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Island nations under threat: the
climate challenges in Pacific
Island nations

Introduction

It is now widely accepted that climate change
represents a ‘diabolical policy problem’, described

as being the most complex issue of high importance
and political significance in living memory (Garnaut,
2008: xviii). Issues surrounding climate change are
uniquely complex, as they are typically unintended,
diffuse, transboundary, operate over long time-scales,
implicate a wide range of actors and require painstaking
negotiation and cooperation among a wide range of
stakeholders (Eckersley, 2007: 249). If left unchecked,
climate change poses a significant risk to the livelihood,
culture and health of many millions of people in many
different and varying social and ecological contexts

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC,
2007: 30) reports that global warming is ‘unequivocal’,
and is evident from observations of changes in global
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mean conditions, and an increase in the likelihood

of extreme weather events. The IPCC has reported
increases in global average air and ocean temperatures,
widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global
average sea levels. Similarly, the IPCC predict with very
high levels of certainty that, inter alia, the intensity and in
some cases frequency of floods, droughts, storms and
cyclones, fires, heat waves, and epidemics will increase
unless significant mitigation strategies are implemented
(IPCC, 2007: 44-54).

Climate Change and the Pacific

While the broad effects of climate change are occurring
globally, it is generally accepted that certain regions
are more susceptible to the threats of climate change
than others, with the Pacific Islands' repeatedly being
identified as particularly vulnerable.

There are 22 island States and territories in the
Central and South Pacific Ocean? , with a combined
population of 9.7 million people. Population growth
rates in many of these countries, particularly New
Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands
and Vanuatu, are high, although in a few cases,

such as the Cook Islands and Niue, populations

are contracting. Across the region, Gross National
Income (GNI) is generally low: in 2002, GNI ranged
from $15 million in Tuvalu to $2.8 billion in Papua
New Guinea. Generally, GNI per capita is similarly
low, ranging from $750 in the Solomon Islands to
$9986 in the Cook Islands in 2007 (ADB, 2009a: 161-
173). Most of the smaller Polynesian and Micronesian
economies continue to be heavily reliant on aid and
remittances sent from migrants living overseas,
largely in Australia, New Zealand and the United
States. In terms of income generated entirely by the
domestic economy, tourism is an important industry,

especially for countries like Fiji, and the Cook Islands.

In addition, many Pacific island states receive income
from licensing fees paid by foreign-operated fishing
boats for access to their territorial waters. Thus, on
the whole, most Pacific Islanders are low on income
and heavily dependent on natural resources to meet
their basic needs of fresh water, food and shelter.
(Barnett, 2005: 206).

The IPCC (2007:52) projects that sea-level rise

will exacerbate inundation, storm surge, erosion

and other coastal hazards, thus threatening vital
infrastructure, settlements and facilities that support
the livelihood of island communities. Furthermore,
by mid-century, climate change is expected to
reduce fresh water resources in many small islands
in the Pacific due to changes in rainfall patterns

and the increased salinity of reservoirs due to

rising sea levels such that water resources become
insufficient to meet demand during low-rainfall
periods. Furthermore, higher temperatures combined
with decreasing water availability is expected to
lead to higher rates of infectious disease and other
associated health risks.

Barnett & Adger (2007: 641) argue that the vulnerability
of a region to climate change can be measured by the
extent to which it is dependent on natural resources and
ecosystem services, the extent to which these resources
and services are sensitive to climate change, and its
capacity to adapt to changes in these resources and
services. Essentially, the more a region is dependent on
climate sensitive forms of natural capital, and the less it
relies on economic or social forms of capital, the higher
the risks faced by climate change.

This analysis puts into context the unique vulnerability
of Pacific Island states to the effects of climate change.
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC, 2005: 14) highlights that despite

It must be noted that the category of ‘Pacific Islands’ conceals the considerable diversity in the region, and therefore the ways in
which climate change affects each country is different. Consequently, discussion about the impacts of climate change on the Pacific
Islands must be read as a generalization masking significant variation unless otherwise specified (Barnett, 2005: 207).

The 22 island states are Fiji, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands Vanuatu, American Samoa, the Cook Islands,
French Polynesia, Niue, Pitcairn Island, Samoa, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu and Wallis and Futuna, the Federated States of Micronesia,
Guam, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Nauru, the Northern Mariana Islands and Palau (UNER, 1999: xii)
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natural variations, the 22 Pacific Island countries share
certain characteristics that underscore their overall
vulnerability to climate change, climate variability and
sea-level rise. These include:

e Generally limited natural resources, with many
already heavily stressed from unsustainable
human activities

e A concentration of population, socio-economic
activities and infrastructure along the coastal zone

¢ High susceptibility to frequent and more
intense tropical cyclones and associated
storm damage

¢ High level of dependence on water resources
that are sensitive to sea-level changes

¢ Relative isolation and great distance to major
markets which effects competitiveness in trade

e High sensitivity to external economic shocks
e Generally high population densities
¢ Inadequate infrastructure in most sectors

¢ |nsufficient financial, technical and institutional
capacity, significantly limiting capacity to mitigate
and adapt to any adverse impacts of climate
change.

Specific Challenges Facing the
Pacific

In analyzing the unique vulnerability of the Pacific Islands
to climate change, it is important to step beyond the
macro-effects of global warming, and look at the interplay
between climate change, the natural vulnerability of the
Pacific Islands, and the impact that this is likely to have
on local communities. This analysis points to several key
issues which are likely to cause the greatest disruption

to those on the ground, and which are therefore of the
utmost importance when considering policy responses at
the global, regional and national levels.

Food Security

A number of factors directly related to climate change
are likely to impact food security and agricultural
production in the Pacific. About 70 percent of the gross
cropped area is geographically located so as to benefit
from rain during the summer season, therefore making
production heavily dependent on seasonal rainfall (FAO,
2008: 5). Climate change predictions for the region are
forecasting prolonged variations from normal rainfall
patterns, with the IPCC (2007: 914) predicting variations
of between —14 to 14 percent, which would potentially
have a devastating impact on agriculture.

Extreme rainfall patterns, combined with the
increased frequency of extreme weather events

is also likely to have an adverse effect, leading to
increased soil erosion, increased contamination of
groundwater and estuaries by saltwater incursion,
cyclones and storm surges, heat stress and drought,
which may individually or in combination undermine
food production (Barnett, 2007: 33).

The impact of climate change on fisheries is also likely
to have significant implications for food security. Per
capita consumption of fish in the Pacific is very high
by global standards, while fish exports account for

as much as 73 percent of the total exports of some
countries. It is highly likely that the combination of
increasing temperatures and sea level rise will result
in change to coastal circulation patterns, thereby
affecting nutrient supply, lagoon flushing, coastal
erosion and possibly ocean acidity and coral bleaching
(FAO, 2008: 6). These changes will most likely result

in the decline of fisheries productivity, nutrition,
economic security, and food security.

A further key issue related to food security is the
threat of unsustainable biofuel promotion. This
threat has been widely discussed in terms of the
‘food vs. fuel’ debate regarding the risk of diverting
farmland or crops for the production of biofuels to
the detriment of food supply. The United Nations
Food and Agricultural Organisation (2008: 8) warns
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that resources owners may be tempted to seek out
potential benefits from climate change mitigation at
the expense of food security.

Migration

While it is widely acknowledged that climate change
will lead to increased levels of migration both internally
and externally throughout the Pacific region, the

exact impact of climate change on potential migration
patterns is relatively uncertain. Generally speaking, the
interaction between climate change and migration is
little understood, a point that has been acknowledged
by almost all researchers working on the topic.

There is often a misconception that climate change
leads directly to migration. However, in reality, the
situation is far more complex, with a vast amount of
research pointing towards the ways in which migration
interacts with economic, social and demographic
factors. As the Asian Development Bank (ADB, 2009b:
8) highlights, a key distinction is needed between
mobility as a strategy for adapting to the impacts of
environmental deterioration and as a displacement
when deterioration becomes so extreme that

people are forced to leave an area. Too often, it is
assumed that all environmental impacts will result in
displacement migration.

It is therefore
important to
view migration
related to climate
change along a
continuum, with
completely voluntary movements at one end, and
completely forced movements at the other end, while
acknowledging that very few decisions are entirely
‘forced’ or ‘voluntary’ (Barnett & Webber, 2009: 6).

Research indicates that where migration is prompted
due to extreme weather events — whether anthropogenic
induced or not — displacement is generally temporary,
as most displaced people seek to return to rebuild and

continue living in ways and places with which they are
familiar. Furthermore, such movements are typically over
short distances, with few people having the capacity to
cross international borders. Patterns of movement tend
to be largely determined by pre-existing social networks,
as people will choose to stay with family and friends
(Piguet, 2008: 8).

Despite this, it is clear that the Pacific region faces
some significant challenges as a result of the
anticipated impacts of climate change, especially the
increased frequency and severity of extreme weather
events that is predicted to accompany rising sea
levels. Low-lying atolls and coral islands have drawn
global attention to the potentially devastating impacts
on small nations like Tuvalu and Kiribati, where the
implications for migration both within countries and
across borders could be enormous.

Energy Security

The Pacific Islands face a unique and challenging
situation with respect to energy security in the face of
climate change. Environmental damage, habitat loss
and pollution resulting from development and use of
conventional energy sources have significant effects
on fragile island ecosystems. As such, energy supply
and security is vulnerable, given the limited storage
for bulk petroleum

Research indicates that where migration is prompted due to fyels, which are
extreme weather events — whether anthropogenic induced
or not — displacement is generally temporary, as most
displaced people seek to return to rebuild and continue
living in ways and places with which they are familiar

sourced over a

long supply chain
at relatively high
prices. Furthermore,
the development

of renewable energy resources has been limited

by the availability of appropriate technology, poor
institutional mechanisms, and the challenges of
developing and implementing systems for small
remote markets at a reasonable cost (PIFS, 2002: 2).

The key challenges facing the Pacific with respect to
energy security include:
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e Demographics vary widely between countries,
but often feature small, isolated population
centers

e Markets are very thin, difficult to serve, and
without significant economies of scale

e 70% of the regional population is without
access to electricity, but access varies widely,
from 10% to 100% at the national level

¢ Pacific Island countries comprise a wide range
of ecosystems, predominantly influenced
by marine systems, that make infrastructure
development difficult and climate change
impacts significant; and

¢ Most Pacific Island countries do not have
indigenous petroleum resources and only a
minority have hydropower potential (PIFS, 2002: 3).

Despite these clear and obvious challenges,
strengthening energy security in the Pacific provides
some clear opportunities if managed and implemented
in a sustainable manner. This will be discussed in more
detail later in the report.

Gender

While the above discussion has clearly outlined the
general vulnerability of the Pacific Islands to the
effects of climate change, it is important to recognize
and highlight the particular vulnerability of women in
Pacific Island communities. Although climate change
will impact everyone, its impacts will magnify existing
inequalities. Women compromise 70% of those living
below the poverty line. As a result, they are most likely
to bear the heaviest burdens when natural disasters
strike (UNIFEM, 2009).

In general, women have less access to resources that
are essential in disaster preparedness, mitigation and
rehabilitation. Gendered division of labour often results
in the over-representation of women in agricultural

and informal sectors, which are more vulnerable to

disasters. Women are also responsible for reproductive
tasks such as food collection and energy supply for
the household as well as many care-giving tasks,

such as caring for the children, sick, elderly, the home
and assets. In many societies, socio-cultural norms
and care giving responsibilities prevent women from
migrating to look for shelter and work when a disaster
hits. Self-sacrifice even hampers women’s own rescue
in any type of disaster (WEDO, 2008: 7).

In studying 141 countries that had experienced natural
disasters during the period 1981-2002, Neumayer &
Plimper (2007) found that natural disasters lower the
life expectancy of women more than that of men, and
the stronger the disaster, the stronger this effect on the
gender gap in life expectancy. The conclusion is that it
is the socially constructed gender-specific vulnerability
of women built into everyday socio-economic patterns
that leads to the relatively higher female disaster
mortality rates compared to those of men.

While it is beyond the scope of the current paper to
discuss in great detail, it is also worth noting that the
implications of this analysis can be extrapolated to
include children, who are also highly vulnerable to the
impacts of unchecked climate change.

Responding to These Challenges

While it is important to examine the risks of climate
change, it is technically incorrect and morally negligent
to suggest that nothing can be done to prevent these
devastating consequences. Research indicates that

the Pacific Islands can adapt, provided that effective
mitigation strategies are implemented to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions such that the rate of climate
change is slowed and ultimately stopped, and that they
achieve a high level of domestic sustainability to promote
social and ecological resilience.

Such a response will require a diverse and
comprehensive array of policies that are heavily focused
on the goals of sustainable development. To quote
Barnett (2005: 210), ‘Pacific Island countries need
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to achieve a degree of sustainability that no modern
industrial country has yet been able to reach in a bio-
physical and economic environment which allows little
room for error over an extremely short timeframe’.

Achieving this mandate will require careful consideration
of regionally identified needs, combined with the
provision of aid and assistance from developed
countries. This was a central point of negotiation at the
recent Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen,
where developed countries took note of the need to
provide ‘scaled up, new and additional, predictable

and adequate funding’ to developing countries to aid

in mitigation, adaptation, technology development and
transfer and capacity building (UNFCCC, 2009)

Regionally Identified Needs

Several key documents have been released that
specifically address the central priorities of the Pacific
Islands in adapting to climate change. The Pacific Islands
Framework for Action on Climate Change 2006-2015
aims to ensure that people and communities in the
Pacific Islands build their capacity to be resilient to the
risks and impacts of climate change — clearly articulating
a series of regionally defined principles for future climate
change policy. The key objective is to deliver on the
expected outcomes under the following principles:

1. Implementing adaptation measures

2. Governance and decision-making

3. Improving understanding of climate change
4. Education, training and awareness

5. Contributing to global greenhouse gas
reduction; and

6. Partnerships and cooperation

The report highlights the importance of sustainable
development, stating that such a strategy requires a
‘holistic approach conducive to a better quality of life

within a long-term time frame, rather than one aimed
at short-term gains’ (SPREP, 2005: 11). The report

also reinforces the fact that sustainable development
policies are multifaceted, and take into account
economic, social, cultural, environmental, participatory,
and political factors that affect human welfare, while
recognizing the importance of ensuring that national
sustainable development strategies and planning give
prominence to issues relating to climate change.

Another significant document outlining regionally
identified needs is the Niue Declaration on Climate
Change, released in Niue at the Pacific Islands Forum
Leaders’ Meeting on 21 August 2008, and which has
been referred to as the principal political climate change
statement of the Pacific region.

The Declaration reinforces the goals of the Pacific

Islands Framework Convention on Climate Change,

while emphasizing the importance of pursuing policies of
sustainable development, and recognizing the importance
and desire of Pacific peoples to continue to live in their own
countries where possible. Furthermore, the Declaration
stresses the importance of support from the international
community to ‘strengthen and facilitate regional climate
change coordination mechanisms...and promote the
development, transfer and dissemination to Small Island
Developing States of appropriate technologies and
practices to address climate change’ (PIFC, 2008).

Australia’s Policy Rhetoric

The Pacific Islands are particularly reliant on assistance
from developed states in relation to adaptation and
sustainable development measures. At the national level,
they have clearly articulated this reality, while at the global
level several articles in the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 1992), and
reinforced by the Bali Action Plan (UNFCCC, 2007), refer
to the need for cooperative adaptation strategies.

As a wealthy developed country in the region, with close
historical, political, economic and community links with the
Pacific, Australia has been called upon to provide significant
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adaptation assistance to the Pacific Islands in dealing with
the challenges posed by climate change. The Australian
Government has proclaimed this to be a vital foreign policy
objective, promising to ‘rebuild Australia’s reputation as a
world leader on international environmental issues’, and see
Australia ‘return to its role as a good global citizen and as a
creative and active middle power’ (Rudd, 2007).

This rhetoric was confirmed in the Port Moresby
Declaration on 6 March 2008, where the Australian
Government stated that it is ‘committed to beginning

a new era of cooperation with the island nations of

the Pacific’, one that is based on ‘partnership, mutual
respect and mutual responsibility’, and further stating
that the Australian government was ‘committed to
working in close cooperation with the Pacific Island
nations to meet our common challenges’ such as climate
change (Australian Government, 2008).

This declaration was
followed in 2009 by
the policy document
Engaging our Pacific
Neighbours on
Climate Change:
Australia’s Approach (Australian Government, 2009),
providing a guide to Australia’s climate change work
with the Pacific until 2015. The document articulates a
framework to inform future efforts based on the Pacific
region’s stated priorities, guided and informed by the
following principles:

1. An effective global solution to climate change

2. Support aligned with Pacific regional and
national priorities

3. Pacific contribution to global emission
reductions

4. Long-term viability of Pacific Island
communities

5. Capacity to deal with climate change

As a wealthy developed country in the region, with close
historical, political, economic and community links with
the Pacific, Australia has been called upon to provide
significant adaptation assistance to the Pacific Islands in
dealing with the challenges posed by climate change.

6. Information to facilitate decision making; and
7. Improved use of resources.

In this document, the Australian Government is

very clear about the importance of supporting the
regionally identified needs of Pacific Island people

and communities, and aligning its policies with those
articulated in key documents such as the Pacific Islands
Framework for Action on Climate Change and the Niue
Declaration on Climate Change. Similarly, the document
clearly emphasizes the importance of integrating
adaptation measures with the broader sustainable
development agenda.

Key Challenges

The legitimacy of Australia’s role and its reputation as

a ‘good international citizen’ will ultimately depend on
what it does, and
not just what is says
or how it says it.
The government will
have to show that it
can ‘walk the walk’
and well as ‘talk the talk’ (Elliott, 2008: 4).

As Fry (2008: 10) points out, all Australian governments
since the 1980s have used the rhetoric of ‘partnerships’
and have sought to promote a ‘new beginning’ in their
policy approach to engagement with the Pacific. They
have each asserted regional leadership and a vision for
a regional order, yet have been unable to achieve this
objective. Their engagement with the area and their claim
to a leading role could not gain the required political
legitimacy among those they were seeking to influence.
They faltered either because they assumed a natural
right to lead without earning the political legitimacy for
this role; because the regional vision was too ambitious
or inappropriate; because it was pursued purely in
terms of Australia’s interest without considering regional
interests; or because policies were pursued in an
offensive and disrespectful manner.
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In this regard, there are a number of positive signs about
the current Australian Government’s approach to climate
change policy in the Pacific. Fry (2008: 10) reports

that this approach to the Pacific has ‘struck a chord of
humility and respect that has been rare in the history of
Australia’s relations’ with the Pacific.

Despite these positive steps forward, there remains a
great deal of work to be done for Australia to effectively
match its policy rhetoric with action on the ground.
Climate change has not become the policy priority

that might be expected in the region, and progress in
integrating climate change and development policies
remains inadequate.

As the FAO (2009: 10) points out, there are only a
minimal number of climate change adaptation and
basic human capacity building projects currently being
carried out, which is in contrast to other regions of

the world. Furthermore, the FAO describes the Pacific
Islands’ response to climate change up to this point as
being project-based, ad hoc, and heavily dependent
on external resources. Competing priorities, lack of
national government commitment, limited capacity
and the dominance of
international priorities over
national priorities are some
of the common factors
currently limiting adaptation
measures (FAO, 2009: 10).

The Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (2008:
22) discusses potential reasons for these challenges,
suggesting that a limited understanding of the costs of
action and inaction, continued scientific uncertainties on
local and national impacts, lack of knowledge on ways to
decouple economic growth and energy consumption, and
a preference to meet basic developmental needs before
addressing climate issues are all contributing factors.

At a fundamental level, the reason climate issues are
subordinated to development issues is perceived
tradeoffs between economic development and climate
actions. This view has resulted in a lack of expertise

At a fundamental level, the reason climate
issues are subordinated to development issues
is perceived tradeoffs between economic
development and climate actions

in developing policies that integrate climate and
development actions. This is apparent in the difficulties
in designing measures to capture win-win opportunities
such as improving energy efficiency in commercial and
residential buildings, and integrating climate policies and
sustainable management practices in agriculture and
forestry (IGES, 2008: 22).

The Way Forward - Sustainable
Development

Grasping and responding to these complex challenges
will be essential for Australian policy makers when
dealing with climate change in the Pacific. An
appreciation of these complexities will be essential in
making sure that Australian policy rhetoric is closely
matched by action on the ground.

The key theme to emerge from this discussion is the
absolute central importance of coupling sustainable
development and climate change policies. To reiterate
Barnett (2005: 10), adapting to climate change

will require Pacific Island countries to achieve an
unprecedented level of sustainability. Such an approach
will be essential in combating the threats to food
security, migration, energy
and the most vulnerable
groups within Pacific Island
communities posed by
climate change.

While it is beyond the scope of the current paper to
provide country specific policy options due to the rich
diversity of the Pacific region, it is relevant to provide
examples of sustainable climate policies that impact
food security, migration, energy and gender, while also
touching on the interconnected nature of these policies.

Food Security and Sustainable Development

Much of the food produced in the Pacific region is
produced by individual farmers, the majority of whom are
small-scale or subsistence farmers. For long-term food
security in the region, an option is to provide economic
support for small-scale food produces to implement
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ecologically viable systems. A shift to such systems
will provide the poor with increased food security and
livelihood, while presenting opportunities for green
employment (UN ESCSP, 2009: 102).

Similarly, while it will be necessary to develop sustainable
irrigation systems, it will be even more important to

reap greater benefits from rain-fed agriculture. This will
mean, for example, developing varieties of seeds that are
resistant to drought and pests, waterlogging and salinity,
and creating market opportunities for dry land farm
products. Again, this type of approach will have the dual
benefit assisting Pacific Island communities to adapt to
the effects of climate change, while also providing a spur
to development objectives.

Migration and Sustainable Development

Community based adaptations will be the most common
response to climate change. Policy making therefore
needs to address what is needed to allow communities
not to migrate. Indeed,

it is the essence of
combining climate change
adaptation with sustainable
development to promote
sustainability to keep people
in place, reduce vulnerability
and provide alternatives to migration.

Should adaptation measures fail and people are forced
to migrate in response to either extreme events or slow
onset-changes, it will be essential that responses are
based around the principles of sustainable development.

If efforts to avoid permanent migration fail, then most

of the people who move will be poor. Therefore, they
are most likely to move within their existing countries,
or if they cross a border it will most probably be to

a neighbouring country. It will be important for the
international community to support these regions and
countries to meet the short term humanitarian and
longer term settlement needs of migrants. Such support
can make the difference between increased security

Should adaptation measures fail and people are
forced to migrate in response to either
extreme events or slow onset-changes, it will be
essential that responses are based around the
principles of sustainable development.

and sustainability of livelihoods for both migrants and
people in host areas, or increasing conflict, poverty, and
associated environmental degradation. Where efforts
aimed to help migrants settle include local communities
as well as migrants, and promote sustainable resource
management, the combined effects of additional labour
and money can enhance sustainability (Barnett &
Webber, 2009: 9).

Energy Security and Sustainable Development

Energy has a vital role to play in achieving sustainable
development in the Pacific region. It is a fundamental
input to most economic and social activity and a
prerequisite for development in other sectors such as
education, health, and communications.

Biofuels have attracted worldwide interest for their
potential as a sustainable and renewable substitute
for fossil fuels, with vast potential to contribute

to energy security, economic development and
poverty reduction, and
the potential to lower
greenhouse gas emissions
and air pollution.

There are however,
considerable risks
associated with producing biofuels if they are

not sustainably produced. There are widespread
concerns that biofuels could end up causing more
environmental or social problems than they solve.
Notably, recent studies have warned that biofuels
might hurt food security, induce water shortages,
worsen water pollution, increase greenhouse gas
emissions, and negatively affect biodiversity. In
short, biofuels are a clear example of a response to
climate change that runs the risk of conflicting with
sustainable development goals, unless it is carefully
considered and implemented (IGES, 2008: 105).

The Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels (RSB, 2008)
provides the following recommendations for ensuring
sustainable trade, use and production of biofuels:

CarbonEdge Special Report : k25E3 : CarbonEdge : 9



CarbonEdge Special Report

¢ Integrate and better coordinate policy frameworks

¢ Assess benefits and impacts of biofuels trade,
use and production and monitor them

e Address negative indirect effects of biofuels
trade, use and production

e Reward positive impacts and investments

¢ Use informed dialogues to build consensus for
new projects

¢ Increase investment in research, development
and demonstration

e Build capacity to enable produces to mange
carbon and water

e Make sure that trade policies and climate
change policies work together.

Gender and Sustainable Development

While being the most vulnerable group to the effects

of climate change in the Pacific region, engaging and
including women in a consultative process will provide
significant opportunities for promoting sustainable
development and building resilience within communities.

Numerous case studies
indicate that women play

a key role in protecting,
managing and recovering
their household and assets
during a disaster. They have
been strong advocates for
preparedness measures

at the community level because they understand what
disaster means to the day-to-day reality of life.

Many women have the knowledge and capacity to contribute
towards adapting to the changing nature of disasters, and
they continue to develop innovative strategies to address the
negative impacts of climate change (WEDO, 2008: 61).

Numerous case studies indicate that women
play a key role in protecting, managing and
recovering their household and assets during a
disaster. They have been strong advocates for
preparedness measures at the community level
because they understand what disaster means to
the day-to-day reality of life

This approach provides important synergies between
climate policy and gender equality, such as linking
carbon sequestration with poverty reduction, clean
energy for cooking that reduces indoor air pollution and
related diseases, cheap voltaic energy that lights houses
and enables education, and ecosystem improvement
promoting sustainable development and lightening
women’s tasks (WEDO, 2008: 12).

Conclusion

The Pacific Islands have been shown to have a
unique vulnerability to the effects of climate change.
They are among the least responsible, yet most
severely impacted. As such, the region is going to be
particularly reliant on external developmental and aid
assistance to successfully adapt to the risks that they
are facing. Australia has been called upon to play a
vital role in this regard.

With this in mind, it will be crucial that the foreign policy
of the future is one of practical implementation and
effective engagement, not one that is measured only in
terms of policy statements, initiatives, and changes in
diplomatic style (Elliott, 2008: 1).

To this end, identifying and closely adhering to regionally
identified needs will be imperative. It is vitally important
that any international or
regional assistance is
provided through a process
of community-driven
consultation in order to
identify urgent adaptation
needs and prevent any
accusation of imperialism, as
has been the case in the past.

The culture and local knowledge of Pacific Island countries
are regarded as being particularly important in considering
policy options in response to global environmental

change. As Campbell (2009: 85) argues, the Pacific Islands
have historically utilized a variety of ‘disaster reduction
measures’ which indicates that traditionally, Pacific Island
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communities coped with many extreme events that today
give rise to relief and rehabilitation programs. Campbell
argues that many traditional resilience strategies have
been lost or are no longer employed, indicating that Pacific
Islands countries and their inhabitants are ‘not essentially
or inherently vulnerable’ and were ‘traditionally sites of
resilience’. This implies that Pacific Islanders may know
best how to handle the effects of climate change, and that
in their existing knowledge lays the best hope for a fusion
of indigenous and modern approaches to climate change
(Barnett, 2002: 58).

In striving to achieve an unprecedented level of
sustainability, climate change offers the Pacific Islands
an opportunity to take a significant step forward in
sustainable development and peace making. Climate
change can ultimately be seen as one of the greatest
opportunities in history for addressing inequalities,
reducing vulnerability, enhancing sustainability, and as an
extraordinary opportunity for creating social change.
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