becoming a focal point to
monitor and address migration. Regional research institutions can be a source of data for the
security community and for resilience planning. Security studies programmes at Caribbean
universities are improving data analytics around identifying the potential for crime; this analysis
could help to inform critical decisions around resilience planning and broader prevention strategies
to avoid future security issues arising from development shortcomings and lack of access. Likewise,
security actors can identify threats early and take strategic steps, along with development actors, to
make corrective actions. This information flow is beginning to happen in the Caribbean, and more is
needed to support preventive action.
Building and strengthening regional governance structures: CDEMA and partner states operate an
innovative Regional Response Mechanism that is seeking to bring the disaster response capacities of
the entire Caribbean together to respond to the needs of individual Caribbean territories as they are
impacted. This is cost-effective, coordinating with military actors around maintaining high-value
assets necessary for disaster response. Building bridges between the security actors and others by
drawing on the production of information across sectors can support critical decision-making around
resilience and security implications. Such processes can also work to manage or overcome
sovereignty issues that impede effective risk management.
Incentivizing resilience: Incentivizing the private sector to develop business continuity plans has
helped accelerate recovery and ensure that economic activity and normalcy can return as quickly as
possible following disruptions to prevent civil uprisings and unrest that can occur in the aftermath of
storms. Similarly, discussions are underway to define how to incentivize states and shift resources
toward preventive rather than responsive resilience building. These include financial protection
measures, insurance and other risk transfer mechanisms and schemes that are more accessible and
affordable to households and businesses, and to ensure that the financial system and the private
sector are better able to recover and respond to natural disasters. However, a chronic funding gap
remains between emergency response and long-term resilience planning.
Real public participation and engagement: Tailoring solutions to local contexts by understanding
their history, development, resource capacity and absorptive capacity can support securing
ownership of these processes, including from the private sector and civil society.
While SIDS are vulnerable to unprecedented risks, policy-makers have unprecedented foresight on
future climate threats to the region. Such foresight capabilities give security, development and
political actors a responsibility to prepare for multifaceted security threats on the horizon. The
considerable climate resilience expertise of the Caribbean has applicability not only for SIDS in other
regions, but also for other regional cooperation efforts to manage climate-related risks.
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Climate Security Issues in the Region and Engagement Opportunities
Coral Pasisi, Consultant, Climate Security Experts Network
Key messages
•

The single greatest threat to the livelihood, security and well-being of Pacific people is climate
change.

•

Pacific Island countries exist in a dynamic geopolitical environment and must contend with
complex security challenges.

•

There is a range of critical climate fragility risks emerging that will require greater examination,
monitoring and coordinated action by many stakeholders at the national, regional and
international level.

•

To be effective, responses must be tailored to the unique political-economic, cultural,
environment and development circumstances, and must work with and through national
systems.

Challenges
Displacement and forced migration
Keeping at 1.5°C spares the homes of an estimated 60,000 people from inundation (Pringle, 2018).
However, long before lands disappear beneath the ocean, they will become unproductive due to salt
water intrusion, erosion and reef degradation, and in the absence of ambitious adaptations will
force the migration of thousands of people. This is already happening in a number of Pacific Small
Island Developing States (SIDS), such as in Tuvalu, Kiribati, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea. The
effect of such changes on complex and at times contested traditional land tenure systems increases
the potential for conflict and fragility of communal systems.
Developmental stress and coping capacity
Countries are facing significant loss in revenues at the same as their expenditure on recovery and
adaptation is rising. They have far less to invest in maintaining development, social services, peace,
and law and order. Up to 20% of national budgets in some SIDS are being spent on climate change
investments.
Challenges to the blue economy
Coral reef degradation – 70-90% of corals at 1.5°C, and 99% at 2°C (IPCC 1.5°C) – stands to devastate
coral reef systems, which are the basis of the blue economy food chain, as well as important coastal
infrastructure across Pacific SIDS. Marine-based tourism accounts for a significant part of regional
GDP, and for some smaller islands it is in excess of 60% of GDP and 25-35% of employment (SPTO).
Tourists do not come to see dead coral reef systems. Coastal and pelagic fisheries are critical for
Pacific economies. A race for dwindling and moving migratory fisheries stocks is already causing
tension between countries in the region and distant water fishing nations over the sustainable
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management of migratory fish stocks. Revenues from the blue economy are under serious risk and
will become threat multipliers for coastal communities and national economies.
Health, food and water security
The region is suffering irreversible coastal fisheries degradation where between 70-90% of Pacific
populations access healthy foods and livelihoods. This is increasingly leading to a dependency on low
nutritional imports as alternatives (noodles, rice, flour, mutton flaps). This occurs against a backdrop
of Pacific populations with some of the highest non-communicable disease (NDC) rates in the world
(70-75% of deaths due to NDCs). Coupled with diminishing fresh water supplies for low-lying atolls
from inundation and saltwater intrusion, and droughts, increased water-borne diseases like dengue
and malaria are a real threat as are pathogens affecting key food crops. There are a number of
complex risks that combine together in this space resulting in increased fragility with potential for
instability.
Coping capacity and natural disasters
The vulnerability of Pacific SIDS has increased while investments in capacity to cope have not. The
Pacific is the highest exposed region in the world to natural disasters (tropical cyclones, droughts
and floods) and least insurable. Single tropical cyclone events have caused losses up to 64% of GDP
for some Pacific Island nations in the last three years, and for some small countries, has been
equivalent in cost to 200 years’ worth of exports. Traditional defense force responders (New Zealand
and Australian militaries) are already indicating this may strain their capacity to respond effectively
in supporting Pacific nations’ resilience and recovery efforts.
Impacts of sea-level rise on maritime zone and boundaries
All SIDS are at risk of losing land and thus of contracting exclusive economic zone (EEZs); the lowestlying atolls are at risk of complete extinction. Boundary delimitation efforts are ongoing, and require
concerted negotiations between island countries and larger neighbouring countries with territories
in the region. Loss of land and EEZ delimited marine resources is a point of considerable tension and
uncertainty within and between countries in the region, where the right to govern one’s resources in
the case of their country being lost to inundation is still a matter of legal and ethical debate. Pacific
leaders of low-lying atolls want to ensure that the rights of their people to their countries’ resources
are protected in the future, especially noting climate change is causing this and they are contributing
least to this problem. Options to fix boundaries to avoid legal loss of EEZs to countries are the
subject of considerable ongoing research and debate.
Responses
Pacific leaders endorsed the Boe Declaration in September 2018 as the basis for addressing the
expanded concept of security to include climate security. Associated with its implementation, the
region is developing an action plan and comprehensive framework to bring to bear the collective
arsenal of leadership, policy and capacities for this purpose. Without preempting the outcomes of
that work, which will be considered by leaders at their meeting this year in Tuvalu, there are a
number of responses to the challenges that can be done now:
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•
Support the universal implementation of the Paris Climate Change Agreement. To achieve
goals set out in the agreement, ambitious and united global leadership supporting deep cuts in
greenhouse gas emissions is essential. The UN system must amplify voices of the most vulnerable
and lead a coordinated and collaborative global effort; the UN secretary-general’s climate action
summit, UN General Assembly, UN Security Council, and the G7 and G20 have critical roles to play.
•
Deliver ambitious mobilization of resources. A range of sources of finance is required to
address risks and build resilience. Ideally delivered through country systems, resilient private sector
and non-state actors, and existing regional arrangements wherever possible, will help to reduce
transaction costs and administrative burden in Pacific SIDS. Scaled up climate finance is critical in this
space as are grants and highly concessional finance options.
•
Accelerate international cooperation and efficient development programmes to reduce
forced instances of climate migration and create sustainable and resilient island states. Support for
the development of local vulnerability assessments, plans and displacement policies is critical to give
more certainty and security to climate-displaced persons and communities affected by this
migration.
•
Support Pacific SIDS voices and concerns. Develop suitable proposals for progressive
international law and associated technical approaches and capacities to support Pacific SIDS address
this issue, such as through the International Law Association (ILA) Committee on International Law
and Sea Level, and build on efforts already underway by the region, including boundary fixing and
delimitation programmes of the Pacific Community (SPC).
•
Strengthen monitoring and early warning systems and improve understanding and
knowledge of localised impact and risk. It is important to gather sufficiently robust and granular data
and information, including extensive traditional and cultural knowledge, around some of the key
climate fragility issues in the region. This will help to inform policy, resilience building and response
reducing risk profiles across all sectors, and better understanding the nexus between climate and
security for the Pacific.
•
Develop or strengthen regionally/sub-regionally grown coordinated swift and pre-approved
response systems for climate impacts and disasters. The region should prepare for multiple response
scenarios that factor in comprehensive recovery planning. This could help to facilitate collaborative
peacebuilding efforts more widely among existing diverse geopolitical interests operating in the
region. The region has successful examples of applicable models, for example the Regional
Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI).
•
Ensure clear, coordinated and efficient UN system support to the region and country-specific
situations. A coordinated multilateral system approach and informed climate security assessment
framework should complement the region’s efforts to implement the Boe Declaration and Action
Plan, as well as support the Framework for Resilient Development in the Pacific (FRDP) and the
development of the Pacific Resilience Facility. Application of a climate security assessment
framework must be trialled in practical site-specific situations.
•
Appoint a special adviser on climate change and security. In their 49th Leaders Communiqué
(2018), Pacific leaders requested the UN secretary-general appoint a special adviser on climate
change and security and called on the UN Security Council to appoint a special rapporteur to
produce a regular review of global, regional and national security threats caused by climate change.
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