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• for the purposes of the Convention, a refugee is 
defined pursuant to Article 1A(2) as any person who:

• . . . owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 
country; [...]
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Structure of Presentation 

• Environmental Refugees???
• Labour Mobility
• What is the Pacific Solution?

• Can the Pacific Solution bring Justice to 
Climate Change concerns?

• Actions

Climate change relocation
"We are considering all possibilities and we're not 
discounting the possibility that in time we will not 
only relocate within the country but it will be 
necessary to, I think, relocate in a country outside 
our border. 

It will become an option, as a last resort," he said. 
"There haven't been a great number of offers 
coming forward but I'm very happy to say that a 
number of Pacific countries have come forward.

President Anote Tong of Kiribati, 2012
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Pacific Islands
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Climate Change Displacement

Climate Change and Population Displacement in the Pacific Islands
 2009 estimates 2050 projections 
 low high low high 
Atolls 240,000 240,000 320,000 320,000 
Coasts 95,000 350,000 180,000 580,000 
Rivers 80,000 400,000 165,000 825,000 
     
Total 415,000 990,000 665,000 1,725,000 

Source: Campbell 2009 
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Relocation Options
• To consider:

– Ethical considerations
– Legal considerations
– Livelihood considerations
– Social Considerations
– Considerations of Cultural Identify
– Practical considerations

• Where to relocate?
– Australia, New Zealand
– Within the Pacific Islands
– Elsewhere
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Environmental Refugees?

Refugees and IDP
• United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 

was established in 1951. Then there were about 1.5 
million refugees internationally. By 1980 the number had 
increased to 8.2 million. 

• At the end of 2009, some 43.3 million people worldwide 
were displaced due to conflict and persecution, including 
15.2 million international refugees, 27.1 million Internally 
Displaced People (IDP) and close to 1 million people 
whose asylum application were pending.

• By the end of 2011 the number of forcibly displaced 
people worldwide still exceeded 42 million (for the fifth 
consecutive year).
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Environmental Refugees
• Highly disputed concept
• Not even terminology is clear

– Environmenally-induced mobility, relocation, 
displacement

– Environmental Refugees
– Climate Change Refugees
– Complex nature of mobility, migration
– Actor-oriented perspective (opportunities and 

constraints)

Environmental Refugees
• Some figures
• Myers (1993) predicts 150 million environmental 

refugees if global warming continues
• Christian Aid (2007) predicts 1 billion refugees by 2050, 

of which 250 million people are „permanently displaced 
by climate-change-related phenomena such as floods, 
droughts, famines and hurricanes“
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Migration / Mobility in the Pacific Islands

Migration / Mobility in the Pacific Islands
Four phases of mobility
• The first phase started when the Pacific Islands were first 

settled from East Asia. The first people arrived some 40,000 
years ago in what today is called New Guinea. They spread 
to the Bismarck archipelago some 7,000 years later and 
arrived in what are the Solomon Islands today some 29,000 
years ago. These islands belong to Near Oceania. 

• More than 20,000 years later Remote Oceania were settled 
from West to East starting from the Reef / Santa Cruz group 
in the Solomon Islands through Vanuatu, Fiji, Samoa and 
Tonga. After a pause of 500 –1,000 years Polynesians then 
settled the rest of the Polynesian Triangle spreading 
northwards to Hawai’i, and southwards to New Zealand.
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Source: Nunn, P. (2007) Climate, Environment and Society in the Pacific during the last 
Millenium, Elsevier: Amsterdam / Oxford, p. 26. 

Pre-colonial Time

• Epeli Hau’ofa (1993) described the pre-
colonial Pacific “as a ‘sea of islands’ within 
which people moved freely and frequently, 
created social networks, traded and 
exchanged goods, and at times engaged in 
conflict and attempted to exert dominance 
over one another”. 
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Colonial Time - 1

• With the arrival of Europeans in the Pacific Ocean a second 
phase started. In the early 16th century the Pacific Oceans 
was little more than a seemingly endless body of water 
between the Spanish colonies in Asia and the Americas. 
During this time many islands were added to European 
knowledge, their locations drawn into the maps of the 
Pacific Ocean. 

• It took until the start of the 19th century before the islands 
first slowly and then since the mid-19th century more 
quickly were economically integrated into a colonial world 
system.

Colonial Time - 1
• In the early 19th century some exotic products like sandalwood 

(Shineberg 1967), sea-cucumber (beche-de-mer; Ward 1972) caught 
the attention of European traders, castaways and adventurers. 

• These products became important commodities for European trade 
with China. 

• Once these exotic resources had been depleted colonial plantation 
agricultural for copra, cotton and sugar cane (to name the most 
important) provided an economic base for an increasing number of 
European settlers arriving in the bigger islands. 

• To operate these plantations a big number of cheap indentured 
(contract) labourers was required. Copra became a plantation crop 
virtually all over the Pacific Islands, creating a wide transportation 
network to collect copra and bring it to copra mills in the region 
(Ward 2000).
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Colonial Time - 1
In a few islands colonial plantations were competing with mining activities, 

for investment, but more importantly for labour. Nickel mining in New 
Caledonia (1860s). Phosphate mining in Banaba (Ocean Island, today 
Kiribati), Nauru, Makatea (today French Polynesia), and Angaur (today 
Palau) starting at the onset of the 20th century. This brought many 
Pacific Islanders, but also labourers from Asia to these phosphate islands. 

Labour mobility in the mid-19th century led to a distinct demographic 
reconfiguration of many Pacific Island societies. Today they have 
meaningful sections from other Pacific societies, and meaningful Asian 
population segments. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century some 60,000 Pacific Islanders 
were also taken to Australia by black-birding ships to work in 
Queensland’s sugar plantations (Flanagan et al. 2003). Around 10,000 
were still living in Australia when the country achieved independence in 
1901. Most of them were repatriated between 1906 and 1908 as a result 
of the White Australia Policy. Some 7,500 Pacific Islanders (called 
Kanakas) working on plantations in Queensland were deported, and 
entry into Australia was prohibited for Pacific Islanders after 1904 (Jupp 
2007).
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Colonial Time - 2
• The third phase happened also during colonial times, but is 

different in a number of aspects: colonial powers resettled 
populations of entire islands within their colonial empire. 

• People of Banaba (today Kiribati), who were brought to Rabi 
Islands (today Fiji) in 1945. 

• Gilbert Islanders (today Kiribati) who were brought in 1938 to 
the Phoenix Islands, and then in the 1950s to the Western 
Province of today’s Solomon Islands. 

• Resettlement due to nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands 
(USA), Muaroa (French Polynesia) and Kiritimati Islands (UK, 
USA)

• This form of migration seems to resemble best what people often 
think of when they speak of resettlement of islands as a result of 
climate change: to evacuate the population of entire islands and 
bring them –as a group- to their new home.

Resettlement of the people of Banaba (Ocean Island)

1945
Resettlement to Rabi, 
Fiji Islands

1979 
Depletion of 
Phosphate

1979
Kiribati Independence

1979
British court grants
compensation: 
£9,000

Legal fees: £300,000

1981
British Government 
pays A$10 million in 
Banaban Trust Fund
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http://www.banaban.com

Resettlement in the Marshall Islands 
(Nuclear Testing)
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Ebeye Island
Kwajalen Atoll – Marshall Islands

7

Colonial -3 / Independent
• The fourth phase started towards the end of colonial rule and 

continues into the years of independence. 
• Gastarbeiter (guest workers) in Germany and migrants from Mexico 

into the USA support the economic miracle of the Post War era in the 
1950s and 1960s. In Australia and New Zealand guest workers were 
needed in rapidly expanding economies (Ward 1989). 

• A substantive number of skilled migrants came from Pacific Island 
countries. At this time all Pacific Island countries were still colonies 
of European powers, Australia, New Zealand France and the USA. 

• When many of the countries had achieved independence recruitment 
of Pacific Islanders continued. Attempts were made to liberalize 
immigration policies. New Zealand e.g. granted free entry to Pacific 
Islanders in 1986 but the program was discontinued the very same 
year as too many immigrants arrived (Goss and Lindquist 2000, 393).



11/24/2014

16

5th Phase ???
• The future will show, if a fifth phase of migration 

becomes dominant: the migration of people who have to 
leave their homes because of climate change. 

• If this becomes reality then much has to be learnt from 
historical examples of migration, in particular those, 
where asymmetries of power resulted in dependencies 
and exploitation. 

• To make people climate change refugees might 
compromise their right to live in dignity. All over the 
world migrants who can contribute to the economies of 
destination countries are less endangered to become 
socially isolated and not welcome.
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Employment % of 8

Fresh entrants 

into the 

workforce per 

year

Public 

Service

% of 8

informal 

sector

7‐8

Cook Islands 15,200 28.5 72 10,916 7,276 5,900 81 341 22.0 1,376

Niue 1,500 24.7 36 536 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Samoa 187,400 39.0 21 39,097 91,193 57,100 63 5,298 39.0 34,093

Tonga 103,300 37.6 23 23,966 51,824 34,600 67 2,415 22.5 17,224

Tuvalu 10,900 32.8 47 5,121 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 69.5 n.a.

Fed. States of 

Micronesia 103,000 33.8 22 22,688 61,786 15,137 24 3,008 52.0 46,649

Kiribati 108,800 35.3 44 47,398 54,335 7,900 15 2,537 67.0 46,435

Marshall Islands 54,200 40.2 65 35,314 29,634 10,300 35 1,604 48.0 19,334

Nauru 10,500 38.9 100 10,500 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 47.0 n.a.

Palau 17,800 19.9 77 13,769 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Fiji Islands 859,200 28.2 51 435,973 487,450 120,000 25 18,600 38.0 367,450

Papua New Guinea 7,398,500 39.4 13 961,805 3,320,217 187,320 6 159,618 40.0 3,132,897

Solomon Islands 610,800 39.3 20 120,531 239,362 22,177 9 13,320 18.0 217,185

Vanuatu 264,700 36.9 24 64,692 110,976 16,300 15 6,359 30.5 94,676

Timor Leste 1,066,409 43.2 28 298,595 520,265 36,874 7 n.a. 47.2 483,391

Sources: Population (Forum Countries) : SPC  Pacific Islands Populations ‐ Estimates and projections of demographic indicators for selected years, 

                  Sept. 2013, http://www.spc.int/sdd/; Information on Timor Leste:  http://www.statistics.gov.tl/

                  Employment Data: World Bank (2006), p.37, Table 2.6, Fresh entrants into the workforce pert year: PIFS 2006, Table 4.
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Country Su
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Population 

(2013)

Stock of 

Emigrants 

(in '000)

Stock of 

emigrants as % 

of population

Pacific Access 

Category (PAC)  / 

Samoa Quota 

(SQ)

(annual quota)

Unskilled Labour 

Schemes Migration Opportunities

Cook Islands 15,200 28.4* 61.4%* Full access to NZ

Niue 1,500 9.2* 75.6%* Full access to NZ

Samoa 187,400 120.4 67.3%

1100 

(SQ) RSE, PSWPS2, SWP

Tonga 103,300 47.4 45.4% 250 RSE, PSWPS1, SWP

Tuvalu 10,900 n.a. n.a. 75 RSE, PSWPS2, SWP Special Deal with German mercant marine

Federated States of 

Micronesia 103,000 21.9 19.7% Full access to USA (COFA)

Kiribati 108,800 6.4 6.5% 75 RSE, PSWPS1, SWP

Special Deal with German / Japanese 

merchant marine

Marshall Islands 54,200 10.5 16.6% Full access to USA (COFA)

Nauru 10,500 n.a. n.a. PSWPS2, SWP

Palau 17,800 8.0 38.8% Full access to USA (COFA)

Fiji Islands 859,200 182.2 21.3% ** RSE**

Papua New Guinea 7,398,500 61.2 0.9% PSWPS1, SWP

Solomon Islands 610,800 5.4 1.0% PSWPS2, SWP

Vanuatu 264,700 3.9 1.6% RSE, PSWPS1, SWP

Timor Leste 1,066,409 n.a. n.a. SWP

Territory

American Samoa Poly 66,692 45.7 66.7% Full access to USA

French Polynesia Poly 271,831 4.2 1.5%

Full access to France 

(incl. French Pacific territories)

Tokelau Poly 1,162 2.9* 65.3%* Full access to NZ

Wallis &  Futuma Poly 13,193 n.a. n.a. (incl. French Pacific territories)

Guam Micro 192,090 48.7 27.1% Full access to USA

North. Mariana Islands Micro 63,517 8.9 10.1% Full access to USA

New Caledonia Mela 252,331 2.9 0.9%

Full access to France 

(incl. French Pacific territories)

Sources: for Population Data: SPC Population Data 2011 and Time Series from 1900; Migration rates and opportunities: Ware 2005, information on emigrants: World Bank 2012 

(except *: Appleyard and Stahl 1995); n.a. (not available). New Zealand Government announced the “Recognized Seasonal Employer” (RSE) policy in October 2006 and it began in April 

2007. Under the RSE there are up to 8000 places available per year. Australia launched the "Pacific Island Seasonal Workers Pilot Scheme" (PSWPS1) in Aug 2008, in September 2011 

more  countries were added  (PSWPS2). The scheme ended in June 2012 and has been replaced by the Seasonal Worker Program (SWP), which started on July 1, 2012 providing up to 

12,000 places in horticulture,  accommodation providers, aquaculture ventures and cotton and cane growers https://employment.gov.au/seasonal‐worker‐program. 
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Background
• ‘Boat people’ in Australia since the 1970s when first boats 

with people seeking asylum from the aftermath of the 
Vietnam War arrived. 

• Asylum seeker in Australia are very small compared to 
other countries. In 2000  some 3000 ‘boat people’ arrived in 
Australia, while Iran and Pakistan each hosted over a 
million Afghan refugees. In 2011 (about 4500 boat arrivals 
in Australia) Pakistan hosted 1.7 million and Iran hosted 
886 500 refugees. 

• Unauthorized boat arrivals in Australia are very small 
compared to other parts of the world. In 2011 in Italy alone 
had been 61000 irregular migrants by sea.

Asylum Seekers and Politics
• ‘Boat People’ have been a hot political issue since boats 

started arriving in Australia in the 1970s. 
• Mandatory detention for un-authorized boat arrivals was 

introduced in the 1990s. 
• Resettlement of large numbers of Indochinese refugees in 

the 1970s and 1980s was supported by all major parties. 
This continued in the 1990s with major parties supporting 
the introduction of mandatory detention.

• In 2001 the Howard Government’s tough stance on asylum-
seekers and boat arrivals swept it to victory in the election 
(Tampa Incident, August 2001).

• For ‘boat people’ off-shore detention and processing centers 
have been established on Nauru and Manus Island (PNG).

• In Feb 2014 riots on Manus Island with one asylum seeker 
killed.
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Suggestions

• Australia / New Zealand increase their aid in 
the fields of education, vocational training etc. 
enourmously.

• Australia / New Zealand help Pacific Island 
Countries to increase numbers of intakes from 
other Pacific Islands.

• Pacific Island countries provide new homes to 
Pacific Islanders

https://maps.google.at/

© E. Weber, Tarawa Atoll, Kiribati


