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Trade agreements, temporary mobility schemes and 
climate change in the Pacific Islands
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Climate change relocation

„We're not discounting the possibility that in time 
we will not only relocate within the country, but it 
will be necessary to relocate in a country outside 
our border. 

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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Climate Change Displacement

Climate Change and Population Displacement in the Pacific Islands

low high
Atolls 320,000 320,000
Coasts 180,000 580,000
Rivers 165,000 825,000
Total 665,000 1,725,000

Source: Campbell 2009

2050 projections
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Environmental / Climate Change Refugees

• Highly disputed concept

• Not even terminology is clear
– Environmenally-induced mobility, relocation, displacement
– Environmental Refugees
– Climate Change Refugees

• Alternative concepts
– Complex nature of mobility, migration
– Actor-oriented perspective (opportunities and constraints)

Four phases of mobility in Pacific Islands

1. Settlement of the Pacific Islands

2. Colonial Labour Trade

3. Colonial Resettlements

4. Labour requiremens after World War II in rim 
areas

5. Climate Change mobility  ??
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Three issues around „history“
• Most Pacific Islanders who live outside their countries 

are not climate change refugees.

• Many countries in the Pacific Islands have meaningful 
diaspora of Pacific Islanders

• In the second half of the 19th century some 70,000 
Pacific Islanders had been brought to Australia. They 
had to leave again in the early 20th century

5th Phase ???
Climate Change migration

• The future will show, if a fifth phase of migration becomes 
dominant: the migration of people who have to leave their 
homes because of the impacts 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. (“Migration in dignity”)

• 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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Relocation Considerations

• Where to relocate?
– Australia, New Zealand

– Within the Pacific Islands

– Elsewhere

• People in the Pacific Islands do not want to 
become environmental refugees.

• Potentially receiving countries at the rim of the 
Pacific do not want to be overburden with 
refugees, no matter for which reason they get 
the status of refugee. 
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Suggestions

• People should be free to move to wherever they like

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

• Unskilled labour schemes are valuable instruments to 
create livelihoods, networks and experience

• 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

Tarawa Atoll, Kiribati

Thank you very much


