
 

 

 

Climate-Induced Migration in the Pacific Islands:  

Implications for Australian Foreign Policy 

 

 

A report drafted for  

Senator the Hon. Lisa Singh 

Shadow Parliamentary Secretary for the Environment, Climate Change & Water 

 

 

By: 

Adela  Jones 

An Intern with the Australian National Internships Program 

May 18, 2015



i 
 

Executive Summary 

This report was undertaken to examine and assess the potential impact of environmental 

migrants within the purview of Australian refugee law to provide a comprehensive report 

on the subject for future discussion amongst policymakers on reforming Australia’s 

refugee and asylum seeking policy. This report utilizes a mixed methods approach 

between secondary empirical and quantitative data on climate change and human migrant 

geographical data, in addition to primary qualitative data through interviews with leading 

academics, policymakers and advisers. The research draws attention to the urgency of the 

influx in migrant flows from Oceania, or the Pacific Island region, given current 

scientific projections that attribute environmental changes from climate change rendering 

the region inhospitable by the end of the century. Based on these findings, a “toolbox” 

policy approach is recommended to mitigate and address this issue. This “toolbox” 

comprises of sustainable development aid programs, skilled worker and education visa 

schemes, and regional cooperation to facilitate climate change adaptation in the South 

Pacific while creating mutually beneficial outcomes for both Australia and its neighbors. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Oceania is ground zero for the projected effects of environmental change induced by 

anthropogenic climate change. Rising sea levels, intrusion of seawater into local drinking 

supplies and agricultural irrigation, substantial decreases in natural rainfall, flooding, and 

increased frequency of natural disaster, are just some effects global warming may have 

throughout the region. These conditions directly affect the survival of individuals, 

especially in the South Pacific, through severe food and water insecurity, and threatening 

the physical security of the eleven island nations by rendering much of it inhospitable.  

 Given these factors, climate change may act as a major driver of migration from 

these developing, low-lying nations to developed nations in the Pacific region. 

Australia’s proximity to the Pacific Islands, well-established community of Pacific 

Islanders and highly developed economy makes it a prime destination for migrants. It is 

paramount for Australia to utilize its influence and resources in the region to establish  

a set of initiatives to help alleviate the impact of climate change on these island nations 

through a set of preventative policies and aid programs. These preventative measures are 

crucial to preserving regional security mitigating a potential humanitarian disaster for 

Australia and its Pacific Island neighbors. 
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CHAPTER 1:  DEFINING CLIMATE MIGRATION 

Defining Environmental Migration 

Environmentally induced migration is not a recent phenomenon. Throughout human 

history, environmental challenges have induced migration for voluntary and involuntary 

reasons due to the dependency many have on the environment for their livelihood. One of 

the largest drivers of migration in the next few decades is anthropogenic, or human 

driven, climate change. Excess carbon emissions resulting from fossil fuel burning has 

created an artificial rise in carbon dioxide gases into the atmosphere, trapping these 

excess gases and subsequently creating what is known as a “greenhouse” effect. The 

greenhouse effect induces the phenomenon of global warming, or an overall gradual shift 

in the Earth’s average temperature. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), this will rise to 4°C by 2050.1 This is expected to result in dramatic rises 

in sea level, increased frequency of natural disasters and extreme temperatures that will 

directly affect human livelihood through less accessibility to vital resources such as 

water, food and land. Migration is one tool that many individuals will use to adapt to this 

new environmental landscape. 

 However, there is no consensus among policymakers and academics on what 

defines an environmentally induced migrant. “Environmental migration, climate change-

induced migration, ecological or environmental refugees, climate change migrants and 

environmentally-induced forced migrants”2 are all terms used to describe individuals 

                                                

1 “Final Draft: IPCC Assessment Report WG II.” Intergovernmental Panel on Climate  
Change, https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg2/drafts/fd/WGIIAR5-
Chap29_FGDall.pdf. 

2 Olivia Dun & Francois Gemenne, “Defining Environmental Migration,” Forced Journal  
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migrating internally or externally—within and across borders—from environmental 

degradation. The lack of consensus results from the debate surrounding the amount of 

influence environmental challenges present themselves on motivating an individual to 

internally or externally migrate. Environmental changes are also difficult to measure due 

to the often slow onset of environmental degradation.3 Natural disasters, floods and 

famines, although infrequent, are often drivers of “sudden-onset” environmental 

migration, whereas soil degradation, pollution and desertification are common “slow-

onset” environmental challenges that drive migration trends.  

 This paper will focus and refer to individuals migrating from the effects of 

climate change as “climate migrants” to stress the profound impact anthropogenic climate 

change is projected to have on migration within the twenty-first century. The concept of 

“climate change-related migration” refers to a subset of environmental migration in 

response to long and short-term trends.4 It is important to note that it is still not yet 

empirically possible to attribute climate change wholly to migration flows due to a lack 

of research on the subject. However, the term “climate migrant” encompasses both 

voluntary and forced migrants from the onset of climate change related phenomenon.  

 

The Rise of Climate-Driven Migration 

Climate change is and will increasingly become a key driver in global migration trends. 

                                                

of Migration 31 (2008), https://www.vie.unu.edu/file/get/10728.pdf. 
3 “Defining Environmental Migration.” 
4 John Campbell and Olivia Warwick. “Climate Change and Migration Issues in the  

Pacific,” United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific, 2014, http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Climate-Change-and-
Migration-Issues-in-the-Pacific.pdf. 
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An increase in frequency of natural disasters, including earthquakes, typhoons, floods and 

drought will not only threaten human survival, but economic livelihood. In 2008, the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) concluded that 20 million people were 

displaced by natural disasters the year prior, in contrast to 4.6 million displaced by 

conflict. The same analysis concluded that by 2050, up to 200 million could be displaced 

by climate change induced events.5 The United Nations Environmental Programme 

argues that climate change will affect migration patterns in three significant areas: 

reduction of agricultural production and “ecosystem” services of clean water, increased 

frequency in extreme weather events, and costal erosion and sea level rise.6 The onset of 

climate migration may result in “eescalating humanitarian crises, rapid urbanization and 

associated slum growth, and stalled development.”7 Further, the majority of climate 

migrants will occur in developing countries vulnerable to climate change given their 

natural geography and lack of infrastructure to address this phenomenon.  

 The severity of climate change and its implications on human livelihood have led 

this issue to evolve on the policy agendas of several governments, international 

organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). The United States 

Departments of Defense and State, the Australian Defence Forces, numerous United 

Nations organs and agencies and think-tanks, including the Brookings Institution, refer to 

                                                

5 Frank Lackzo and Christine Agharzarm, eds. “Environment and Climate Change:  
Assessing the Evidence.” International Organization for Migration, 2009, 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/pacificislands/overview. 

6 “Climate Change and Migration Issues in the Pacific.” 
7 Climate Change and Environmentally Induced Migration,” the United Nations  

Environment Programme, 
http://www.unep.org/conflictsanddisasters/Policy/DisasterRiskReduction/Climate
ChangeAndMigration/tabid/282/language/en-US/Default.aspx. 
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climate migration as a potential accelerator of political instability and conflict. An onset 

of 200 million displaced individuals would significantly strain humanitarian responses 

and resources. Climate migration may hamper economic productivity and act as a 

potential accelerators of conflict over resources, especially in regards to external migrants 

in developed nations.  
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CHAPTER 2:  CLIMATE MIGRATION IN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Climatic Trends and Livelihood  

The South Pacific is the most vulnerable region from the effects of climate change. 

Comprised of twenty-two island nations—eleven of which are sovereign—the region is 

largely low-lying and thus its population of 2.3 million8 is highly susceptible to rises in 

sea level rise and natural disaster. In March 2014, the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) published its fifth report on climate change risk and adaptation, 

projecting that by the end of the century, small islands across the Pacific Oceans risk 

being “extensively or even completely submerged”9 due to 1.2 cm annual sea level rise 

trends four times faster than the global average which the report deems “virtually 

certain.”10 The Australian government’s Pacific Climate Change Science Programme 

published an analysis of the impacts of climate change on migration in the Pacific that 

indicated11 it will experience a disproportionate increase in average temperature, extreme 

rainfall, ocean acidification, intense drought, and a decrease in frequency but increase in 

intensity of natural disasters. Small island states are disproportionately affected by trends 

arising from climate change due to their geographical nature and high dependency on the 

that severely affects a higher proportion of the population. 

 

                                                

8 “Pacific Islands Overview.” The World Bank, April 2, 2015,  
http://www.unep.org/conflictsanddisasters/Policy/DisasterRiskReduction/Climate
ChangeAndMigration/tabid/282/language/en-US/Default.aspx. 

9 “Final Draft: IPCC Assessment Report WG II.”  
10 “Final Draft: IPCC Assessment Report WG II.”  
11 “Climate Change and Migration Issues in the Pacific.” 
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Figure One

 

Graph Credit: CLS/Cnes/Legos: http://www.aviso.oceanobs.com/en/news/ocean-indicators/mean-sea-level/) 

 

 Although sea level rise trends depend on future greenhouse gas emissions, the 

2014 IPCC report concludes there is a “high confidence” that sea level rise will lead to 

detrimental coastal erosion, saltwater intrusion of freshwater sources, and coral reef 

degradation. These trends will negatively impact the majority of island communities that 

reside on low-lying coastal areas and islands. Losses of freshwater resources, habitable 

land, and coastal ecosystems necessary for the regional pescetarian diet, are the most 

significant drivers of environmental change threatening human survival. Pacific Islands 

are already experiencing the effects of climate change through sea level rise. 
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  Figure one highlights the current annual sea level rise of 3.2 millimeters12—a 

phenomenon that has been ongoing height of the Industrial Revolution in the late 19th 

century. Examining pre-human sea level rise, scientists concluded in a report published 

by the National Academy of Sciences that "firmly establishes" the unprecedented rate of 

sea level rise. This accelerated rise in sea level pushes the “tipping point” that directly 

affects the individual ability to adapt by limiting vital freshwater and food sources and 

habitable land. Unfortunately, according to the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, these 

trends are the “new normal.”13 

 

Climate Migration in the Pacific Islands 

Climate change is already producing a dire scenario across several Pacific Islands. Fiji, 

the Solomon Islands and Kiribati are already creating comprehensive climate change 

adaptation plans to cope with emerging coastal hazards, namely as natural disasters. In 

2014, the University of Queensland partnered with the Solomon Islands government to 

relocate the town of Taro, two meters above sea level, further mainland due to coastal 

erosion and hazard concerns. Such efforts are especially being led due to the encroaching 

sea level rises that are destroying sea walls and flooding homes and significantly 

impacting the everyday lives of individuals across the region. 

                                                

12 Christine Marshall and ClimateWire. “No Pause in Global Sea Level Rise,” Scientific  
American, March 26, 2014, http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/warming-
accelerates-us-east-coast-sea-level/. 

13 Jane McAdam. “Climate Change Brings Disasters on Steroids,” the Sydney Morning  
Herald, March 16, 2015, http://www.smh.com.au/comment/climate-change-
brings-disasters-on-steroids-20150316-1m03dr.html. 
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 In 2014, Kiribati President Anote Tong led a highly publicized purchase of 20 sq 

km of land in neighboring Fiji for future resettlement14 and to ensure future food security 

due to the impact climate change and pollution have on the nation’s subsistence 

agricultural and fish-farming production. The Kiribati government also anticipates future 

re-location of its population of 110,000 to islands such as Fiji in the future. The Marshall 

Islands and Fiji have also steadily began to relocate communities in rural and urban areas 

due to extreme flooding and coastal intrusion;15 however, only the Marshall Islands plans 

to also purchase external territory. These examples highlight the present effects of 

climate change on small-scale internal migration across the Pacific.  

 In addition to threatening the literal physical security of Pacific Island nations,  

climate change will significantly impact economic growth. Several nations across the 

region rely upon tourism for their Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which in turn is highly 

dependant upon pristine natural conditions and accessibility.16 Fiji, Samoa, the Solomon 

Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu, rely heavily on tourism to their white sand beaches, crystal 

clear ocean and lush vegetation for Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Climate change 

threatens the regional economic livelihood through degradation of the Pacific Ocean and 

impede the ability for these developing nations to lift themselves out of poverty. 

                                                

14 Laurence Caramel. “Besieged by the Rising Tides of Climate Change, Kiribati Buys  
Land in Fiji,” The Guardian UK, July 1, 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/jul/01/kiribati-climate-change-
fiji-vanua-levu. 

 
15 Sophie Yeo. “Marshall Islands Face Evacuations as Sea Swamps Capital,” Responding  

to Climate Change, March 5, 2014, http://www.rtcc.org/2014/03/04/marshall-
islands-face-evacuations-as-sea-swamps-capital. 

16 Dr. Min Jiang, Terry DeLacy and Steve Noakes. “Tourism, the Millennium  
Development Goals and Climate Change in the South Pacific Islands.” Victoria 
University & Griffith University, http://vuir.vu.edu.au/15971/1/Min_Jiang.pdf. 
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 Furthermore, climatic trends will hamper subsistence farming and fishing, the 

“backbone” of Pacific Island economies for export revenue domestic food resources. The 

official Samoan, Vanuatu, Fiji and Tongan GDPs, which derive up to a third of their 

economy from crop exports,17 are especially at risk. The severity of the threat of climate 

change to the Pacific economies and physical security has prompted responses from the 

Kiribati and Fiji governments. It is a reality for several of these island governments that 

climate change poses a threat to the future of the sovereignty of their state both through 

physical and economic means. Climate change exacerbates pre-existing economic and 

political tensions, making them the most vulnerable communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

17 Margaret B. Malua. “Case Study: The Pacific Islands.” United Nations Conference on  
Trade and Development, http://unctad.org/en/Docs/ditctncd20031p5_en.pdf. 
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CHAPTER 3:  LEGALLY DEFINING A CLIMATE MIGRANT 

The United Nations Refugee Convention   

The 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees was a 

groundbreaking piece of multilateral legal framework that defined the status and rights to 

migrants granted refugee asylum. It is the primary document relating to refugee 

protections and obligations of states towards refugees, migrants and asylum seekers, with 

148 signatories, although it is up to the state’s discretion whether or not to accept an 

individual’s plea for asylum. The basis for the Convention lies within the legal 

framework of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, to ensure that refugees 

have the rights of citizens in the state they are residing in, granting them the lawful right 

to enter a country for the purposes of seeking asylum, regardless of how they arrive or 

whether they hold valid travel or identity documents.  

 Currently, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) only 

involves itself with displaced populations from natural disasters on a case-by-case basis.18 

The High Commissioner is officially opposed to expanding its definition of refugee to 

environmental factors, claiming it would undermine the international legal protections for 

refugees by presenting a potentially misleading link between climate change and 

migration and stress scarce resources further. According to José Riera, Senior Policy 

Adviser at UNHCR, there is “no need” to amend the 1951 Convention or to include new 

                                                

18 Antonio Guterres. “Climate Change, Natural Disasters and Human Displacement: a  
UNHCR perspective,” UNHCR: the UN Refugee Agency, 
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-
library/sites/law/migrated/documents/haennidale2011doc5.pdf. 
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definitions.19 Regarding climate change and displacement, Riera claims that the UNHCR 

“[already has] existing terminology and existing protections. We don’t need to call 

people anything different from what they are, which is displaced persons.”20 Although it 

recognizes that environmental degradation and climate change can contribute to forced, 

cross-border migrations, the UNHCR does not perceive them to be grounds for granting 

refugee or asylum status under international law due to the specific grounds an individual 

must be fleeing persecution from gender, ethnicity, nationality, religion, conflict or war.21 

Without the support of the United Nations’ Refugee Agency, it will be difficult for the 

official grounds for asylum to be changed to incorporate environmental factors. 

 

The Legal Dilemma 

 In accordance with the UNHCR and UN Refugee Convention, climate migrants 

cannot officially fall within the purview of international refugee law. It is at the 

jurisdiction of the state to grant asylum to individuals migrating from climate change-

related issues. Only two UN members, Finland and Sweden, recognize environmental 

migrants in their domestic refugee law.22 According to Nathaniel Rein, Environment, 

                                                

19 Benjamin Glahn. “Climate Refugees? Addressing the International Legal Gaps.”  
International Bar Association, 
http://www.ibanet.org/Article/Detail.aspx?ArticleUid=B51C02C1-3C27-4AE3-
B4C4-7E350EB0F442. 

20  “Climate Refugees? Addressing the International Legal Gaps.”  
21 Eva Mahnke. “Climate Migration a ‘Complex Problem,’” United Nations University,  

October 31, 2013, http://ourworld.unu.edu/en/climate-migration-a-complex-
problem.  

22 Gabrielle Mante and Mattias Kolstrup. “Environmental Refugees: How Climate  
Change Affects People’s Lives.” RESET, August 2014, 
http://en.reset.org/knowledge/environmental-refugees-%E2%80%93-how-
climate-change-affects-peoples-lives. 
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Science, Technology, and Health Officer for the United States Department of State at the 

U.S. Embassy in Canberra,23 the United States would not treat migrants immigrating to 

the U.S. differently than other asylum seekers or migrants. Nations with large 

immigration quotas and open policies, such as the United States, may choose not to 

discriminate against individuals seeking to externally migrate from climate-change 

related issues. 

 A highly publicized asylum case in New Zealand by a Tuvalu family was one of 

many attempts to seek asylum due to climate change. The family argued that the “lack of 

fresh drinking water and sea-level rise—would have adverse impacts on them if they 

were forced to return home.”24 However, climate change does not fulfill the traditional 

requirements of human rights persecution, particularly because climate change and 

natural disasters do not directly persecute a particular human social group. Furthermore, 

there is no evidence that the international community, who is driving climate change, is 

actively persecuting one group, nor that Tuvalu is actively not taking measures to adapt 

to climate change. Since the defendants could not prove they were actively being 

persecuted by nature, the international community or their home country for not taking 

action against climate change, the New Zealand Court of Appeals eventually granted  

asylum due to familial ties and reasoning.  

                                                

23 Interview: Mr. Nathaniel Rein, Environment, Science, Technology, and Health Officer  
for the United States Department of State. Interviewed by Adela Jones, Canberra, 
April 10, 2015. 

24 Jane McAdam, “The Emerging New Zealand Jurisprudence on Climate Change  
Disasters and Displacement,” Migration Studies (3) 2015: 131-142. 
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 According to Dr. Jane McAdam of the University of New South Wales, this case 

illustrates the delineation of New Zealand’s legal protection framework “applicable to 

claims based on the impacts of climate change, natural disasters or environmental 

degradation.”25 Migration is a natural response for individuals to move away from harm 

and increase their rate of survivability. This case set a legal precedent for New Zealand 

since they, like Australia, will likely be prime destinations for individuals threatened by 

climate change, given their geographical proximity, developed economy and second and 

third largest Pacific Islander populations. Thus, individuals externally migrating outside 

of Pacific Islands are limited by international law to grant them asylum, and most likely 

cannot cite climate change as a justification to immigrate to another country. This, 

coupled with the physical barriers to migration, could lead significant populations of 

individuals stuck and denied accesses to vital resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

25 “The Emerging New Zealand Jurisprudence on Climate Change,  
Disasters and Displacement.” 
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CHAPTER 4:  AUSTRALIAN POLICY 

Governmental Assessment 

Migration and asylum is a controversial issue in Australian politics. Since the Howard 

government and first wave of Asia-Pacific migrants arriving during the Vietnam War, 

migration to Australia has been addressed through the lens of national security. The 

security threat of climate migrants has been recognized in the 2013 Australian 

Department of Defence White Paper. “Migration related to climate change [in the South 

Pacific]”26 was identified as a threat to the ADF due to the obligation of “increased 

disaster relief, humanitarian assistance and stabilisation operations.” Australia has a 

nearly hundred-year history27 of providing military and humanitarian assistance to the 

Asia-Pacific region. In the wake of increased frequency in devastating natural disasters, 

such as Vanuatu’s Cyclone Pam in 2014, Australia may be increasingly called to fulfill 

its traditional role as a first responder, stressing military capabilities and increasing 

military expenditures. 

 Given Australia neighbors the Pacific Islands, enjoys high living standards and 

the third-largest Pacific Islander population, it is an attractive destination for migrants 

seeking refuge from the effects of climate change.28 Although it is physically and legally 

                                                

26 “Defence White Paper 2013,” Australian Department of Defence,  
http://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2013/docs/WP_2013_web.pdf. 

27 Steven Bullard, “Official History of Peacekeeping, Humanitarian and Post–Cold War  
Operations,” The Australian War Memorial, 
https://www.awm.gov.au/histories/peacekeeping/volume-six/. 

28 Richard Bedford and Graeme Hugo. “Population Movement in the Pacific: Perspective  
on Future Prospects.” Australian Department of Labour, Labour & Immigration 
Research Centre, February 2012, 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/research/_pdf/pacific-population-
report.pdf. 
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difficult for individuals to immigrate to Australia, a sizeable portion of the regional 

Pacific Island population will be subjected to voluntary and involuntary migration. The 

natural flows will to be to New Zealand and Australia. Given Australia’s generally 

restrictive policies towards forced migration, and absence of recognition towards climate 

migration, climate change adaptation and mitigation policies, multilateral governmental 

coordination and immigrant visa schemes are tangible, affordable and preventative policy 

responses to mitigate an overwhelming potential onset of migrants from Pacific Islands, 

and stresses in ADF resources. Particular attention must be paid to the eleven sovereign 

nations comprising the Pacific Island region, as they, unlike the other eleven, may not be 

granted special immigration or military relief from their respective governing nations. 

 Securitizing the issue of climate migration is a reactionary, rather than 

preventative policy. Although Australia has, in modern times, tended to securitize 

potential onsets of migrants, the ADF warns that “such policies that obsess over border 

control as opposed to providing protection….become the dominant way of understanding 

this issue.”29 The largest source of illegal migration stemming from the region is through 

overstayed visas, and not immigrants arriving by boat. Since there is no qualitative or 

quantitative data that can provide any numerical evidence on the number of individuals 

arriving at the Australian border, or the expenditure of increased military operations, 

Australia must instead turn its attention to preventative policies through climate 

adaptation and mitigation. Doing so would not only prevent large expenditures in defence 

spending, but any political pressures, drastic increase in visa applications, potential 

detention and other costs associated with legally processing migrants. 

                                                

29 “Defence White Paper 2013.” 
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CHAPTER 5:  POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Climate Change Adaptation & Mitigation 

 The most substantial effort Australia can make in alleviating the potential onset of 

climate migration is through sustainable development. Australia has long been invested in 

development aid for its Pacific Island neighbors, recognizing political and economic 

instability has adverse ramifications for the region and even Australia itself. As a regional 

leader, the government can continue to follow in the footsteps of its allies, notably 

Germany, and invest heavily in such aid programs to promote sustainable development 

and address climate change. The Pacific Plan is one such initiative put forth by Australia 

and New Zealand to promote security, food security, sustainable development and 

economic growth in the region as to promote the UN Millennium Development Goals.30 

Australia could expand its current program by fostering pond aquaculture, water capture, 

renewable energy and water filtration technologies, hydroponics and sustainable crop 

rotation31 to promote food security through maximizing soil and scarce freshwater 

resources. Despite a significant slash to foreign aid in the 2015 federal budget,32 the 

Australian government remains committed to assisting the Asia-Pacific region to promote 

stability among communities highly dependent upon the environment for their survival.  

                                                

30 Col. Peter Brown. “Australian Influence in the South Pacific,” Vice Chief of the  
Defence Force, 
http://www.defence.gov.au/ADC/Publications/Commanders/2012/07_Brown%20
SAP%20Final%20PDF.pdf. 

31 Interview: Dr. Jon Barnett, Professor of Geography at the University of Melbourne.  
Interviewed by Adela Jones, Canberra, May 13, 2015. 

32 “Budget 2015: What is Happening to Foreign Aid?” SBS, May 13, 2015,  
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/2015/05/12/budget-2015-what-happening-
foreign-aid. 
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 Investing in sustainable development measures will help alleviate the number of 

individuals displaced by events induced by climate change. This would not only reduce 

the amount of individuals migrating to neighboring Australia, New Zealand and the 

United States, but maintain the physical and economic security of these nation-states as 

well, promoting state sovereignty in dire circumstances. Further, sustainable development 

programs allow the community of Pacific Island states to exercise agency, and take 

substantial preventative measures in protecting these ancient communities. Thus, such a 

preventative policy measure is in the best interests of Australia and the entire Pacific 

Island region.  

 

Visas & Worker Schemes 

A core component of the “toolbox” policy approach needed to address climate migration 

is to expand current migrant worker and educational visas schemes. The Pacific Island 

region receives approximately two-thirds of its GDP through remittances of migrant 

workers in Australia and New Zealand through the Seasonal Workers Program.33 These 

workers provide seasonal and affordable labor in sectors facing shortages. According to 

Jon Barnett, a Political Geographer at the University of Melbourne, freeing up the labor 

market through a common market would allow “people to deal with an uncertain future” 

in terms of climate change adaptation. Since these programs are already successful, with 

Tuvalu’s seafarers for international shipping companies as a notable example, matching 

gaps in the Australian labor market is an affordable and beneficial climate change 

                                                

33 “Overview of Australia’s Pacific Regional Aid Program,” Australian Department of  
Foreign Affairs and Trade, http://dfat.gov.au/geo/pacific/development-
assistance/pages/development-assistance-in-the-pacific.aspx. 
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adaptation strategy34 with the potential to shift climate migration into a mutually 

beneficial outcome.  

 Another type of visa scheme that is in its infancy of being implemented are 

educational and skill-based programs to provide individuals across the Pacific with 

highly marketable skills. The Kiribati Australia Nursing Initiative, run through the 

Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) is a pilot program to 

educate young women and equip them with highly transferrable nursing skills as a means 

of addressing poverty, climate change, population growth and the large remittance 

economy. Since nursing is in high demand and a near universal profession, it allows these 

women to seek employment in nearly every part of the developed world, providing 

“migration with dignity.”35 DFAT could expand its program to include other types of 

skilled trades, including electricians, mechanics and physician assistants. Expanding 

these types of visa programs would drastically improved the welfare of Pacific Island 

migrants and alleviate the burden of scarce resources on Pacific Islands. Taking 

advantage of and expanding such pre-existing programs is beneficial to both Australia 

and its Pacific Island communities, and provides Australia with a substantial return on its 

investment of its foreign aid programs. 

 

 

 

                                                

34 Kayly Ober. “Jon Barnett: Climate Adaptation Not Just Building Infrastructure,  
But Expanding Options.” New Security Beat, Woodrow Wilson Center, January 6, 
2012, http://www.newsecuritybeat.org/2012/01/jon-barnett-climate-adaptation-
not-just-building-infrastructure-but-expanding-options/. 

35 “Climate Adaptation Not Just Building Infrastructure, But Expanding Options.”  
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Regional Co-operation 

The last component of the “toolbox” policy instrument approach is regional governance. 

A universal treaty or designated “climate refugee” status under the UN Refugee 

Convention are problematic because they require a stringent definition which will be 

difficult to agree upon for most states. Additionally, such a stature might overwhelm 

nations receiving these “refugees” from across the developing world. Although the 

majority of climate migration is and will be internal, external migration must be 

addressed at the regional level given migration flows often occur in geopolitical contexts. 

Regional cooperation among nations in Oceania is the most pragmatic solution to 

coordinating migrant flows, visas, development aid and disaster relief.  

 The Nansen Initiative is one of the first inter-governmental responses to address 

cross-border displacement. Australia has been a member since its inception in 2012. The 

Initiative’s 2015 Pacific Regional Consultation report was key in coordinating NGOs, 

think tanks, academics and governments in preparing for the future onset individuals 

displaced by natural disaster.36 Although the Nansen Initiative is vital in addressing one 

particular facet of climate migration, bi and multi-lateral talks with Australia’s Pacific 

Island neighbors through a senior regional working group comprised of leaders and 

experts on this issue  must initiated to facilitate dialogue and co-operation on the entire 

scope of the climate migrant issue and its consequences. 

                                                

36 Victoria Mence, Alex Parrinder, Marie McAuliffe, “Environmentally-related  
International Migration,” Australian Department of Immigration and Border 
Protection, June 2013, ttp://environmentalmigration.iom.int/conclusions-nansen-
initiative-pacific-regional-consultation. 
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  A regional working group would not only serve as a gesture for Australia to 

recognize and take leadership on the severity of climate change on migration patterns, but 

would formally establish a governmental dialogue to facilitate the impact of climate 

change within the entire Oceania. Through diplomatic links, respective nations can 

address their own concerns and adaptability strategy to adapt to climate change. Fostering 

and facilitating dialogue can lead to the creation of small-scale immigration agreements, 

disaster relief coordination and sustainable development plans as a means of preventative 

policy measures. Thus, a senior working group comprised of policy experts, academics 

and government officials would provide sovereign Pacific Islands with their own voice 

and agency in addressing this issue while allowing Australia to lead an initiative in 

addressing climate change for the stability of the region. 
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CONCLUSION 

Climate change is one of the most complex national security challenges Australia faces. 

In the wake of the onset of individuals displaced by climate change-related phenomenon, 

Australia must recognize climate change as a driver of migration and plan preventative 

policy measures to prepare for the high likelihood of immigration requests and 

humanitarian assistance. Such measures are not only pertinent for the security and 

relationship between Australia and its Pacific Island neighbors, but for the entire stability 

of the entire Pacific region. A multifaceted “toolbox” approach of policy instruments is 

the best solution to address this multifaceted threat. Sustainable development aid, worker 

visa schemes and regional cooperation are vital in preventing illegal climate migrants into 

Australia. Such initiatives will create preventative rather than reactionary policies, and  

stimulate mutual benefits for Australia and its Pacific Island neighbors. Doing so is vital 

to preserving regional security in the Pacific, and mitigating a potential humanitarian 

disaster.  
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