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What is this anthology not?

I N T R O D U C T I O N

For my Pacific Islander Studies final project I chose to create a resource for Yale Refugee Project 
volunteers and Yale students more generally about forced migration in Oceania. My intention with this 
anthology is to present forced migration in Oceania to those who whole little prior experience with the 
region and with the topic. In doing so, I will commit to an understanding of  Oceania as dictated by its own 
diverse, powerful people, but will also include examples of  media coverage of  the region and resources by 
some academics who are not from Oceania. I will focus on the rebuttal of  false narratives about Oceania 
and on the legacy of  foreign influence on the degradation of  the region and the external pressures that 
have led to the current causes of  forced migration from the islands in Oceania.

This anthology is not fully representative of  the circumstances, causes, and consequences of  forced 
migration in Oceania. It is a best effort attempt to bring together important resources for those wishing to 

be better and more correctly informed on the region and its response to past, present, and future 
pressures.  Importantly, this anthology is not curated by a Pacific Islander, although I have prioritized work 

produced by Pacific Islander scholars and artists. I encourage you to take advantage of  this anthology’s 
brevity to review all of  the information within, even that which may not immediately attract your attention.    

About me.

Hi! I’m Harper. I’m currently a junior in Ezra Stiles majoring in Ethnicity, Race, and Migration with a focus 
on Refugee Studies. This year I am co-president of  the Yale Refugee Project with Maria Melchor, and am 
the head of  our direct assistance work with IRIS, New Haven’s resettlement agency. At Yale, I have studied 
topics related to this anthology in Professor Quan Tran’s Introduction to Critical Refugee Studies, 
Professor Seyla Benhabib’s Borders, Citizenship, and Culture, and Lani Teves’ Pacific Islander Studies.

About this anthology. 
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Conceptualizing Oceania: Excerpts from Epeli Hau’ofa’s 
Our Sea of  Islands (1993)

Epeli Hau'ofa was born in Papua New Guinea in 1938, the son of  Tongan missionary parents. 
He studied at the University of  New England at Armidale, McGill University in Montreal, and 
the Australian National University in Canberra where he gained a PhD in social anthropology.  
Hau'ofa published several anthropological texts including Our Crowded Islands (1977) and 
Mekeo: Inequality and Ambivalence in a Village Society (1981). He was also a writer of  fiction.

“In Oceania, derogatory and belittling views of  indigenous cultures are traceable to the early years of  
interactions with Europeans. The wholesale condemnation by Christian missionaries of  Oceanic cultures 
as savage, lascivious, and barbaric has had a lasting and negative effect on people's views of  their histories 
and traditions. In a number of  Pacific societies people still divide their history into two parts: the era of  
darkness associated with savagery and barbarism; and the era of  light and civilization ushered in by 
Christianity.” PAGE 149 

“Do people in most of  Oceania live in tiny confined spaces? The answer is yes if  one believes what 
certain social scientists are saying. But the idea of  smallness is relative; it depends on what is included and 
excluded in any calculation of  size. When those who hail from continents, or islands adjacent to 
continents-and the vast majority of  human beings live in these regions-when they see a Polynesian or 
Micronesian island they naturally pronounce it small or tiny. Their calculation is based entirely on the 
extent of  the land surfaces they see.” PAGE 150 

“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. They thought big and recounted their 
deeds in epic proportions. One legendary Oceanic athlete was so powerful that during a competition he 
threw his javelin with such force that it pierced the horizon and disappeared until night when it was seen 
streaking across the sky like a meteor. Every now and then it reappears to remind people of  the mighty 
deed. And as far as I'm concerned it is still out there, near Jupiter or some- where. That was the first 
rocket ever sent into space. Islanders today still relish exaggerating things out of  all proportion. Smallness 
is a state of  mind.” PAGE 150 

You can find a full version of  this text here.
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Mapping Oceania: Polynesia, Melanesia, Micronesia

What is the difference between Oceania and The Pacific Islands?
The answer, most broadly, is nomenclature. Below Hau’ofa explains the use of  two terms and its significance: 

“The first term, Pacific Islands, is the prevailing one used everywhere; it denotes small areas of  land sitting atop submerged 
reefs or seamounts. Hardly any anglophone economist, consultancy expert, government planner, or development banker in 
the region, uses the term Oceania, perhaps because it sounds grand and somewhat romantic, and may denote something so 
vast that it would compel them to a drastic review of  their perspectives and policies. The French and other Europeans use 
the term Oceania to an extent that English speakers, apart from the much-maligned anthropologists and a few other sea-
struck scholars, have not. It may not be coincidental that Australia, New Zealand, and the United States, anglophone all, have 
far greater interests in the Pacific and how it is perceived than have the distant European nations. 

Oceania denotes a sea of  islands with their inhabitants. 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.” (Hau’ofa, 1993)

What countries are in this region?
As it has been presented to me, the region contains the following nations divided into three categories: 

Polynesia 
Hawai’i, Aotearoa, Tonga, Samoa, Rapa Nui, Tahiti, Tokelau, Niue, Cook Islands, Tuvalu, Rotuma 

Melanesia  
Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, West Papua 

Micronesia  
Guam, Marshall Islands, Northern Marianas, Kiribati, Palau
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Nuclear Migration: Excerpts from 
Teresia K. Teaiwa’s Bikinis and Other 
S/pacific N/oceans (2010)

Within the context of  a cold war with the Soviet Union, the United States tested and 
developed its nuclear and naval powers on and around the Pacific islands. Bikini Atoll is 
part of  the Republic of  the Marshall Islands. It is a former colony of  Germany, Japan, 
and the United States of  America. The Marshall Islands are currently politically linked in 
"free association" with the United States. 

“The US military secured the cooperation of  the Bikinians in vacating their 
island by appealing to their sense of  Christian duty. 1 On 10 February 1946 
the Islanders were told by the military governor that Bikini would be used for 
‘the good of  mankind and to end all world wars’ (Kiste 1974, 28) […]The US 
military went on to conduct other nuclear tests on Enewetak Atoll, and to 
establish a support base on Kwajalein. During this period, the people of  these 
atolls, and others like Rongelap and Utirik, were subject to radiation, 
displacement, or both (Johnson 1988).” PAGE 89 

“In 1968, after the Atomic Energy Commission declared the island safe, US 
President Lyndon B. Johnson assured the Bikinians that they would be 
repatriated soon. At least one hundred Bikinians returned, but the island was 
still dangerously radioactive, because of  the twenty-three nuclear tests 
conducted there between 1946 and 1958; it would take a minimum of  thirty 
to sixty years for some areas to be safe again (MSC 1978). When the United 
States finally admitted that the island was still unsafe, the Islanders were 
forcibly evacuated again in 1978.” PAGE 90 

“At this time Bikini Islanders are scattered throughout the Marshall Islands, 
with most living on Kili, Kwajalein, or Majuro (Firth 1987). Numerous claims 
had been filed against the United States as the Islanders became afflicted with 
radioactivity-related cancers and birth defects. A radically altered version of  
the Compact of  Free Association between the Republic of  the Marshall 
Islands and the United States, approved by the US Congress in 1986, 
allocated a $150-million trust fund for nuclear victims from four atolls-Bikini, 
Enewetak, Rongelap, and Utirik-exposed to radiation during the period of  
testing (Johnson 1988). Bikinians subsequently filed a $450-million lawsuit 
against the United States, to which the US Congress responded in 1988 by 
approving a $90-million trust fund for cleaning up and resettling Bikini 
(Johnson 1992). Although the Bikinians may attempt to take the US 
government to court again, it is not likely they will achieve much more than 
this. The Bikini Islanders' resettlements have been troubled by environmental, 
social, economic, political, physical health, and emotional considerations.” 
PAGE 91 

You can find a full version of  this text here. 

Teresia Teaiwa is an I-Kiribati and American poet and 
academic. She received a PhD in History of  Consciousness at 
the University of  California, Santa Cruz in 2001, on the topic 

"Militarism, Tourism and the Native: Articulations in Oceania”. 
She has published poetry, nonfiction, and academic work.
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John Connell is currently a professor at the University of  Sydney. His principal research interests are political, economic and social 
development in the South Pacific region and in other small island states. More specifically, he focuses on rural development, migration 
and inequality. He has been a consultant to both the Department of  Primary Industry and the Department of  Mines and Energy in 
Papua New Guinea, and worked with the South Pacific Commission, the World Health Organization and the International Labour 
Organization on long-term projects on migration and employment in the South Pacific region.

Broad Differentials: Excerpts from John Connell’s 
Local Skills And Global Markets? The Migration Of  Health 
Workers From Caribbean And Pacific Island States 

The migration of  skilled labor is necessary to involve in a conversation about forced migration because of  its direct ties to those foreign 
forces and broad differentials of  opportunity that can result in forced migration. In Oceania, skilled labor migrants are involved in a 
broader process of  diaspora that has resulted from a number of  factors, many of  which are discussed below.

“This article examines the migration of  skilled health workers (SHWs) from two island regions. Although migration 
of  SHWs is not new, current trends indicate a growing, and increasingly complex, global care chain, where migration 
from relatively poor island states, with significant health problems, to developed nations, with expanding needs, 
represents both an inverse care law and a continued brain drain. Income differentials, poor working conditions, the 
presence of  kin in other countries, and recent active recruitment, all contribute to rising migration. Increased 
problems for delivery of  health services in most island states have followed. Small island states are likely to continue 
losing their SHWs, wi changes in recruitment practices in the developed world. Consequently, and especially in the 
Caribbean, the response has been to develop a form of  ‘managed migration' and even to 'train for export' rather than 
incremental changes that would barely discourage emigration.” PAGE 67 

“In several island states migration is viewed as a kind of  'safety valve', reducing pressures on national governments to 
provide employment opportunities and services, especially where population growth rates are high but economic 
growth rates are low. Similarly where migration has been common in the recent past it is simply expected that others 
will avail themselves of  the same opportunities. Moreover SHWs are sensitive about their rights to be as mobile as 
others (Ramsay 2004: 41). Some island states, such as the Cook Islands, have more than half  their populations 
overseas and have declining domestic populations (Connell 2005).” PAGE 70 

“Migration of  SHWs occurs for a variety of  reasons though there is a remarkable global uniformity, partly because of  
the emergence of  a global care chain and demand driven migration.  These factors include income, job satisfaction, 
career opportunity, management and governance and social and family reasons. The last of  these factors, though 
usually neglected, is particularly important since most migrants only exceptionally make decisions as individuals but are 
linked into extended families and wider kinship groups and make decisions in this context.” PAGE 72 

“There is a widespread belief  that the problems of  SHW migration are worsening, as migrant numbers increase and 
the care chain becomes global. There is now greater competition for workers between states, and intensified efforts at 
recruitment by governments and recruitment agencies. No longer is migration from the Caribbean and the Pacific 
primarily of  unskilled workers but increasingly it is selective by skills, with losses to small states where costs of  
production are considerable and losses are not compensated. The costs of  global mobility are unevenly borne by the 
poorer sending countries and the benefits are concentrated in the recipient countries.” PAGE 91 

The full article can be accessed here. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/27866497.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27866497.


Oceania in an Age of  Climate Change: Excerpts from 
Wolfgang Kempf ’s A Sea of  Environmental Refugees? (2009)

“The atoll states of  Tuvalu, Kiribati and the Marshall Islands, not to mention Tokelau and parts of  Papua New 
Guinea, are threatened by the effects of  climate change in a way that confronts many of  those living in these Pacific 
regions with the vague prospect of  displacement, resettlement and diaspora existence. Rising sea levels, in particular, 
might mean for a great deal of  Pacific Islanders living in high-risk areas that they will one day be forced to exchange 
their homes for an uncertain future. Frequently we find that the issue of  forced migration – the ultimate form of  
adjustment to climate-linked environmental changes – is linked in public discourse to talk of  “environmental 
refugees” (or, more recently, of  “climate refugees”). Although such talk may, on first inspection, seem unobjectionable 
enough, a little thought reveals it to be neither free of  ambiguity nor uncontroversial.  

“When, for instance, the ecologist Norman Myers (2002; see also Myers and Kent 1995) estimated that the global 
inroads of  climate change would, over the long haul, turn some 200 million people into environmental refugees, thus 
posing grave security risks for the civil order of  many nation states, it was no surprise to find such forecasts being 
taken with a grain of  salt due to their speculative character and apocalyptic undertones. Critics like Richard Black 
(2001) and Stephen Castles (2002) objected, above all else, to the idea that a changing environment, however 
important, could be the sole cause of  a global increase in forced migration. Environmental factors were, they assured 
us, always closely interwoven with political, social and economic factors. Both authors concluded that the concept of  
an “environmental refugee” was altogether too murky to be able to do analytic justice to the complexity of  such 
reciprocities. Stephen Castles added that the concept was politically questionable as well, since it did not feature in the 
legal provisions of  existing international agreements (especially the Geneva Refugee Convention of  1951), meaning 
that no recognition of  refugee status could be expected: “Nobody gets asylum just because of  environmental 
degradation” (Castles 2002:8).” PAGE 198 

[…] 

“When Epeli Hau‘ofa coined the poetic image of  a “sea of  islands”, he was repudiating, by thus conceptually enlarging 
Oceania, the hegemonic discourse of  belittlement and devaluation of  the Pacific island world. Just how important his 
counter-narrative is today as a critical corrective can be gauged from the representations of  climate change and its 
implications for the region, which consistently adhere to a reductionist regime. On the other hand, commentators of  
Hau‘ofa’s vision of  a new Oceania, as well as a chorus of  political and religious leaders from the Pacific island states, 
have long been pointing out that smallness can also be a valuable resource for Pacific Islanders. We will need both 
points of  view if  we are to achieve a general understanding of  the indigenous discourses and practices that are 
shaping and changing Oceania today.” PAGE 200 

The full article can be accessed here. 

Dr Wolfgang Kempf  is a German scholar whose research focuses on climate change and forced migration, diaspora, space, 
biographic research, memory, religion, performance, colonialism, power and resistance in Oceania. He is a member of  the 
faculty of  Social Sciences at the Institute of  Social and Cultural Anthropology and The Ethnographic Collection in 
Göttingen, Germany.
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Climate Change and Pacific islands: Indicators and Impacts: 
Excerpts from the 2012 Pacific Islands Regional Climate Assessment 
(PIRCA) Executive Summary

Change Is a Reality: Key Indicators 

“The 2012 Pacific Islands Regional Climate Assessment (PIRCA) identified several important indicators of  climate 
change in the region, such as: 
• Average surface air temperatures are rising, with the largest increases found at high altitudes in Hawai’i.  
• Over the past century, rainfall has decreased across much of  the region. There has been a slight increase in 

rainfall in the westernmost Micronesian islands. 
• Across the region, the frequency and intensity of  climatic extremes are changing. Drought has been more 

frequent and prolonged, and there have been fewer tropical cyclones. 
• Pacific Island habitats and species distributions have changed. For example, increasing temperatures are 

facilitating the upward migration of  mosquito- borne diseases that cause mortality in Hawaiian native forest 
birds. 

• In Hawai‘i, groundwater discharge to streams has significantly decreased over the past 100 years. This trend 
indicates a decrease in groundwater storage. 

• Mean sea levels are rising, particularly in the Western Pacific. 
• Ocean heat content is rising and ocean chemistry is changing.”

Between 1993 and 2010 global mean sea level rose, with the highest rise in the Western Pacific. Extreme water levels will occur when sea-level rise 
related to longer-term climate change combines with seasonal high tides, inter-annual and interdecadal sea-level variations, and surge or high runup 
associated with storms. Source: Merrifield (2011), by permission of  American Meteorological Society. 

The full report can be accessed here. 
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“Migrate with dignity”: Kiribati’s movement away from the 
term “climate refugees”

Australia's RadioAustralia Reports  
September, 2014 

They have long been described as climate refugees: 
the hundreds of  thousands of  people living on low-
lying Pacific islands who may be forced to migrate if  
rising sea levels leave their homes uninhabitable. 

But it is a term Pacific leaders say is loaded with 
political connotations and does not reflect the true 
dimensions of  the problem. 

"They see [refugee] as a negative term that connotes 
victimhood and people in need of  protection by the 
international community," Professor Jane McAdam, 
director of  the Andrew & Renata Kaldor Centre for 
International Refugee Law at UNSW, told the ABC. 
"For them it signifies that they've become people who 
don't have any agency or aren't able to contribute. 

"What Pacific Islanders have told me is that, 'we want 
to be seen as active economic and social contributors 
to any country to which we might need to move. We 
would like to have opportunities to migrate with 
dignity rather than have to wait until the situation 
becomes so dire that we are forcibly displaced’." 

The sentiment was echoed at the International 
Conference on Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 
which wrapped up in Apia, Samoa, on Thursday. 
"I have never encouraged the status of  our people 
being refugees," Kiribati's president Anote Tong said 
from the conference sidelines. "[But] we have to 
acknowledge the reality that with the rising sea, the 
land area available for our populations will be 
considerably reduced and we cannot accommodate all 
of  them, so some of  them have to go somewhere, 
but not as refugees. We have more than enough time 
now to train them, to up-skill them, so that they can 
be worthwhile citizens when we relocate them as 
a community, not as refugees."

A Statement by Kiribati media 
producer and climate change advocate 
Linda Uan  

Back in 1999, we assumed that we would all be 
climbing coconut trees to escape the rising tides 
which would innundate our tiny islands – but we now 
know it is not as simple as that. 

On average our islands are only 2 or 3 metres above 
sealevel, and are often less than 800 metres across at 
the widest point.   Early advice was that we should 
move away from the coast, but as President Anote 
Tong has noted, “There is nowhere to move back to 
– you’ll either be in the lagoon or the ocean.” 

[…] 

The majority of  I-Kiribati have no wish to live in 
another country (NTNK Nat Survey, 2011) but 
mounting evidence suggests that we may soon have 
little choice in the matter – therefore migration may 
become the major element of  adaptation. But, there’s 
a problem.  Unlike our neighbours Tuvalu (Pop: 
approx 10,000) we have no significant or sympathetic 
migration relationship or policy with any country. 

The current Kiribati population is more than 
103,000 (Nat. Census – 2011).   How will the region 
handle a sudden influx of  such large numbers of  
homeless people? 

Very obviously it needs to start now.  In some ways 
the beginning steps are already underway.  With 
significant assistance from Australia, the government 
has commenced a major program of  education 
reform, extending into vocational education which is 
working towards achieving Australian standards.  
These steps come under the desire for I-Kiribati 
to migrate with dignity and contribute, rather 
than become a burden on their new hosts.
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A New Challenge for the International Community: Excerpts 
from Bogumil Terminski’s Environmentally-Induced Displacement. 
Theoretical Frameworks and Current Challenges

“The aim of  the presented paper is to demonstrate environmentally-induced displacement as an increasingly important 
category of  population movement that represents a new set of  challenges to the international community and to public 
international law as well1. There are three basic objectives that this work intends to achieve: 1) to argue in favour of  
distinguishing environmentally-induced displacement from the broader category of  migratory movements and thereby 
making it a fully autonomous concept within the existing taxonomies, 2) to illustrate the diversity and inconsistency of  
environmentally displaced people (EDPs) theoretical concept, 3) to provide references to earlier theoretical achievements in 
this particular field of  study. For these purposes, the paper tries to capture both the phenomenon of  environmental 
displacement itself, and the problems of  people affected by its consequences. Apart from theoretical considerations, it also 
examines which main factors force people to abandon their homes. Both long-term environmental hazards and short-lived 
natural disasters are investigated here, and it is shown how they entail significant implications for the dynamics of  
population mobility.” 

“Given the nature of  the displacement processes observed recently, it seems reasonable to distinguish three types of  forced 
internal displacement. These include: 

1. Conflict-induced displacement (usually resulting from the dynamics of  internal armed conflicts and long-term 
discrimination). 2. Environmentally-induced displacement (following a permanent, interim, or sudden change in 
environmental conditions relevant for human functioning). 3. Development-Induced Displacement (undertaken after 
the implementation of  large investments, such as dams, manufactured lakes, irrigation projects, the construction of  roads 
and railways, the development of  raw materials, urban expansion, agriculture, deforestation and even the creation of  
national parks) 

“Main problems concern the operations of  defining and naming. Many terms elaborated in the past describing people 
forced to leave their homes for environmental reasons remain in use until today. [These include:] 

1. Environmental migrants. The term “environmental migrant” appeared for the first time in 1992 in the report of  the 
IOM and RPG. The definition adopted by the organization in 2008 characterizes them as: “persons or groups of  persons 
who, for reasons of  sudden or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their lives or living conditions, 
are obliged to have to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who move 
either within their territory or abroad”. 2. Climate migrants (climate refugees, climate exiles). The Global Governance 
Project defines climate refugees as “people who have to leave their habitats, immediately or in the near future, because of  
sudden or gradual alterations in their natural environment related to at least one of  three impacts of  climate change: sea-
level rise, extreme weather events, and drought and water scarcity”. 3. Environmental refugees. […] 4. Environmentally 
Displaced Persons. The UNHCR and OHCHR, IOM, and the Refugee Policy Group (RPG) have all opted to use the 
term “environmentally displaced persons”. 

The full article can be accessed here. 

Bogumil Terminski is a PhD fellow in international law at Universite de Geneve (2009) and in social sciences at the 
University of  Warsaw (2010). His work focuses on public international law, international human rights law, and new 
issues in migration studies. He is the author of  more than 35 peer reviewed articles and writes in both polish and 11
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(CNN) Rising sea levels that submerge entire islands were supposed to be a distant possibility of 
an apocalyptic future. But in the idyllic Pacific, that future is here. Five of the Solomon Islands have 
completely disappeared under water over the past seven decades, one drawing its last breath as 
recently as 2011, according to a study published in Environmental Research Letters.

Another six islands have lost more than 20% of their surface area, forcing communities to relocate 
as the shoreline closes in on their homes.

"The human element of this is alarming. Working alongside people on the frontline who have lost 
their family home -- that they've had for four to five generations -- it's quite alarming," the study's 
lead author, Simon Albert of the University of Queensland, told CNN. The study is the first scientific 
confirmation of what residents in the Pacific have been saying for years -- their islands are 
disappearing. The Solomon Islands are a sparsely populated archipelago of more than 900 islands 
that lie east of Papua New Guinea, and as low-lying islands are particularly vulnerable to sea-level 
rises.

The study, by a group of Australian scientists, used aerial and satellite imagery of 33 islands 
between 1947 and 2014 to track changes in land surface areas. They attributed the changes to 
general sea level rises driven by climate change, as well as an intensification in trade winds, driven 
by both a warming of the atmosphere and natural cycles. In the past 20 years, sea levels in the 
archipelago have risen 7 to 10 mm (.28 to .39 inches) annually, three times the global average. 
According to the International Panel for Climate Change, global rises will reach 5mm annually in 
the second half of the century.

"So the Solomon Islands are like a natural laboratory that gives us a good indication of what we 
can expect globally. What we are seeing there will become the norm," Albert said.
The five islands that disappeared were not inhabited, although they were significant in size and 
communities used them for fishing. The inhabited island of Nuatambu, however, has lost more than 
50 percent of its surface area -- more than 14,000 square meters -- forcing some families to move 
to a higher volcanic island nearby.

But more worrying for the Solomon Islands is the likely relocation of Taro, a provincial capital, 
which will involve moving major infrastructure in health, education, sewage and electricity services.
"This kind of relocation will be incredibly complex and likely cost hundreds of millions of dollars, 
which will make the country more reliant on international help," Albert said.

News coverage for sensational stories: an example of  those 
headlines that receive media attention
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1. How many people are already displaced by climate change?
An annual average of 21.5 million people have been forcibly displaced by weather-related sudden onset 
hazards – such as floods, storms, wildfires, extreme temperature – each year since 2008. Thousands of 
others flee their homes in the context of slow-onset hazards, such as droughts or coastal erosion linked to 
sea level rise. There is high agreement among scientists that climate change, in combination with other 
drivers, is projected to increase displacement of people in the future. Climate change is also a “threat 
multiplier” in many of today’s conflicts, from Darfur to Somalia to Iraq and Syria. The Arab Spring is 
commonly seen as leading to Syria’s conflict, but people tend to forget the five-year drought in Syria’s 
northeast that preceded the war and the displacement of some 1.5 million people.

2. Which regions are most at risk?
No region is immune from climate change, but the risks of displacement are greatest for countries with high 
exposure to hazards and with large populations in areas that lack the capacity or resources to adequately 
prepare. Asia sees more natural hazards than any other region – in 2015, 85 per cent of people displaced by 
sudden onset disasters were in South and East Asia. For example, flooding in the southern Indian states of 
Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh caused 1.8 million people to be displaced, while Cyclone Komen and 
monsoon floods in both Myanmar and India led to displacement of 1.6 million and 1.2 million people 
respectively. However, Asia is the region with the largest percentage of global population. When considering 
population size, Vanuatu and Tuvalu were hit hardest in 2015 when Cyclone Pam displaced 55 and 25 per 
cent respectively of the countries’ populations. In general, low and lower-middle income countries have the 
most displacement linked to disasters, including in the context of climate change.
[…]
5. How is displacement addressed in the Paris Agreement?
The Paris Agreement includes three important elements for displacement and human mobility issues.

1 The Agreement’s Preamble recognizes that climate change is a common concern of humankind and 
includes a reference to migrants, asking Parties to respect, promote and consider their respective 
obligations towards migrants, among others, when taking actions to address climate change.

2 The Paris Agreement contains many references to the protection of people, the resilience of 
communities and the importance of livelihoods. These are essential entry points for addressing 
environmentally-linked root causes of forced displacement such as access to water, food, energy, and 
the need for livelihood opportunities to enable people to remain where they live.

3 Finally, the Paris Agreement requests the Executive Committee of the Warsaw International 
Mechanism (WIM) on Loss and Damage to establish a task force on displacement. This task force 
will “develop recommendations for integrated approaches to avert, minimize and address 
displacement related to the adverse impacts of climate change.” This is also an acknowledgment of 
the dangers of displacement and a welcome recognition of climate change as a factor of 
displacement.

You can access the full article here.
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1.5 to Stay alive: Calls for action from the Marshall Islands 
Climatologists say that the best-case scenario of  immediate and dramatic curbs on carbon emissions is that planetary surface temperatures 
will increase by at least 2 degrees Celsius in the coming decades. But at 2 degrees, the Marshall Islands will already be under water.

Marshallese poet Kathy Jetnil-Kijiner speaking at the UN Climate Leaders Summit in 2014 

Kathy Jetnil-Kijinier spoke passionately to the UN Climate Summit about her islands, the Marshall Islands. She also read her 
poem, “2 Degrees”. You can hear her remarks by clicking the link above. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L4fdxXo4tnYv
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L4fdxXo4tnYv


We are Not Drowning, We are Fighting: A coalition call 

A campaign organized by 350.org (a US NGO) 

On March 2nd, 2013, groups from 14 Pacific island nations participated in rallies against climate change. It 
was called the launch of  a Pacific-wide Warrior Day of  Action, with the message “We are not drowning. 
We are fighting.”  

You can watch the video here and read the article here.
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