
1 

 



2 

Climate Change Induced Migration Policy in the South-Pacific through a Human Rights 

Perspective 

 

The views and opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not necessarily 

represent the views of HDRI. The designations employed and the presentation of material 

throughout this review do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of HDRI 

concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or concerning 

its frontiers or boundaries. 

 

This research article was coordinated and edited by Emma Hutchinson, under the supervision of 

Director of Publications, Utsav Shah. The design of this article and its formatting were done by 

the Communications Team, led by Director Rachel Butcher and Daniella Arrieta.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© HDRI 2020                                                  
All rights reserved 
Published in 2020 by the Human 
Development Research Initiative (HDRI) 

 

Cover Photo Courtesy of: Global 

Citizen  



3 

Abstract 

 

Climate change is an unprecedented challenge for human communities in the South-Pacific and 

will continue to be for many decades to come. Anthropogenic climate change is affecting human 

migration flows in communities that are particularly vulnerable to environmental degradation. 

Low lying states such as Tuvalu and Kiribati are facing potentially catastrophic sea-level rise and 

environmental degradation in future decades, and this is likely to lead to substantial migration 

flows both within South-Pacific states and across international borders. The imperatives for better 

migration policy at domestic and international levels are clear. Furthermore, climate change 

induced migration, and the policy that responds to it, has clear implications for the human rights 

of those being displaced. By framing climate-induced migration as a human rights issue, this essay 

will consider the range of policies that have been proposed and/or implemented as a response to 

climate change induced migration in the South-Pacific. It is suggested that new bilateral and 

multilateral migration policies should be adopted that seek to protect and promote the human 

rights of those being displaced by climate change. These policies should discriminate in favour of 

populations acutely threatened by both slow-onset and rapid-onset climate change events. A 

discussion of a human rights-based approach to climate change induced migration policy is sorely 

overdue.  
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Introduction 

 

Humans migrate for many reasons and have always done so. Better economic and lifestyle 

opportunities, favourable environmental conditions, and escape from conflict and violence are just 

some push and pull factors that have driven global migration flows since time immemorial. In the 

last 100 years, globalization and global conflict have led to the adoption of national and 

international laws controlling the migration of humans, both in times of peace and during violent 

periods in which conflict, political unrest and environmental factors drive sudden movements of 

large numbers of people. All of these factors continue to drive migration flows today, but one is 

becoming increasingly urgent. The migration of humans due to environmental factors is of 

growing importance due to the effects of anthropogenic climate change. We call this term ‘climate 

change induced migration’. Now and into the future, climate change will drive increased migration 

flows of people within and across state borders as rising sea levels and ocean acidification, 

increasing temperatures and violent weather events disrupt human communities that are vulnerable 

to these shifts.  

Furthermore, climate change induced migration in the South-Pacific has clear implications 

for human rights, and the capacities of those who live on these islands. This report will explore the 

interactions between climate change induced migration and human rights and draws together 

previous literature on the topic as well as broader literature on climate change induced migration. 

The problematique of the essay is developed throughout, and can be simply defined as follows: 

does climate change induced migration in the South-Pacific threaten human rights, and how has 

domestic and international policy responded? 

 

The Consequences of Climate Change in the South-Pacific  

Anthropogenic climate change will have significant consequences for the inhabitants of 

South-Pacific islands. The South-Pacific islands are highly physically exposed to the effects of 

climate change with large proportions of both land area and population within the Low Elevation 

Coastal Zone (LECZ). The LECZ is any land area less than 10 meters above sea level. The coast 

is where the impacts of climate change will be felt most severely in the South-Pacific.1  In Pacific 

island states,2 57% of people live within 1km of the Ocean, with 90% living within 5km.3 On the 

islands of Tuvalu, Tokelau, Kiribati, the Pitcairn Islands, and the Marshall Islands, 100% of the 

population lives within 1km of the coast.4 

 

 

 
1 IPCC, “Summary for Policymakers,” in IPCC Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate, edited by H 

Pörtner, D Roberts, V Masson-Delmotte, P Zhai, M Tignor, E Poloczanska, K Mintenbeck, A  Alegría, M Nicolai,  A Okem, J 

Petzold, B Rama, N Weyer, p. 27, https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/11/03_SROCC_SPM_FINAL.pdf. 
2 Excluding Papua New Guinea 
3 Neil Andrew, Phil Bright, Luis de la RuaI, Shwu Jiau Teoh, and Mathew Vickers, “Coastal proximity of populations in 22 

Pacific Island Countries and Territories,” PLOS ONE, 30 September, 2019, p. 8, https://doi. org/10.1371/journal.pone.0223249. 
4 ibid. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/11/03_SROCC_SPM_FINAL.pdf
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Therefore, in the coming decades, rising sea levels, ocean acidification, ocean warming, 

and violent weather events will disrupt and displace the lives of people on these islands, resulting 

in increased migration flows of people both within their state of origin, and across national borders. 

Anthropogenic climate change and its related effects are also driving mitigation and adaptation 

within South-Pacific island states, who have shown resilience and significant agency as climate 

change increasingly threatens their homes and livelihoods.5  

The literature makes it clear that the South-Pacific islands are one of the globe’s most 

vulnerable regions.6 The IPCC stated in 2019 that “increased mean and extreme sea level, 

alongside ocean warming and acidification, are projected to exacerbate risks for human 

communities in low-lying coastal areas.”7 Yet the effects of climate change on low-lying coastal 

areas are not uniform. Both regional climatic and geophysical differences, as well as the socio-

economic contexts of affected communities, will determine how vulnerability interacts with actual 

impacts on communities and their migration.8 This further demonstrates the importance of 

developing a human rights-based approach to this issue.  

 

 

Climate Migration in Small Island Developing States (SIDS) as a Threat to Human Rights 

 

Climate change induced migration threatens human rights in a multitude of ways,9 and 

reduces the capabilities of communities to choose and live a life they value, particularly in a 

locality they value.10 Migration is often a period of great uncertainty, and all too often, insecurity. 

The rise of climate change induced migration as a global issue has not been met with adequate 

policy responses that help navigate this period of uncertainty and protect and promote the human 

rights of migrants. The international human rights framework and vocabulary does not adequately 

address environmental migration dynamics.11  

Amartya Sen’s capabilities theory has often been used to conceptualize the ways climate 

change can negatively impact human rights through displacement and disruption. Climate change 

threatens human rights in two broad ways. Firstly, climate change undermines the capacities of 

both individuals, communities and governments to achieve the full realization of human rights by 

limiting the abilities of governments to effectively function and threatens both physical and socio-

 
5 United Nation Framework Convention on Climate Change, “Mapping Exposure to Sea Level Rise | Tonga, Samoa, Vanuatu and 

Papua New Guinea,” accessed 16 December, 2019, https://unfccc.int/climate-action/momentum-for-change/ict-

solutions/mapping-exposure-to-sea-level-rise.  
6 Kevin Walsh, Kathleen McInnes, and John McBride, “Climate change impacts on tropical cyclones and extreme sea levels in 

the South Pacific- A regional assessment,” Global and Planetary Change vol. 80 (2012): p. 149; Fiona Miller, “Climate-related 

displacement in the Asia Pacific: Justice, rights and culture,” Asia Pacific Viewpoint vol. 60, no. 2 (2019): p. 112. 
7 IPCC, “Summary for Policymakers,” in IPCC Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate, edited by H 

Pörtner, D Roberts, V Masson-Delmotte, P Zhai, M Tignor, E Poloczanska, K Mintenbeck, A  Alegría, M Nicolai,  A Okem, J 

Petzold, B Rama, N Weyer, p. 27, https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/11/03_SROCC_SPM_FINAL.pdf. 
8 Miller, “Climate-related displacement in the Asia Pacific,” p. 112. 
9 Miller, “Climate-related displacement in the Asia Pacific,” p. 111. 
10 Jeanette Schade, “Entitlements, Capabilities and Human Rights,” in Disentangling Migration and Climate Change, edited by 

Thomas Faist and Jeanette Schade (Springer: Dordrecht, 2013): p. 231. 
11 Christel Cournil, “The protection of ‘environmental refugees’ in international law,” in Migration and Climate Change, edited 

by Etienne Piguet, Antoine Pecoud and Paul de Guchteneire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 366. 

https://unfccc.int/climate-action/momentum-for-change/ict-solutions/mapping-exposure-to-sea-level-rise
https://unfccc.int/climate-action/momentum-for-change/ict-solutions/mapping-exposure-to-sea-level-rise
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/11/03_SROCC_SPM_FINAL.pdf
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economic security. This leads to the displacement of people and increased migration flows, which 

expose individuals and communities to secondary threats to their human rights. As this essay 

focuses on the relationship between climate change induced migration and human rights, the focus 

of this section will be on human rights issues resulting from migration, rather than the 

consequences of climate change itself. secondary  

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) reported that in 2019, 16 million 

people were displaced globally by weather and climatic events such as floods (5.4 million), storms 

(9.3 million), and cyclones (7.9 million).12 Extreme temperatures, wildfires and droughts also 

displaced large numbers of people globally.13 Whilst not all of these displacements are attributable 

to anthropogenic climate change, research and science have made it clear that climate change is 

driving more extreme weather events across the world. With climate change induced displacement 

increasing, the generally ineffective policy frameworks that respond to it (discussed in the next 

section) positions climate change induced migration as an urgent human rights issue. 

Migration can be both an adaptation to climate change or it can simply be a coping (harm 

mitigation) response. If individuals merely cope with climate change, but see a reduction in their 

capabilities and agency, their human rights have been undermined as a result of climate change. 

But if they adapt to climate change, and enjoy increased capabilities and agency, then their human 

rights have in fact been enhanced. Whether an adaptive response or a coping response, any form 

of resettlement as a result of climate change induced migration has significant human rights 

implications, as inadequate resettlement programs and policies may leave people “destitute and 

disempowered”,14 undermining and denying them of their human rights.  

The reality of environmental migration is that many individuals and families may endure 

“homelessness, unemployment, the dismantling of families and communities, adaptive stress, loss 

of privacy, political marginalization, a decrease in mental and physical health and status and the 

daunting challenge of reconstituting livelihood, family and community.”15 The loss of cultural 

identity amongst the numerous other factors further exacerbates the vulnerabilities of displaced 

individuals and communities.  

Consider the inadequate protections for IDPs displaced by climate change related events. 

There is a widespread erroneous belief that “there is a stronger legal and normative framework 

already in place to protect the rights of those displaced internally, than of those who will cross 

borders as a result of the effects of climate change.”16 But the reality is that there are many millions 

of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the world today, most of whom see frequent violations 

 
12 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Global Report on Internal Displacement,” May, 2019, http://www.internal-

displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf.  
13 ibid. 
14 Oliver-Smith, “Sea Level Rise, local vulnerability and involuntary migration,” p. 181; Miller, “Climate-related displacement in 

the Asia Pacific,” p. 113. 
15 Oliver-Smith, “Sea Level Rise, local vulnerability and involuntary migration,” p. 182. 
16 Khalid Koser, “Climate change and internal displacement: challenges to the normative framework,” in Migration and Climate 

Change, edited by Etienne Piguet, Antoine Pecoud and Paul de Guchteneire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 

290.  

http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf
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of their basic rights to housing, health, social security and political participation.17 In 2019 alone, 

17.2 million people were displaced due to natural disasters, 54% of whom were located in the East 

Asia and Pacific Region.18 Migration policies that undermine the human rights of migrants are 

neither effective coping responses, nor effective adaptive responses. Policies addressing climate 

change induced migration must have a holistic approach to material and immaterial well-being and 

ensure that human rights thinking is front and center.  

Climate change induced migration therefore threatens to undermine the human rights of 

migrants, both internal and international, who have left their homes to escape deteriorating 

environmental and economic conditions. This essay will now explore how policy has engaged with 

this issue, and its implications for human rights.  

 

 

Policy Responses to Climate Change Induced Migration 

 

The issue of climate change induced migration, and its implications for human rights, is 

multifaceted, and no single type of law can comprehensively respond to it. For example, it is clear 

that most climate-change induced migrants are not refugees, and therefore the 1951 Refugee 

Convention as it currently exists cannot apply in most circumstances. Refugee law may indeed 

apply when climate change factors interact with conflict or massive human rights violations that 

drive international migration flows. But this will be a minority of cases. More relevant to climate-

change induced migration is the displacement and migration of people within states, known as 

internally displaced persons, as well as longer term migration and resettlement options for people 

displaced by climate change factors. Therefore, in responding to climate change induced 

migration, we must simultaneously look to domestic and international law on IDPs, international 

refugee law, and unilateral, bilateral and multilateral migration/refugee resettlement policies.   

However, regardless of the type of policy being critiqued or proposed, South-Pacific 

islanders themselves have been adamant that any coping response or adaptive policy should 

complement and enhance the capabilities of individuals, and not subject them to the “secondary 

disasters” of refugee processing and internment.19 The government of Kiribati, for example, has 

for a long time maintained a strategy of securing “merits-based migration options to Australia 20 

and New Zealand”.21 It is hoped that through long-term, merit-based migration options, families 

from Kiribati will establish strong diaspora groups in Australia and New Zealand. These diaspora 

communities will continue to practice and celebrate the culture of Kiribati, and keep traditions 

alive, affirming their rights to culture and self-determination and potentially enhancing their 

 
17 Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, Global Report on Internal Displacement 2019, 2019, https://www.internal-

displacement.org/sites/default/files/2019-IDMC-GRID-Summary.pdf. 
18 ibid. 
19 Oliver-Smith, “Sea Level Rise, Local Vulnerability and Involuntary Migration,” p. 181; Oakes, “Culture, climate change and 

mobility decisions,” p. 481. 
20 McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific,” pp. 103, 111. 
21 ibid, p. 121.   

https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/2019-IDMC-GRID-Summary.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/2019-IDMC-GRID-Summary.pdf
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agencies and capabilities as individuals and as a community. This is a clear example of how human 

rights thinking could influence policy making concerning climate change induced migration. 

Tuvalu, by contrast, has emphasized adaptive measures that will allow individuals and 

communities to remain on the island, in addition to securing alternative migration pathways for 

citizens.22 Therefore, whilst regional and international responses are important, and are discussed 

below, it is integral in a human rights based approach that the desires and hopes of the affected 

people are central to decision making processes. This is outlined most clearly in article 21 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights.23 

It is clear that responding to climate change induced migration in the Pacific requires 

creative thinking, a strong understanding of international and domestic legal frameworks, and a 

grounding in human rights-based approaches to policy making. Indeed, climate change induced 

migration and resettlement “raises critical questions of justice at multiple levels.”24  

 

International Refugee Law 

 

Many actors have called for a new international treaty, perhaps similar to the Refugee 

Convention, that recognizes the realities of climate change induced migration, and creates a “new 

class of refugee-like protected persons.”25 This convention could take many forms, such as an 

optional protocol to the 1951 Refugee Convention, or an entirely new convention or treaty.  

Whilst an international mechanism to protect those displaced by climate change should be 

considered, policies that either implicitly or explicitly appeal to ideas of ‘climate refugees’ have 

been highly criticized.26 Defining climate change induced migrants as ‘refugee-like protected 

persons’ may undermine their agency and human rights in the face of climate change.27 Officials 

in Tuvalu and Kiribati have said that accepting the title ‘refugee’ invokes “a sense of helplessness 

and a lack of dignity which contradicts the very strong sense of Pacific pride.”28 South-Pacific 

islanders do not see themselves as victims, and hope to avoid many of the negative or 

disempowering characterizations invoked by the term ‘refugee’.29  

Furthermore, many human rights lawyers and refugee advocates caution against the use of 

the term ‘refugee’ in the context of climate change induced migration. Firstly, ‘refugees’, as the 

term is currently defined, refers to people unable or unwilling to obtain protection from their 

countries. It is unclear if this applies to cases of climate change induced migration, although it 

 
22 Oakes, “Culture, climate change and mobility decisions,” p. 481; Ilan Noy, “To Leave or Not to Leave? Climate Change, Exit, 

and Voice on a Pacific Island,” CESifo Economic Studies vol. 63, no. 4 (2017). 
23 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 10 December 1948, available at: 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/.  
24 Miller, “Climate-related displacement in the Asia Pacific,” p. 113. 
25 Jane McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific: (de)constructing climate-induced displacement in international law,” in 

Migration and Climate Change, edited by Etienne Piguet, Antoine Pecoud and Paul de Guchteneire (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2011), p. 103.  
26 Philip Cass, “A plan nobody hopes they will need: New Zealand and climate change migration,” Pacific Journalism Review 

vol. 24, no. 1 (2018): p. 142. 
27 Miller, “Climate-related displacement in the Asia Pacific,” p. 112. 
28 ibid, p. 116.  
29 Oakes, “Culture, climate change and mobility decisions,” p. 481. 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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appears increasingly unlikely. McAdam argues that the “de-linking of the actor of persecution 

from the territory from which the flight occurs is the opposite to refugee law: it is a complete 

reversal of the refugee paradigm.”30 This is because in many cases of climate change induced 

migration, it could be argued that the ‘persecutor’ of the rights abuses is in fact the international 

community, and industrialized states in particular.31 This de-linking may further destabilize 

traditional refugee law, because in the absence of a clear ‘persecutor’, determining the status of an 

asylum seeker is more difficult. This is because “identifying the cause of flight is imperative to 

identifying the protection need” of the asylum seeker. And as previously noted, climate change is 

rarely the sole factor influencing the decision to migrate and interacts dynamically with other 

economic or social factors. Therefore, as McAdam argues, a ‘refugee-like’ protective category for 

climate change induced migrants would likely oversimplify the complexity of causal factors in the 

decision to migrate, and undermine both current refugee status determination processes, and the 

integrity of a climate-change refugee status determination process (by seeking to attribute a 

specific “cause” or violation). A further consequence may be that a ‘refugee-like’ protective 

category for climate change induced migrants leads to a ‘hardening’ of the concept of a climate 

change induced migrant, creating in and out groups. The necessary specificity of such a ‘refugee-

like’ protective category would create ambiguity in who would qualify as needing protection, 

particularly when weighing the comparative importance of slow-onset vs. rapid-onset events. 

A ‘refugee-like’ protective category is therefore not currently an appealing policy option. 

The situations and contexts in which traditional refugees and ‘climate refugees’ would achieve 

refugee status are manifestly different. A human rights-based approach to climate change induced 

migration policy should address questions of protection not only in terms of causal factors, but 

also in terms of the needs of those who move.32 Prioritizing the human rights of those who are 

displaced is integral. We will now consider how this dynamic is playing out within states in terms 

of IDPs.   

 

 

Law on IDPs 

 

Even if a refugee-like category of climate change induced migrant was created, this would 

only apply to international migration. But “the majority of people likely to be displaced by the 

effects of climate change in the next century will be displaced inside their own countries, rather 

than across international borders.”33 As previously noted, over 9 million people were internally 

displaced by natural disasters in the East Asian and Pacific region in 2019.34 A serious response to 

climate change induced migration, particularly one that seeks to emphasize human rights, must 

engage with internally displaced migrants. Unfortunately, however, policy on the rights of IDPs is 

 
30 Miller, “Climate-related displacement in the Asia Pacific,” p. 116. 
31 McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific,” p. 116. 
32 McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific,” p. 106. 
33 Koser, “Climate change and internal displacement,” p. 289.  
34 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Global Report on Internal Displacement,” May, 2019, http://www.internal-

displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf. 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf
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chronically underdeveloped in most countries across the world, particularly when it comes to IDPs 

displaced by environmental factors. Even in countries where policy has been adopted, there is all 

too often ineffective or nonexistent implementation of protective measures.35  

Furthermore, international efforts to increase the protection of internally displaced persons 

have been impeded by ‘sovereignty’ debates. Many countries do not want international norms of 

a “responsibility to protect” (R2P) that allow the international community to intervene when 

governments are unable or unwilling to protect the rights of their citizens. However, many 

proponents of humanitarian intervention and the formalized R2P doctrine argue that environmental 

disasters and their consequences are the type of “significant human rights violations” that demand 

international action to protect vulnerable populations.36 Indeed, current and future scholarship 

should consider whether the R2P doctrine is a suitable measure for protecting populations at risk 

from climate change induced migration disasters.  

The Guiding Principles on IDPs, adopted by the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (UNHCR) in 2004, are an important set of principles that seek greater protection 

of IDPs at the domestic level across the world.37 It comprises 30 principles that emphasize that 

IDPs maintain all their rights as citizens of their home state, and is “in essence a compilation of 

existing human rights and international humanitarian law, and refugee law by analogy, as it applies 

to situations of internal displacement.”38 Despite the implementation gaps and lack of international 

consensus on the Guiding Principles, they are an example of how the United Nations and other 

actors can mobilize in support of stronger protections for IDPs displaced by climate change. Future 

momentum should serve to strengthen the influence of the guiding principles, and see more 

countries begin to adopt policy that protects the rights of IDPs displaced by climate change. 

 

 

Unilateral, Bilateral, and Multilateral Action   

 

In recent years, it has been at the unilateral, bilateral and multilateral levels that the most 

effective policies engaging with climate change induced migration have emerged. Many states 

have begun to explore the possibility (and perhaps responsibility) of responding through legislation 

to the issue of climate change induced migration.39 The proactive behaviour of South-Pacific island 

states, and the limited receptiveness of regional neighbours Australia and New Zealand, have led 

to emerging migration policies.  

Indeed, in the South-Pacific most climate change induced migration will be “pre-emptive 

and planned,” with islanders choosing to migrate as economic opportunities decrease and long and 

short-onset factors become increasingly urgent and threatening.40 This has been recognized by 

 
35 ibid,  p. 286.  
36 Koser, “Climate change and internal displacement,”  pp. 302-333. 
37 UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 22 July 1998, available at: 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/protection/idps/43ce1cff2/guiding-principles-internal-displacement.html. 
38 Koser, “Climate change and internal displacement,” p. 292.  
39 Cass, “A plan nobody hopes they will need,” p. 138. 
40 McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific,” p. 103.  

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/protection/idps/43ce1cff2/guiding-principles-internal-displacement.html
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South-Pacific islanders and regional leaders, and means that policies must both respond to rapid-

onset events and disasters, as well as long-term migrations related to climate change.  

The Pacific Access Category created by New Zealand, and the Seasonal Worker 

Programme run by the Australian Government, are examples of policies that appear to implicitly 

take such factors into consideration.41 Whilst neither of these schemes is explicitly linked to 

environmental migration, they both provide a pathway to migration for South-Pacific Islanders. 

Supporters of such programs see them as supporting the human rights of South-Pacific Islanders, 

because migration is tied to employment and new economic opportunities, largely escaping the 

poverty traps and other negative aspects of refugees processing and potential internment. 

Contrastingly, critics say that these programs can undermine human rights by pushing workers 

into insecure employment and often results in individuals being ‘demoted’ in socio-economic 

terms when they can only find employment in low-paying sectors, regardless of their qualifications 

from their home country. One South-Pacific islander even went so far as to say that they programs 

amount to “slavery immigration” with white-collar islanders ending up as fruit pickers or cleaners 

in Australia or New Zealand.42 

Finally, there is some cause for hope that regional cooperation agreements may provide 

solutions for those displaced by climate change. The Kaldor Center at the University of New South 

Wales states that regional cooperation agreements can be “practical, principled responses by 

several States working together to meet the protection needs and humanitarian challenges posed 

by the movement of asylum seekers, whether fleeing in large or small numbers.”43 Whilst previous 

regional agreements have responded to conflict-related displacement, it is clear how climate 

change induced migration could inspire future regional cooperation agreements. To assist in such 

processes, the UNHCR has provided basic guidelines for developing comprehensive regional 

approaches. With a successful history of case-by-case regional agreements in the Asia-Pacific 

region,44 advocacy for a regional framework recognizing climate change induced migrants as a 

category of persons requiring migration solutions is a promising option. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is clear that climate change is threatening populations in the South-Pacific as increasing 

numbers of people need or want to migrate due to increasingly unfavorable economic and 

environmental conditions. These migration flows create new challenges for policy makers seeking 

to respond to this climate change induced migration, and human rights are often at the core of these 

debates.  

 
41 Cass, “A plan nobody hopes they will need,” p. 141. 
42 McAdam, “Refusing refuge in the Pacific,” p. 123.  
43 Kate Jastram, “Regional refugee protection in comparative perspective: Lessons learned from the Asia-Pacific, the Americas, 

Africa, and Europe,” Kaldor Center (University of New South Wales), November, 2015, pp. 8-11, 

https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/Policy_Brief_2_Regional_refugee_protection_in_comparative_perspecti

ve.pdf.  
44 Jastram, “Regional refugee protection in comparative perspective,” p. 4. 

https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/Policy_Brief_2_Regional_refugee_protection_in_comparative_perspective.pdf
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/Policy_Brief_2_Regional_refugee_protection_in_comparative_perspective.pdf
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This paper has explored the interaction between human rights and climate change induced 

migration, particularly in the South-Pacific region. What is certain is that climate change induced 

migration will become an increasingly urgent concern for countries not only in the South-Pacific 

but globally, and policymakers must begin to act now if the consequences of such migration flows 

are not to be hugely disruptive. Human rights concerns should be at the core of these debates.  
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