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Abstract: As climate change impacts worsen, losses and damages incurred in 
both developing and developed countries will continue to increase. While 
enhancing mitigation and adaptation efforts will influence the level of loss and 
damage avoided in the future, historical emissions have ‘locked in’ a certain 
level of climate change, making some residual losses and damages inevitable. 
Loss and damage from slow onset processes like sea level rise will ultimately 
require some communities and, in some cases, entire countries to relocate. 
Through examples from Kiribati and Alaska this paper will highlight the 
complexity involved in migrating and relocating and recommend interventions 
for easing the resettlement process. 
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1 Introduction 

In 2010, the president of the Maldives, Mohammed Nasheed, held a cabinet meeting six 
metres under the surface of the Indian Ocean to call attention to sea level rise (SLR) and 
its projected impacts on Small Island Developing States (SIDS) (Ramesh, 2009). SLR is 
one of the most significant impacts of climate change, with repercussions for both 
developing and developed countries. The latest scientific findings conclude that it is very 
likely that global mean SLR was greater than 3.2 mm per year between 1993 and 2010 
(Church et al., 2013). Sea levels will very likely continue to rise throughout the rest of the 
21st century at levels exceeding those observed during the last three decades due to 
processes like thermal expansion of oceans and glacial melt (Ibid). Depending on 
emission pathways global mean SLR is likely to be between 0.26 m and 0.98 m for the 
period 2081 to 2100 compared to the period 1985 to 2005 (Ibid). Though low-lying 
coastal areas comprise only 2% of the world’s land mass, they are home to 10 % of the 
world’s population and 13% of its urban population (Wong et al., 2014). Even at the low-
end of the spectrum, SLR will have severe impacts on those living close to the coast 
(Nicholls and Cazenave, 2010; FitzGerald et al., 2008) affecting livelihoods, altering 
well-being and forcing some households and communities to migrate or relocate. Climate 
change impacts like SLR are already among the many factors driving migration but as the 
impacts become more severe and less predictable, the rate of migration primarily driven 
by climate change is likely to increase (Bogardi and Warner, 2008; Tacoli, 2009; 
Newland, 2011). Uncertainty about future SLR and the fact that climate change is but one 
of many drivers of migration makes it difficult to pinpoint the exact levels of human 
mobility that will result from rising sea levels (Byravan and Rajan, 2010). Dasgupta et al. 
(2007) maintain that tens of millions of people will be displaced by SLR by the end of the 
century while other estimates vary from 200 million people (Brown, 2008; Nicholls et al., 
2011) to up to one billion (Byravan and Rajan, 2010). 

The impacts of SLR is already forcing many communities and in some cases entire 
countries, to contemplate relocation. Among those countries most at risk from SLR are 
the SIDS, particularly the atoll states in the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean, whose 
vulnerability has been well documented (Pelling and Uitto, 2001). A number of factors 
render atolls vulnerable to climate change including their small size, isolation, high 
population densities, limited supplies of fresh water and exposure to the impacts of storm 
surges and coastal erosion (Barnett and Adger, 2003). Kiribati, a  
low-lying island state in the Pacific Ocean, is among the states at risk of being entirely 
inundated by the end of the century (Boncour and Burson, 2010). Climate change is 
already exacerbating both socio-economic and environmental problems in Kiribati and is 
a push factor in increased migration to the main island thereby increasing urbanisation 
and putting additional stress on both the economy and natural resources (Locke, 2009). 
By 2050 it is estimated that economic loss and damage could reach 34% of GDP in 
Kiribati (World Bank, 2011b). It is likely that the citizens of Kiribati, or I-Kiribati, will 
eventually need to permanently re-settle in other states due to the impacts of SLR and 
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salinisation (Watters, 2008). The Government of Kiribati has already begun  
long-term planning for relocation with a comprehensive adaptation strategy (World Bank 
2011a, 2011b). 

Thousands of kilometres away in Alaska, SLR, coastal erosion and permafrost thaw 
are threatening several indigenous communities living along the state’s 53 km long 
coastline making travel difficult, damaging infrastructure, threatening ecosystems, 
reducing supplies of fresh water and negatively impacting both health and well-being 
(Alessa et al., 2008; Larsen et al., 2008). Some communities have already begun taking 
action to relocate. Such relocation efforts are not without their challenges however. 
Migration inland will have both cultural and social impacts (Ford, 2009; Crump, 2008). 
For instance, individuals moving further inland will likely have to adopt new hunting and 
fishing practices due to unpredictable weather and the changing habits of marine 
mammals that are dependent on sea ice for their habitat. Climate change impacts on sea 
ice make travel more difficult which threatens food security and renders traditional and 
indigenous knowledge obsolete (Hinzman et al., 2005). 

Permanent relocation will also result in a loss of a sense of place and belonging. 
Sense of place is a term used to refer to “the subjective meaning of place, attachment to 
place, place identity, belonging, awareness and knowledge of place play are important 
factors” (Cresswell, 2004 in Amundsen, 2013). The physical aspects of a place such as 
the natural surroundings, climate and weather are important factors in the identification 
with a particular place (Rose, 1005 in Amundsen, 2013). Thus, even communities who do 
not relocate will experience a loss of sense of place. That said, there are many 
communities who will not have a choice as losses and damages from climate change 
impacts make relocation a necessity. This paper will explore how climate change is 
affecting lives and livelihoods in vulnerable communities in two different contexts, 
forcing many citizens and entire communities to migrate or relocate, in a least developed 
country (Kiribati) as well as a developed country (Alaska) using existing literature. It will 
conclude that efforts to facilitate planned relocation will be more successful if citizens are 
engaged in the process and policies are in place to prevent the degradation of standards of 
living. However, the paper will also demonstrate that some losses and damages incurred 
in the relocation process – such as the social and cultural impacts associated with a loss 
of place – will be difficult to address. 

2 Loss and damage from slow onset processes 

2.1 Defining loss and damage 

Loss and damage from climate change impacts is a concept that has its genesis in the 
global climate change negotiations under the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC). There is as yet no agreed up on definition of loss and 
damage. However, one working definition describes loss and damage as the impacts of 
climate change that individuals and communities can neither cope with nor adapt to 
(Warner et al., 2012). While the meaning of loss and damage continues to be debated, 
losses and damages are being incurred at the local level by households and communities 
around the world. In that sense, loss and damage can be perceived as a failure of 
mitigation and adaptation efforts to prevent all of the impacts of climate change. Loss and 
damage can also be seen as a spanning spectrum, beginning with those impacts that can 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    The rising tide: migration as a response to loss and damage from SLR 261    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

be avoided through mitigation and adaptation efforts, progressing to those impacts that 
have not been avoided (‘unavoided’) through adequate mitigation and adaptation efforts 
and finally to those impacts that cannot be avoided (‘unavoidable’) such as the impacts of 
SLR (Verheyen, 2012). 

Loss and damage that is not avoided is categorised as either economic or  
non-economic loss and damage. Economic loss and damage – including loss of gross 
domestic product (GDP) and loss and/or damage to physical assets – is accounted for in 
formal accounting processes (Morrissey and Oliver-Smith, 2013). Non-economic losses 
such as the loss of lives, traditional or indigenous knowledge, ecosystem services and 
cultural, social and psychological impacts, are not accounted for in formal accounting 
process and therefore are more difficult to both measure and address (Ibid). The cultural 
impacts of climate change can be especially profound as culture is the foundation upon 
which communities are built and through which they organise (Ibid). Communities play 
an important role in developing a set of common values and identity that, in turn, helps 
bring individuals together and enhances resilience (Ibid). Since culture and community 
are often rooted in physical places, permanent relocation threatens not only individuals’ 
sense of identity but also communities’ ability to organise and cope with difficult 
circumstances (Adger et al., 2012). 

Slow onset processes like SLR could contribute to ‘large-scale population movement’ 
for many communities across the globe (Warner et al., 2013). While migration has long 
been employed as a response to environmental change and as a livelihood strategy, 
research indicates that the impacts of both climate variability and climate change are 
increasingly influencing human mobility. The human mobility patterns resulting from 
changing climatic conditions range from voluntary and involuntary migration (internally 
or across borders) to displacement and planned relocation (Ibid). Decisions to migrate are 
generally made at the household level with the intention of improving household income 
(Foresight, 2011). However, not all forms of human mobility can be considered 
successful tools to address climate change. For instance, whereas seasonal labour 
migration may improve the economic prospects of a household and reduce its 
vulnerability, displacement could be symbolic of a failure of adaptation (Frankhauser, 
2009) and could exacerbate vulnerability. In addition, many of those most exposed to the 
impacts of climate change, such as individuals and households who rely on natural 
resources and ecosystem services for their livelihoods, are often least able to move (Betts, 
2010). Yet this is not the only way individuals’ get left behind. Increasingly research has 
suggested that cultural ties to the land have made individuals willingly stay behind 
(McAdam and Loughry, 2009) – a right all citizens have. 

2.2 SLR in Kiribati 

Kiribati is made up of 33 coral islands that are on average 430 to 450 metres wide and 
three to four metres above sea level (Government of Kiribati, 2007). The population of 
Kiribati is estimated at 106,000 only 18% of which is permanently employed (World 
Bank, 2011b). Since the majority of Kiribati’s territory low-lying coral atolls, SLR, 
drought, salinisation and storm surges threaten the country’s infrastructure, arable land 
and underground fresh water supplies (Ibid). The capital of Kiribati is South Tarawa, a 
string of islets, which is under increasing population pressure due to increasing rates of 
urbanisation. The population density of the larger islands will increase as SLR continues 
to inundate smaller nearby islands. Some villages, such as Tebunginako in Abaiang, 
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located in the Northern Gilbert Islands, have already been forced to relocate due to SLR, 
erosion and salinisation (Langan, 2013). It is predicted that by 2050 up to 80% of the land 
on the island of Buariki and 50% of the land on Bikenibeu may be completely inundated 
(World Bank, 2011a). Yet given the nature of atoll reef platforms, the type of changes as 
well as magnitude of change will vary between islands. Some atoll islands in the Pacific 
Ocean may very well increase in size, in some cases by up to 30% (Webb and Kench, 
2010). While for some islands, the impact of SLR may not be an imminent threat, 
salinisation is a grave concern for many, if not all I-Kiribati. A combination of changing 
rainfall patterns, increased temperatures and SLR is simultaneously decreasing supplies 
of groundwater while increasing salinity levels. This has led to a severe shortage of 
freshwater in Tarawa which has significant repercussions for human health and  
well-being as well as agricultural productivity (World Bank, 2011b). 

The magnitude loss and damage likely to be incurred by SIDS like Kiribati as a result 
of climate change is ‘enormous’ in relation to the size of their economies (Anthoff et al., 
2010). As a country with a GDP of 151 million USD, making plans to construct a series 
of sea walls and mangroves, that will likely cost billions, is not a feasible option for 
Kiribati (Wyett, 2014). That said, Kiribati has developed a pro-active adaptation strategy. 
At present, the country is in its third phase of the Kiribati Adaptation Program which will 
be completed in 2016. The program aims to build resilience to climate change through 
strategies that include enhanced water management, protection against coastal erosion 
and national and local policies to strengthen capacity and support for managing, 
monitoring and evaluating progress (Government of Kiribati, 2007; World Bank, 2011a). 
Although these efforts are small in scale, the program could delay the urgency of 
relocation efforts. 

2.3 SLR, soil erosion and permafrost melt in Alaska 

Across the globe in an entirely different geographic context climate change is also 
inflicting significant loss and damage in some communities in the Arctic. According to 
some sources the, impacts of climate change will be felt ‘the earliest and the strongest’ in 
the Arctic (Serreze and Francis, 2006). Models have predicted that by the end of the 21st 
century, the Arctic could warm between 5 and 7°C, twice the predicted rise of global 
mean temperatures (Kattsov and Källén, 2005). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s Fifth Assessment Report, predicts that under a high emissions scenario it is 
likely that the Arctic Ocean will be ice-free for parts of the summer before the end of this 
century (Larsen et al., 2014). Changing weather patterns, a thinning and reduction in the 
extent of sea and river ice, thawing permafrost and changes in the abundance and 
composition of both flora and fauna in the region have significant consequences for 
indigenous communities in the Arctic (Forbes, 2011), the impacts of which are cascading. 
Permafrost melt is causing damage to infrastructure as well as water and sewage systems 
(Bronen, 2013). In addition, sea ice, which provides transportation routes to link 
communities and provide access to hunting grounds, is thinning, which increases the 
danger associated with travel (Ibid). This has implications for food security, the tourism 
industry and will likely also impact the physical well-being of communities (Larsen et al., 
2014) as well as their connection to the land. 

A close relationship with the environment and the significant role that natural 
resources play in contributing to physical, social and cultural well-being renders 
indigenous peoples in the Artic particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change 
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(Nuttall et al., 2005; Parkinson and Butler, 2005; Cochran et al., 2013). As the majority 
of households practice subsistence harvesting (AHDR, 2004), the decline in the 
predictability of weather patterns could render Artic communities ‘strangers in their own 
land’ (Berkes, 2002). Political and economic pressures have had significant changes on 
communities in the North. The establishment of permanent settlements for indigenous 
Alaskans rendered much traditional knowledge obsolete (USACE, 2009). Nomadic 
traditions offered indigenous peoples the flexibility to respond to changing climatic 
stressors – using their own observations and senses of the environment to practice 
subsistence agriculture and hunting (Bronen, 2013). The departure from these knowledge 
systems has made residents more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change (Norton, 
2002). For example, even before tools were used to measure changing temperatures and 
sea-ice levels, residents had observed a warming climate and decreased sea-ice levels 
(Thorpe et al., 2002; Krupnik and Jolly, 2002). More recently however, the introduction 
of wages, hunting regulations, education bylaws and other public institutions has 
significantly changed traditional and cultural norms. This loss of traditional knowledge 
alongside less predictable weather and ice conditions has significantly affected residents’ 
ability to cope with environmental change. 

Even though the impacts of climate change are well documented in the Arctic, there 
are few resources to help these communities adapt to the imminent risk of climate 
change. While organisations such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) and the Army Corps of Engineers (ACE) are meant to help communities 
prepare, respond and recover from disasters and water stress, respectively, in reality, the 
process is reactive rather than proactive and does not necessarily cover slow onset 
processes such as SLR and coastal erosion (Shearer, 2012). Although more recently 
climate change has created a heightened sense of urgency in the state’s mitigation efforts, 
the trend has been towards contracting private companies rather than using a bottom-up 
approach (Gunewardena et al., 2008). 

3 Migration approaches to deal with SLR 

3.1 Facilitated migration in Kiribati 

In an emotional plea on the final day of COP 15 in Copenhagen, the President of Kiribati 
stated that due to the lack of progress in the global climate negotiations, his country 
would have to begin planning for the relocation of its citizenry (Radio New Zealand 
International, 2009). In the years since that plea was made the entire population of the 
village of Tebunginako on the island of Abaiang has had to relocate due to climate 
impacts that rendered the island uninhabitable (Langan, 2013). Tebunginako has become 
a ‘barometer’ for future expected losses (Ibid). In response to future predicted climate 
change scenarios, the Government of Kiribati has already developed a long-term strategy 
on relocation, with the aim of allowing citizens who wish to do so to migrate with 
dignity. In the action plan for operationalising the strategy the government makes it clear 
that migration should be facilitated and assistance should be available for those who wish 
to migrate in the coming years (Government of Kiribati, 2013). Training will be provided 
for individuals who wish to migrate to countries such as Australia and New Zealand since 
they will likely need to explore different livelihood strategies (Ibid). The relocation 
strategy includes technical and vocational programs to prepare young people for the 
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international labour market as well as programs to improve the English skills of primary 
school teachers (Strategic National Policy Unit, Office of the Beretitenti, Kiribati, 2012). 
The programs are targeted at young people aged 16 to 24 (Ibid) with the aim of creating 
expatriate communities of I-Kiribati who will be able to support future migrants (Kiribati 
Climate Change, n.d.). If the entire population is to relocate in the coming decades these 
efforts will need to be scaled up. At present New Zealand admits only 75 I-Kiribati per 
year many of whom are unable to meet the requirements of permanent residency 
(Bedford and Bedford, 2010). 

The Government of Kiribati is also taking measures to protect I-Kiribati in the event 
of the complete inundation of its territory. One of the goals of the second phase of the 
Kiribati Adaptation Program (KAP-II), which began in 2006 and ended in 2011, was to 
demonstrate that relocation of the entire population was not the only viable tool to 
respond to climate change and in fact cost-effective adaptation options were also 
available (World Bank, 2011a). In response to a reduction in the amount of arable land 
due to salinisation and SLR, the Government of Kiribati purchased 6,000 acres of land on 
Vanua Levu, Fiji’s second largest island, to improve food security (Government of Fiji, 
2014). These efforts will delay the need for relocation but given the rate of global 
emissions, relocation of the entire population of Kiribati appears to be an eventuality. 
With the complete loss of territory will come questions of what it means to be a sovereign 
state. De facto statelessness, which would be the case if the entire country of Kiribati 
becomes submerged, does not necessarily dissolve the functions of the government to 
govern over its citizens. Otherwise understood as ‘governments in exile,’ Crawford 
(2006) and Kälin (2010) have noted that loss of territory may not denote loss of 
sovereignty and statehood. From this perspective, citizens can retain their citizenship as I-
Kiribati in whatever country they relocate to but relocation will nonetheless have 
tremendous impacts on the culture, traditions and language of these citizens. 

3.2 Relocation efforts in Alaska 

Four communities in Alaska are faced with the imminent need for relocation and ‘dozens 
of others are at risk’ due primarily to the impacts of a changing climate, most notably 
coastal erosion and permafrost thaw [Bronen, (2013), p.2]. Although communities have 
been aware of the impending threat of climate change for some time now, efforts to 
relocate villages have been delayed for a number of reasons, including the costs of 
relocation and the fact that there is no institutional system in place to support relocation 
(Ibid). As the impacts of climate change increase, the costs and complexities associated 
with relocation are increasing. For instance, the estimated costs of relocation for the 
village of Shishmaref, located on Sarichef Island, about 50 km south of the Arctic Circle, 
was significantly lower in the 1970s when the government was first made aware of the 
eventual need to relocate compared to today’s estimate of between 100 and 200 million 
USD (Marino, 2009). It is also important to ensure that relocation efforts begin before the 
impacts of climate change worsen so that citizens can choose their new location and 
develop a relocation plan that minimises the losses and damages involved in moving an 
entire community from the place to which they are connected. 

At present, there is no organised institutional system in place to support the relocation 
efforts of Alaskan communities and each of the four communities facing the need for 
imminent relocation are involved in ‘ad-hoc processes’ (Bronen, 2013). This places a 
large burden on communities in terms of gathering sufficient resources and capacity. A 
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report by the US Government Accountability Office (GAO) in 2009 found that of the 
four villages requiring immediate relocation, only one had identified a site for 
resettlement that was deemed ‘safe, sustainable and desirable’ by the villagers and 
various levels of government (GAO, 2009). However, in 2006 it was predicted that the 
villages of Kivalina, Newtok and Shishmaref have less than 15 years to relocate and the 
cost of relocating each community would be approximately 80 to 200 million USD 
(Corps House Report, 2004 in GAO, 2009). 

Of all the communities in Alaska that are faced with the need for imminent 
relocation, the village of Newtok has made the most significant strides in its plan to 
relocate. Following a storm that left Newtok completely surrounded by floodwater, the 
village formed a planning group in 2006 through which they voted to relocate. However 
given the lack of capacity and resources, the village was unable to obtain federal funding 
to follow through with these plans (GAO, 2009). Without federal assistance, villagers 
will need to either relocate on their own or wait for the emergency relief that would 
follow a disaster and result in less optimal, unplanned relocation. Additionally, unlike 
labour migrants that prefer to move to cities to supplement or replace their income from 
traditional livelihoods, members of the Alaskan communities of Kivalina, Koyukuk, 
Newtok, Shaktoolik and Shishmaref have indicated a preference for their village to be 
relocated to an uninhabited area (Schweitzer and Marino, 2006). 

The paradox of Alaska is that although federal funding would be made available 
following a large-scale disaster that would inevitably be more expensive, funding to 
respond to slow onset processes such as SLR is relatively non-existent (GAO, 2009). It 
should therefore come as no surprise that villagers in communities such as Shishmaref 
have attempted to ‘consciously become the face of climate change’ (Marino, 2009). Some 
communities have utilised media outlets to raise awareness of the challenges they face in 
relocating and/or developed websites as platforms to raise funds relocation (Ibid). These 
strategies may be a means by which to regain control for planning procedures since the 
communities are often not involved in this process. 

4 The way forward 

The first line of defence against loss and damage is mitigation. Reducing greenhouse gas 
(GHG) levels in the atmosphere will slow SLR, reduce coastal flooding and allow more 
time for the development and implementation of adaptation and migration strategies 
(Nicholls and Tol, 2006). Stabilising climate change would also serve to slow down the 
rate at which ice sheets in Greenland and Antarctica melt (Ibid) which together contain 
enough water to cause the oceans to rise by 70 cm (Dasgupta et al., 2007). However, even 
if GHG emissions cease, most impacts of climate change – like SLR – will continue for 
centuries to come (Collins et al., 2013). Thus, more needs to be understood about how 
climate change will influence population flows to inform policymaking at the local, 
national and international levels (Tacoli, 2009). Part of the complexity of the climate-
migration nexus lies in the fact that there are multiple drivers of migration and different 
ways which human mobility is employed to respond to climate change. Unpacking this 
complex relationship will help policymakers better understand how policies can support 
individuals, households and communities to remain where they are where possible and 
migrate or relocate with dignity where not. 
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4.1 Addressing non-economic losses 

A sense of place is the identity derived from belonging to a place, the level of connection 
with people in that place and the sense of belong associated with belonging to the 
physical place, be it a village, town or city (Adger et al., 2009). These can, in turn, be a 
contributing factor to an individual or community’s quality of life (Ibid). While 
‘identities’ are likely to change between generations as well as within an individiual’s 
lifetime, drawing attention to this issue is important as it demonstrates the sensitivity that 
is involved when speaking about migration and relocation. These symbolic connections 
citizens have to their country can neither be measured nor economically quantified and as 
a result, are often disregarded in measures of loss due to climatic events (Morrissey and 
Oliver-Smith, 2013). Yet cultural elements are fundamental as they dictate how 
communities organise themselves to cope with various stressors (Ibid). Thus, while 
assessing non-economic losses is challenging, it is essential that tools be developed to 
better understand these losses so that they can be addressed. Being aware of the different 
value systems and cultural practices is a step forward to helping build resilience for 
communities that are likely to suffer increased losses and damages, such as those in 
Alaska and Kiribati. 

4.2 Facilitate migration with dignity 

In the coming years the impacts of SLR – among other climate change impacts – will 
necessitate a greater focus on climate related migration. While the pursuit of mitigation 
and adaptation strategies is paramount to avoid loss and damage, residual losses and 
damages are unfortunately inevitable. It is estimated that between 25 and 50% of the 
world’s coastlines cannot be protected with structural methods (Tol, 2002), which means 
that many SIDS and low-lying countries with long-coastlines will lose territory. This will 
likely necessitate some degree of migration either internally or across international 
borders. Where climate induced migration is internal relocated communities will need 
access to land, infrastructure, resources and livelihood opportunities (Campbell, 2010). 
Where climate induced migration is international, international institutions will need to 
be equipped to protect stateless individuals and assist climate induced migrants (Burson, 
2010). As demonstrated by the two case studies, communities in both developed and 
developing countries are at risk, though they have difference capacities to respond. 

Assisting climate induced migrants and facilitating relocation is complicated by legal 
ambiguity. Currently this subset of migrants has no place in international legal 
frameworks. While the debate on the term ‘environmental refugees’ dominated such 
discussions until more recently, there is consensus that neither the 1951 Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees nor its 1967 Protocol provide protection for such 
individuals (Black, 2001; Zetter, 2007; Biermann and Boas, 2008). Furthermore, it seems 
‘doubtful’ that member states would agree to extend United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) support from (currently) ten millions refugees to a number 
‘possibly 20 times larger’ (Biermann and Boas, 2008). While the government of Kiribati 
has taken the initiative to facilitate labour migration to New Zealand and Australia, it is 
unclear whether this is sustainable in the long term given most of these individuals 
struggle to meet the requirements for permanent residency. International mechanisms 
must be developed to ensure the political, legal and civil rights of those rendered stateless 
[Byravan and Rajan, (2010), p.253]. Although citizens have a legal and moral right to 
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remain in their country of origin, as it is the place that best provides for their cultural and 
psycho-social needs (Montreux and Barnett, 2009), it is likely that during the course of 
this century those living in Kiribati will be forced to relinquish that right in order to 
survive. Bilateral agreements, wherein one country agrees to take displaced persons from 
another country, may be the best way forward. The Government of Fiji has already 
indicated that Fiji will allow the citizens of Kiribati to re-settle within its territory. In 
making this commitment to Kiribati the president of Fiji stated: 

“The spirit of the people of Kiribati will not be extinguished. It will live on 
somewhere else because a nation isn’t only a physical place. A nation – and the 
sense of belonging that comes with it – exists in the hearts and the minds of its 
citizens wherever they may be.” (Government of Fiji, 2014) 

However, given that Fiji is also threatened by SLR, a global effort is needed to support 
those who are no longer able to live in their countries of origin due to the impacts of 
climate change. 

To better assist those who will need to migrate or relocate within states, it is essential 
that the planning processes are participatory and incorporate the views and needs of those 
relocating. It is important that individuals remain a central part in this process. While this 
may seem less contentious of an issue than international migration, the case of Alaska 
demonstrates that government support has not been adequate to assist those communities 
facing imminent relocation within the state. In addition, the prioritisation of disasters has 
prevented organisational actors from responding in a timely fashion. Delays in relocation 
are costly as losses and damages will continue to accrue until the land becomes 
completely uninhabitable. However, if the need for relocation is identified early then 
funds could be diverted from budgets designated for disaster relief to support relocation 
efforts (Bronen, 2013) as relocation will help decrease disaster risk by reducing exposure 
to climate change impacts. 

In order to ensure migration and relocation is facilitated with the interests of 
individuals and communities in mind, these processes should be conducted in a way that 
ensures participation of affected communities, builds resilience and improves the living 
standards of those affected (Warner et al., 2013). This could also help reduce loss of 
culture, traditions and language if communities move in tandem. If resources are 
available and policies are in place, the citizens of Alaska and Kiribati should have the 
opportunity to facilitate migration in a timely and culturally sensitive manner. However, 
migration should be promoted as part of a larger adaption strategy that gives individuals 
the greatest number of options to improve their living conditions (Warner, et al., 2013). 
In addition, policies will need to be in place to recognise and address non-economic 
losses. That said, migration should not come at the expense of development. Many 
residents – especially older people – will likely decide not to move. Therefore investment 
should continue to promote development and the provision of services in the urban areas 
of central and outlying islands (Bedford and Bedford, 2010). 

5 Conclusions 

Slow onset processes like SLR will result in a range of impacts that will, to a great extent, 
place a disproportionately large burden on poor and vulnerable groups in developing as 
well as developed countries. It has become clear that loss and damage will be incurred no 
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matter how ambitious and widespread mitigation and adaptation strategies are, but the 
level of loss and damage that results depends on the choices we make today. Developing 
countries like Kiribati have demonstrated they are not waiting for assistance from the 
international community. Although citizens may lose their sense of place and identity 
associated with having belonged to a community that is no longer, they may not 
necessarily lose their sense of national identity if relocation is facilitated with dignity and 
with the interests of citizens in mind. Yet, strong cultural ties will likely mean many I-
Kiribati will stay behind thereby justifying the need for continued development in the 
country. In contrast, in Alaska, several communities that have voted in favour of 
relocation have struggled to receive federal support to do so. 

While some losses and damages incurred in relocating entire communities or states 
will not be recovered, the impacts can be minimised with adaptation policies to avoid 
relocation wherever possible. However, where this is not possible, the success of planned 
relocation and community resettlement will be enhanced if it is done in a time efficient 
manner and with participation of local communities. Finally, these efforts should be 
supported by sufficient and sustained resources to continue to improve the living 
standards of those most vulnerable. 
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