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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



Hazards / Environmental / Climate Change, 
Mobility and Development

• Environmental Refugees, Forced Migration,  
Environmentally Inducted Migration / Mobility

• Migrants are people who act under the impact of 
opportunities and constraints
• It is difficult to generalize, but one has to ask…

• What are these opportunities and constraints in 
specific contexts?

• How far are people actors deciding and shaping their 
destinies, how far are they driven, to what extend are 
they forced?



Hazards / Environmental / Climate Change, 
Mobility and Development

The purpose of mobility is to increase well-being, to 
reduce risk (e.g. through diversification of livelihoods), 
or to survive.
• Can these categories be clearly separated from 

each other, or do they overlap?
• They even might contradict each other

• Survival strategies often increase risk and 
decrease well-being.

• People in their action may trade in one risk 
against another.



Pacific Islands



https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ebeye



Migration / Mobility in the Pacific Islands

• Historically Pacific Islanders have been very mobile

• Mobility has been an important aspect of colonial 
domination

• After the colonial area mobility continued to remain 
an important feature of Pacific Island societies.



Source: Nunn, P. (2007) Climate, Environment and Society in the Pacific during the last 
Millenium, Elsevier: Amsterdam / Oxford, p. 26. 





Colonial Time - 2

• 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



http://www.banaban.com



Resettlement in the Marshall Islands 
(Nuclear Testing)



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).



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.





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



© E. Weber, Tarawa Atoll, Kiribati

Thank you very much


