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Abstract 

Low-lying atoll countries are currently amongst the first nations to experience the 

effects of climate change, such as drought, loss of fresh water, rising sea-levels, 

coral bleaching and stronger storms.  The environmental condition in low-lying 

Pacific countries such as the Republic of Kiribati is affecting daily life and is 

leading to a situation where residents may face permanent migration to more 

hospitable lands.  While the link between environmental degradation and conflict 

remains ambiguous, the possibility of forced migration due to climate change 

may lead to competition for access to territorial resources belonging to 

environmentally affected countries. 

To address the interlacing of human migration and climate change, the present 

study investigated issues pertaining to the cultural and national identity of 

Kiribati citizens (known as “I-Kiribati”) living in New Zealand, and their 

perceptions of whether rising sea-levels threaten their national sovereignty and 

cultural identity.  A literature review and in-depth interviews with I-Kiribati 

permanent migrants in New Zealand comprise the data of this thesis.  

Supplementary interviews with non-I-Kiribati individuals (husbands of I-Kiribati 

migrants and individuals working with Pacifica migrants) were also analysed to 

give further information on both Kiribati as a culture as well as New Zealand’s 

immigration practices in relation to Pacifica cultures. 

This investigation reports two major findings: 

1. The I-Kiribati respondents expressed the importance of keeping their cultural 

traditions and are mindful of the risk of losing their cultural identity through 

migration.  To mitigate this risk, the I-Kiribati interviewees report that they 

are actively trying hard to teach their traditions to younger generations of I-

Kiribati in New Zealand.  Respondents also indicated that New Zealand is a 

hospitable country where migrants feel comfortable practicing their culture 

and traditions.  As such, New Zealand might be a preferred destination for 

environmental migrants from Pacific Island countries.   
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2. Given that I-Kiribati are at risk of losing their maritime territories due to 

rising sea-levels, Kiribati’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) is particularly at 

risk of being exploited by interested nations.  As such, any future policies 

created to manage environmental migration might be influenced by the 

interest of powerful nations that may create policies with their own national 

interests in mind.   

In conclusion, if environmental migration is not managed in a manner that values 

the culture, human rights, and environment of those affected, the potential for 

conflict might increase.  Therefore, the policies that are created today will shape 

the future consequences for vulnerable populations such as those from Pacific 

Island countries like Kiribati. 
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I. Overview of Thesis Purpose 

According to the latest assessment report from the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC), climate change is expected to dramatically change the 

way we live (Bernstein et al., 2007).  The IPCC estimates that environmental 

degradation due to climate change will most severely affect developing countries 

since they do not have the financial capacity or infrastructure to adapt to or 

mitigate the changes.  Specifically, low-lying atoll countries (referring to island 

countries in coral lagoons) such as the Republic of Kiribati are currently amongst 

the first nations to suffer the effects of climate change. 

This thesis explores the impacts of climate change on cultural and national 

identity by examining the perceptions of Kiribati citizens (known as I-Kiribati) 

who have migrated to New Zealand.  Although there is plenty of academic 

literature regarding climate change in Pacific Islands, the majority is about the 

scientific effects of climate change on the islands, or adaption and mitigation 

recommendations.  There is a gap in the literature concerning the effects of 

climate change in Pacific Islands on a people’s sense of cultural and national 

identity when faced with the threat of total migration due to environmental 

degradation. 

II. Research Question 

The main research question this thesis attempts to address is How does sea-level 

rise and environmental change in Kiribati affect national and cultural identity?  

In order to clarify this research question, the literature review in Chapter 1 

explores the following foundational topics: 

 What do peace and conflict researchers say about the link between 

conflict and the environment? 

 What are the current climate change estimates and how will climate 

change affect low-lying atoll countries like Kiribati? 

 What are the psychological aspects of migration in terms of cultural 

identity and cultural continuity? 
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In-depth interviews were conducted, as well as a comprehensive literature review 

to illuminate the main research question.  This research is important to the field of 

peace and conflict research since  

[h]uman security, in its broadest sense, embraces far more than 

the absence of violent conflict.  It encompasses human rights, 

good governance, access to education and health care and 

ensuring that each individual has opportunities and choices to 

fulfil his or her potential.  Every step in this direction is also a 

step towards reducing poverty, achieving economic growth and 

preventing conflict (Blitz, 2011, 440). 

In other words, in order to maintain human rights and advance human security the 

global community should take measures to protect individuals whose culture and 

identity is threatened by environmental factors. 

III. Assumptions  

Three assumptions shape the research conducted in this thesis: 

I. IPCC estimates of climate change are correct.  Sea-level rise may lead to 

resources scarcities (agricultural, freshwater, and fisheries), and 

environmental degradations such as loss of freshwater, soil degradation 

and coastal erosion.  Before a situation where Kiribati’s islands are 

inundated by seawater, resource scarcities and environmental degradation 

may lead to a situation of gradual, “forced” migration, mainly to New 

Zealand, Australia, Fiji, and the United States. 

II. If the international community fails to acknowledge environmentally-

induced migration, the government of I-Kiribati may cease to exist.  

Without appropriate levels of international recognition, I-Kiribati 

migrants may not have the option to retain their nationality, citizenship, or 

administrative control of their government if migration to more hospitable 

regions is necessary.  

III. I-Kiribati may no longer have exclusive rights to their Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ).  In the event of a need for total migration away 

from Kiribati, I-Kiribati might lose their most valuable resource, their 

EEZ.  The current international laws governing maritime boundaries do 
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not provide protections for a country’s EEZ in the event of complete 

migration.  Currently, I-Kiribati are struggling to protect their EEZ against 

unlicensed fishing due to a lack of economic resources.  In the future, 

Kiribati will have no way of defending its EEZ unless it has international 

assistance, even if the EEZ borders are kept at the current 2011 

demarcations. 

When the first generation of I-Kiribati migrants to New Zealand pass away, the 

culture of Kiribati is at risk of changing and potentially being lost, since Western 

influences from integration into New Zealand lifestyle will predominate.  

Stemming from this loss of culture, citizenship, and state sovereignty, I-Kiribati 

are at risk of losing their identity as a people.  However, according to the data 

collected for this research, it is noted that in the South Island of New Zealand, the 

I-Kiribati migrant community is cohesive.  It appears that the older I-Kiribati 

generation is working hard to retain their culture for the incoming migrants and 

younger generation, for example through regular celebrations where cultural 

dancing and singing are practiced.  

IV. Thesis Structure and Chapter Summaries 

This thesis has six chapters, discussing the following: 

Chapter 1: Literature Review:  Explores current literature surrounding 

the links between climate change and the potential for 

conflict, climate change estimates and counterarguments, 

the effects of climate change on Pacific Island countries, 

and the psychology of migration 

Chapter 2: Methods and Research Design:  Describes the research 

design, research process, and methods of analysing the data 

Chapter 3:  Pacific Forced Migration and International Law:  

Outlines the current international protection mechanisms 

for forced migrants, exposes the gap in protections for 

environmentally displaced populations, and provides an 
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overview of three cases of environmentally-induced forced 

migration in the Pacific 

Chapter 4: Kiribati History, Culture and Environment:  Gives an 

overview of key facts about Kiribati, its history of 

colonisation and independence, and the current 

environmental situation threatening the nation 

Chapter 5:  Data Analysis and Results:  Presents the data collected 

from the interviews, and explores the themes arising from 

the data collected 

Chapter 6:  Theoretical Discussion on Themes and Conclusions:  

Revisits the research question, explains the analysis of the 

results based on the literature reviewed, illustrates the 

implications to the field of peace and conflict, explains the 

limitations of this study, and suggests areas for future 

research
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

 

 

“[E]cology has become politics, and the losers are some of the most vulnerable 

of the world’s population” (Black, 1998, v) 
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In 2007, there were two winners of the Nobel Peace Prize: the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and Al Gore for his work entitled “The 

Inconvenient Truth” (The Norwegian Nobel Committee, 2007).  Although there is 

a debate on the causal links between conflict and the environment, as the 

following section will show, this decision by the Nobel Peace Prize committee 

illustrates the growing importance of the environment in peace and conflict 

studies.  According to the 2007 decision by the Nobel Committee for the award, 

[i]ndications of changes in the Earth’s future climate must be 

treated with the utmost seriousness and with the precautionary 

principle uppermost in our minds.  Extensive climate changes 

may alter and threaten the living conditions of much of 

mankind.  They may induce large-scale migration and lead to 

greater competition for the Earth’s resources. Such changes will 

place particularly heavy burdens on the world’s most vulnerable 

countries.  There may be increased danger of violent conflicts 

and wars, within and between states (The Norwegian Nobel 

Committee, 2007).  

The Nobel Peace Prize committee’s 2007 decision highlights the importance of 

the environment, and gives a reminder of the gravity of the global fight against 

climate change. 

1.1 Theoretical Background: Conflict and the Environment 

The following three sections outline the theoretical background of this study.  The 

first section explores the theories in peace and conflict studies regarding the links 

between climate change and conflict.  Section 2 summarises the climate change 

estimates made by the IPCC and climatologists, as well as presents 

counterarguments to these estimates.  The final section outlines theories of the 

psychology of migration when migrating to a new society.  

1.1.1 Theories of Environment and Conflict Linkages 

Johan Galtung, one of the major contributors to peace and conflict research, once 

argued that “wars are often over resources” and that “the destruction of the 

environment may lead to more wars over resources” (Galtung, 1982, 99).  Given 

the multidimensional characteristic of war, it is difficult to isolate any particular 

phenomenon as being a catalyst of a conflict.  Along the same line, there is a 

debate whether conflict and the environment are linked.  In this debate, there are 

two main schools of thought: “neo-Malthusian” and “cornucopian”.  
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Neo-Malthusian Theories of Environment and Conflict 

In 1798, British scholar Robert Thomas Malthus first published An Essay on the 

Principle of Population, wherein he theorised that conflict is linked to population 

growth.  This growth triggers resource scarcities, economic down turn, food 

shortages and general malady (Reuveny, 2008, 3).  Malthus  believed that human 

populations grow exponentially and unchecked, while food production can only 

increase in a linear manner since new lands need to be cultivated to meet the 

population’s demands (Lomborg, 2005, 75).  In general, neo-Malthusian theorists 

believe that violent conflict and the environment are linked through population 

growth, which eventually causes a society to over-consume its resources, leading 

to resource degradation and subsequently resource scarcity; violent conflict may 

erupt when the society competes for the scarce resources (Kolmannskog, 2008, 

18).  Neo-Malthusian theories are further broken down into two elements: 

environmental security, and common property management theories.   

a) Environmental Security Theory:  conflicts are thought of as disputes 

over scarce resources, regardless of if the scarcity is naturally or human-

induced.  As the resource depletes, competition arises and people migrate 

in search of access to the resource; this can create conflict in the receiving 

area, which is known as a “primitive war” due to its impulsive and 

reactionary response to the resource scarcity (Turner, 2004, 865). 

b) Common Property Management Theory:  this theory is similar to the 

environmental security theory, but adds that competition created for the 

scarce resource is due to institutional failure; if this failure is not 

adequately addressed “conflict, degradation and resource scarcity” may 

occur (Turner, 2004, 865).  

Neo-Malthusians tend to focus on resources that lead to food production in order 

to prove their theory (Gleditsch & Urdal, 2002, 285).  Myers and Homer-Dixon 

are major contributors to the neo-Malthusian school of thought, and although not 

peer-reviewed, Myers’ work is often cited in climate change effect reports.  

Myers is best known for his estimates of future environmental refugees, which he 

claims will be about 150-200 million by the end of the 21
st
 century (Myers, 

2002).  
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Homer-Dixon is arguably the leading researcher of conflict and the environment.  

He links violent conflict to resource scarcity, which he terms “environmental 

scarcity”, through case study analysis of resource-scarce countries with conflict 

(Homer-Dixon, 1994, 2009).  In his research, Homer-Dixon indicates that 

“environmental scarcity causes violent conflict” (Homer-Dixon, 1994, 39) and 

describes three dimensions which can create conflict from an environmental 

degradation: environmental change, population growth, and unequal resource 

distribution. 

1) Environmental change (or supply-induced scarcity, as Homer-Dixon 

later calls it) is a human-induced decline in the quality or quantity of a 

resource.   

2) Population growth (or demand-induced scarcity) creates a situation 

where access to a resource is diminished since it is shared amongst a 

higher number of people.   

3) Unequal resource (or structural scarcity) distribution is where 

resources are shared unevenly, eventuating in some people having a 

greater share of a scarce resource than others do. 

Homer-Dixon uses these three determinants to describe the idea of diminishing 

“resource pies”, which can lead to conflict in certain situations (Homer-Dixon, 

1994, 9).  While he indicates that conflict can be mitigated or avoided through 

social and technical ingenuity (wherein a society adapts socially and 

technologically to use its resources more sensibly and develops technology that 

would compensate for the depleting resource), Homer-Dixon also states that 

environmental scarcities make such adaptations difficult (Homer-Dixon, 1995, 

603).  Figure 1, shown below, gives a graphic summary of Homer-Dixon’s work: 
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According to Homer-Dixon, there is a fundamental difference between the 

potential for international conflict caused by renewable resources (such as 

fisheries, land, and water) and non-renewable resources (such as oil and metals).  

He argues that the major difference is that it is less likely that disputes over 

renewable resources will cause international conflicts (Homer-Dixon, 1999).  

This is due to two reasons.  Firstly, although renewable resources can increase the 

wealth of a state, they cannot easily be converted into something that can increase 

the power of a state, whereas non-renewable resources such as iron and oil can 

easily be converted into tools that support military aggression.  Secondly, 

countries that rely on renewable resources tend to be poor and therefore unable to 

procure funds for military attacks on another country (Homer-Dixon, 1999, 139).  

Overall, he states that there is “virtually no evidence that environmental scarcity 

is a principle cause of major war among modern states” (Homer-Dixon, 1999, 

138). 

Homer-Dixon’s work has received much criticism.  To begin with, Homer-

Dixon’s indication of the following six causes of environmental scarcity has been 

criticised:  

1) Climate change induced by greenhouse gas emissions 

2) Ozone depletion 

3) Degradation of agricultural lands 

4) Degradation and removal of forests 

5) Depletion of freshwater supplies 

Sources of  
environmental scarcity Social effects 

Decrease in quality 

and quantity of 

renewable resources 

Population growth 

Unequal resource 

access 

Increased 

environmental 

scarcity 

Migration, 

expulsion 

Decreased 

economic 

productivity 

Weakened 

states 

Ethnic 

conflicts 

 

 

Coups d’état 

Deprivation 

conflicts 

Figure 1: Sources of environmental security   

Source: (Homer-Dixon, 1994, 3) 
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6) Depletion of fish stocks 

By naming all six of the above environmental challenges as “environmental 

scarcities”, Homer-Dixon is confusing environmental decline and resource 

decline (Gleditsch & Urdal, 2002, 289).  Climate change from greenhouse gases 

and ozone depletion are both instances of environmental decline, whereas 

degradation and depletion of agricultural lands, forests, freshwater supplies and 

fisheries are all instances of resource decline.  In addition to Homer-Dixon’s 

semantically confused argument, his theories also come under scrutiny for their 

lack of valid empirical evidence and his exclusion of cases where a resource 

scarcity exists but violent conflict does not (Gleditsch, 1998, 391; Gleditsch et al., 

2007, 295).  By doing so, Homer-Dixon argues that he seeks “to falsify the null 

hypothesis that environmental scarcity does not cause violent conflict” (Homer-

Dixon, 1994, 7).  However according to Gleditsch, researchers can only begin to 

think about the causal links between conflict and the environment when they also 

examine cases where a resource scarcity exists without a conflict.  Gleditsch 

indicates that these instances would most likely depict a certain degree of poverty 

and racial or ethnic links; Gleditsch states that “only when it is known that violent 

conflict occurs more frequently in the [cases without conflict] can scholars even 

begin to think about causal links” (Gleditsch & Urdal, 2002, 295). 

Cornucopian Theory of Environment and Conflict 

Cornucopian theorists are also known as political ecologists (Turner, 2004).  

Gleditsch, Black, Adger, and Barnett believe that climate challenges create 

resource scarcities and that these obstacles can be fought in a peaceful manner 

through cooperation and adaptation due to advancements in technology 

(Kolmannskog, 2008, 18).  The cornucopians assert that the causal links indicated 

by the neo-Malthusian literature are rarely qualified with reliable empirical 

evidence, however they usually do not deny that climate change may have a role 

in future conflicts if not mitigated through effective governance and adaptation 

strategies (Gleditsch & Nordas, 2007).  Cornucopian’s believe that conflict has 

multiple causalities; environmental factors can be one of many that affect a 

conflict and should therefore be seen as a “a threat multiplier and not a cause of 

conflict in itself” (Mazo, 2010, 9).  These theorists believe that humans are the 
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fundamental resource, and rather than propagating war, population growth will 

likely lead to an end to war (Gleditsch, 1998, 384), since resource scarcities due 

to population growth will enhance cooperation between societies to halt the 

degradation of the resource. 

In his book entitled “Climate Conflict”, Mazo investigates any potential links 

between climate change and conflict.  He shows that climate change is a threat 

multiplier, but not any more so than other contributors to conflict, and that no 

single factor can be attributed to state instability or conflict.  According to Mazo, 

[t]he multi-causal nature of the climate-security nexus works 

both ways; while climate change may act as a threat multiplier 

in conjunction with political, economic or social factors, such 

factors can reduce the ability of a society to implement 

measures to mitigate the effects of environmental impacts of 

climate change, thus acting as threat multipliers for 

environmental stresses.  There is a system of mutual feedback, 

with climate-induced environmental stress affecting state and 

social cohesion as well as direct human security, and a 

weakness in state and social institutions contributing to more 

severe environmental impacts (Mazo, 2010, 126-127). 

Mazo investigates his theory by analysing the situation in Darfur, which is a 

conflict that is frequently cited as having strong causal links with climate change 

(Raleigh & Urdal, 2007, 677; Salehyan, 2008, 316).  His overarching findings is 

that although the Darfur conflict had some environmental catalysts, in saying 

“that other factors were equally, or even more, important politically or morally is 

not to deny that Darfur was a climate-change conflict” (Mazo, 2010, 86).  Mazo’s 

overall conclusion is that a cause to a conflict means that it is both a necessary 

and sufficient condition and that conflicts are multi-causal.  He states that rather 

than looking at whether climate change is a cause of conflict or state instability, 

the pertinent question is whether climate change makes such developments more 

likely (Mazo, 2010, Chapter 6). 

Like Mazo, Barnett is also a cornucopian theorist.  In a 2001 article, Barnett 

wrote that the emphasis on environmental changes have become militarised, and 

that environmental links in peace and conflict studies must be made with human 

security and not with violent conflict (Barnett, 2001; Barnett & Adger, 2007).  He 

introduces a counterargument to the “standard argument” that population growth 

will lead to competition for natural resources and therefore conflict is difficult to 
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prove (Barnett, 2001, 58).  Instead, he argues that overpopulation generally leads 

to famine, which reduces a population’s ability to engage in war (Barnett, 2001, 

58). 

Following cornucopian viewpoints, Salehyan argues that climate change does not 

have a direct impact on violent conflict, which is instead dependent on a variety 

of social and political variables (Salehyan, 2008).  Echoing the words of Mazo, 

Salehyan recognises that environmental degradation is neither a necessary nor a 

sufficient cause of violent conflict “since states play a key role in containing or 

aggravating violence” (Salehyan, 2008, 317).  Salehyan calls the neo-Malthusian 

approach ‘deterministic’ since these theories place a greater emphasis on 

structural features of the environment rather than on the decision-making ability 

of the actors in the conflict and underlying social processes; this deterministic 

approach “downplays the role of governments, political institutions, and social 

actors in mitigating resource pressures and conflict” (Salehyan, 2008, 318). 

According to Gleditsch, literature on the topic of environmental conflict indicates 

that “the key factor behind the pessimistic predictions is a neo-Malthusian vision 

of a future of increased resource scarcity and environmental problems of 

increasing severity” (Gleditsch, 1997, 102).  In his theory, he indicates that there 

are six major resources from which conflict can stem:  territory, economic zones 

for access to fisheries, strategic raw materials, sources of energy, water, and food 

(Gleditsch, 1997, 92; 1998, 382).  Of these, he indicates that the major resource 

deemed worthy of international conflict is territory, and stresses that an emerging 

type of territorial conflict concerns Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), which are 

the maritime territories of a nation (for a detailed discussion of EEZs, refer to 

Chapter 3, Section 5.2).  He indicates that in the future, conflicts over EEZs “may 

raise tiny islands to monumental importance because of their consequences for 

boundaries at sea” (Gleditsch, 1998, 382).  He argues that the causal chain for the 

environment and the potential for a greater risk of violence is “deteriorated 

environmental conditions, increased resource scarcity, [and] harsher resource 

competition” (Gleditsch, 1998, 383). 

Gleditsch contends that the further that democratisation expands throughout the 

world, the less risk of conflict from environmental degradation (Gleditsch, 1997).  
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He argues that democratic societies rarely wage war with each other, as stated in 

the democratic peace theory, and that they rarely have civil wars.  Gleditsch 

asserts that these characteristics are unlikely to change with the introduction of an 

environmental scarcity.  He indicates that an environmental scarcity would likely 

lead to increased cooperation between democratic states, and that due to their 

“enlightened environmental policies” (Gleditsch, 1997, 97), democracies are less 

likely to seriously degrade an environmental resource to begin with, which further 

decreases the chances of the democracy becoming entangled in an environmental 

conflict.  He also argues that when environmental problems do occur in 

democracies, they have peaceful ways of resolving them (Gleditsch, 1997, 102).  

Gleditsch depicts his theory in a graph, shown below in Figure 2.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of the research in the field of environmental conflict is qualitative.  

However, in 1998 researchers Hauge and Ellingsen conducted one of the first 

statistical models testing the environmental conflict link through a large N-study 

investigating the link between domestic armed conflict and environmental 

degradation (Gleditsch, 1998, 386; Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998).  The study 

indicated that military spending is a better indication of the severity of conflicts 

rather than non-democratic rule or environmental degradation.  The findings were 

that “environmental scarcity contributes to the incidence of domestic armed 

conflict” but that “the severity of such conflicts might be attributable to other 

factors” (Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998, 313).  They also found that “environmental 

factors do not necessarily  have much influence  on how many people get killed 

during a conflict, even though they contribute to the incidence of such conflict” 

(Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998, 313).  Additionally, their findings were that military 

expenditure has an important role in the severity of the conflict, more so than 

political, economic or environmental factors (Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998, 313).  

+ 
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Figure 2: The Double Effect of Democracy on Environmental Conflict 

Source:  (Gleditsch, 1997, 95) 
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Their conclusion is that countries that suffer from environmental or land 

degradation have a higher risk of domestic armed conflict; economic factors are 

more important in predicting conflict than environmental factors or even political 

factors, and that this holds true mostly for smaller conflicts rather than large 

domestic armed conflicts.  Overall, they indicate that environmental degradation 

can be a cause of a conflict, but not necessarily a catalyst of it (Hauge & 

Ellingsen, 1998, 314). 

Environmental Displacement and Conflict 

Environmental displacement is when a population moves due to the 

environmental degradation of their homes (Keane, 2003, 210).  There are three 

broad categories of environmental displacement:  a) temporary forced 

displacement, with the possibility of returning home when the environmental 

degradation has been repaired, b) permanent forced displacement, with the 

population resettling elsewhere, and c) voluntary migration in search of a better 

quality of life when the home environment has been degraded to the point where 

it no longer provides the basic needs (Keane, 2003, 210).  Generally speaking, it 

is debatable whether environmental displacement is a catalyst for conflict.  A 

well-respected theory on environmental displacement and the potential for 

conflict comes from Astri Suhrke.  Her overall argument is that exploitation 

rather than conflict is more likely to be the result of environmental displacement 

since those displaced are “likely to be weak and numerically few” (Suhrke, 1991, 

35).  She continues by explaining that potential conflict situations are most likely 

to occur if the displacement is long-term, and the victims are able to make 

demands on the host country after forming alliances with powerful allies and/or 

gaining autonomy (Suhrke, 1997, 263).  Suhrke’s research indicates two main 

aspects that are important in establishing a link between environmental migration 

and potential conflict: 

1) “the power relationship between the migrating people 

and the receiving communities as affected by the ability 

of the economy in the receiving area to absorb the 

migrants, and the historical relationship between the 

migrating group and the affected community(ies) in the 

receiving area; and 

2) the role of the state as it affects that power relationship” 

(Suhrke, 1997, 268). 
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Suhrke notes the cases used by Homer-Dixon, which are environmental migration 

from Bangladesh to the Assam region of India, and the Senegal River Valley 

migrations of 1989.  Using these cases, she states that when analysed by 

themselves and without accounting for political and economic factors, they do in 

fact make good cases that environmentally-induced migration causes conflict.  

However, when looking at the history of both regions and the power imbalances 

within the populations, the causal link of environmental degradation to the post-

migration conflict becomes more complex.  Suhrke concludes  

“the potential for acute conflict is clearly conditioned by the 

ability of the displaced groups to obtain support to organise and 

make demands, thus overcoming the weakness inherent in the 

condition of displacement.  This happens, above all, when state 

power aligns itself with the displaced, or the state becomes 

engaged in illegal migration.  The state may have several 

reasons to do so,  perhaps most commonly on grounds of ethnic 

politics or economics which makes it useful to support a 

displaced group” (Suhrke, 1997, 270). 

In his article “Environmental Refugees: Myth or Reality?”, Richard Black argues 

that in general, environmental degradation is not a primary cause for migration, 

and that the term “environmental refugees” is a myth.  He suggests that conflict 

studies and environmental literature have brought attention to the term 

“environmental refugee” through “bureaucratic agendas of international 

organisations and academics” (Black, 2001, 14) rather than from any empirical 

need.  He does, however, indicate that rising sea-levels and its effect of flooding 

low-lying areas presents the most valid argument for environmental refugees 

(Black, 2001, 7).  He also indicates that it is extremely difficult to estimate the 

projected numbers of refugees fleeing floods caused by rising sea-levels, since 

migration is only one of many potential responses (Black, 2001, 8). 

Contributing a regional opinion to the debate, the University of the South Pacific 

indicated in a 2010 report that climate change and natural disasters affecting 

Pacific Island countries might be a “triggering event” for conflict.  The authors 

argue that in a Pacific Island context, the potential for conflict occurs “when one 

or more of the following human security factors are present: economic 

inequalities, land issues, weak governance capacity, unemployed and alienated 



 
 12 

youth, migration/urbanisation, and inter-group tensions” (Weir & Virani, 2010, 

9). 

In summary, the literature shows that environmental factors do not on their own 

cause conflict.  In circumstances where security is unstable due to other reasons, 

such as bad governance, pre-existing conflict, and social inequalities, 

environmental factors might be a contributor to the outbreak of conflict, as show 

in Figure 3 below: 

 

 

 

 

 

In the event that conflict is caused by environmental factors, it is expected that it 

will not be violent conflict, and especially not civil or international war.  This is 

because disputes on matters such as the environment generally cannot be resolved 

through military force.  Resource scarcities, which are expected to increase due to 

climate change, play a large role in the potential for conflict.  However, these are 

not estimated to result in violent conflict or wars since the costs, as well as the 

environmental and human damage caused by war, will almost always exceed any 

potential gains in power or resources (Castles, 2002, 6). 

1.2 The Great Debate on Climate Change 

The words “climate change” (also known as “global warming”) are now widely 

spoken of in society.  The conventional explanation of climate change is that 

greenhouse gases (GHG) reflect heat back to Earth, and play an important role in 

our environment.  GHG are responsible for the global temperatures that enable 

life on Earth (Bernstein & al., 2007).  This is called the “greenhouse effect”.  In 

other words, without GHG in the atmosphere, “life as we know it would be all but 

unsustainable” (Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 28).  The problem with greenhouse 

gases in relation to climate change is increases in carbon dioxide (CO2) in the 

atmosphere.  Currently, greenhouse gases are made of 60% CO2, and this amount 
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Figure 3: Causal Chain: Potential for Conflict due to Environmental Factors 

Source: (Weir, 2010, 18) 
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is expected to rise from the combustion of non-renewable resources such as coal, 

gas and oil, and through deforestation, which results in a release of CO2 

(Lomborg, 2001a, 260).  Since pre-industrial times, the level of CO2 in the 

atmosphere has increased by 31% (Lomborg, 2001a, 260); this increase is called 

the anthropogenic greenhouse effect, also known as the man-made greenhouse 

effect (Bernstein & al., 2007).   

Regardless of the simple explanation of the changes in the Earth’s climate and 

environment, there is a debate regarding whether or not climate change is natural 

or man-made.  Morgan and McCrystal explored the discussions about climate 

change, and use the term “Alarmists” to describe the main faction in the debate 

that strongly believe in man-made climate change (Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 

13).  According to the authors, Alarmists are those who support the belief that 

human activity is causing global climate change; they believe the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates and think that 

urgent action is needed to curb GHG emissions and mitigate the effects of climate 

change.  On the other side of the debate, “Sceptics” are those who Morgan and 

McCrystal state have a wide range of opinions, but generally do not accept the 

view that climate change is human-induced and do not believe that society must 

adapt in order to curb environmental changes.  

Before discussing the effects of climate change on small islands, it is important to 

address these two debates surrounding climate change.  The following section 

will briefly outline the main points argued by the “Alarmists” and the “Non-

Alarmists” (known as “Sceptics” by Morgan and McCrystal). 

1.2.1 The “Alarmists” Argument about Climate Change 

The Alarmists group believe that climate change is human-induced (i.e. caused by 

GHG emissions from the combustion of non-renewable resources and CO2 

released from deforestation), and that the effects of climate change will be the 

main factor driving the disruption of our current lifestyle.  According to the 

Sceptics, Alarmists are creating unnecessary fear regarding climate change 

(Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 13).  Alarmists include the IPCC and any scientific 

bodies that indicate that climate change is not just a natural cycle of the 

environment and is man-made from greenhouse gas emissions. 
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Alarmists’ views of the state of the environment are similar to those expressed by 

the highly esteemed environmentalist Lester Brown, winner of the United Nations 

Environment Programme’s (UNEP) 1987 Global 500 Roll of Honour (United 

Nations Environment Programme, 1987).  Brown states “unless we quickly 

reverse the damaging trends that we have set in motion, they will generate vast 

numbers of environmental refugees – people abandoning depleted aquifers and 

exhausted soils and those fleeing advancing deserts and rising seas” (Brown, 

2005, 45). 

British chemist and well-known environmentalist James Lovelock is one of the 

grandfathers of climate change.  Lovelock believes that global warming is caused 

by human-induced greenhouse gas emissions and has been called a “doomsday 

prophet” by one of his criticisers (Page, 2009, 6).  In his latest book, Lovelock 

writes about the effects of global warming (which he prefers to call “global 

heating”) and indicates that in the future, the world will rely on countries such as 

New Zealand and the British Isles to be the “lifeboats of humanity” since these 

regions will be the only ones favourably affected by climate change (Lovelock, 

2009, 17).  Lovelock’s book also outlines his main solution to the environmental 

problems we currently face, which is to abandon non-renewable energy sources 

and instead focus on nuclear energy. 

According to the IPCC, climate change is defined as changes over time (specified 

as decades or more) that are a result of natural or human activity (Bernstein & al., 

2007, 30).  In the latest of its regular reports, the IPCC indicates that “eleven of 

the last twelve years (1995-2006) rank among the warmest years in the 

instrumental record of global surface temperature (since 1850)” (Bernstein & al., 

2007, 30).  Regarding sea-level rise, the IPCC reveals that the “global average 

sea-level rose at an average rate of 1.8 [1.3 to 2.3]mm per year over 1961 to 2003 

and at an average rate of about 3.1 [2.4 to 3.8]mm per year from 1993 to 2003” 

(Bernstein & al., 2007, 30; Bindoff et al., 2007, 409).  The report indicates that it 

is still unclear if the increases in sea-level rise from 1993 to 2003 are an increase 

in long-term trends or a “decadal variation” (Bernstein & al., 2007, 30; Bindoff et 

al., 2007, 409).  However, the report suggests that thermal expansion of the 

world’s oceans has “contributed about 57% of the sum of the estimated individual 
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contributions to the sea-level rise, with decreases in glaciers and ice caps 

contributing about 28% and losses from the polar ice sheets contributing to the 

remainder” (Bernstein & al., 2007, 30; Bindoff et al., 2007, 409).  The IPCC 

estimates that given the current state of climate change mitigation, GHG 

emissions will increase in future decades; this increase in GHG emissions will 

result in an increase in global temperatures of about 0.2°C per decade (Bernstein 

& al., 2007, 44).  The IPCC indicates that with the current level of GHG 

emissions, climate changes in this century “would very likely be larger than those 

observed during the 20
th

 century” (Bernstein & al., 2007, 45).  Under current 

GHG emission conditions, the IPCC estimates that sea-levels will rise anywhere 

between 0.18 – 0.59m by the end of the 21
st
 century (Bernstein & al., 2007, 45; 

Bindoff et al., 2007, 410; Meehl et al., 2007, 820; Mimura et al., 2007, 694).  

Although the IPCC’s Assessment Review 4 (AR4) report indicates that adaptation 

and mitigation can help societies manage the upcoming changes, the report also 

indicates that “anthropogenic warming and sea-level rise would continue for 

centuries due to the time scales associated with climate processes and feedbacks, 

even if GHG concentrations were to be stabilised” (Bernstein & al., 2007, 46; 

Meehl et al., 2007). 

In terms of scientific reputation, the ideas of Alarmists such as the IPCC have 

received the respect of researchers, academics and the international community.  

In terms of peace and conflict, as mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the 

2007 Nobel Peace Prize was given jointly to the IPCC and Al Gore for their 

efforts in disseminating knowledge about climate change.  The Norwegian Nobel 

Committee states that “the IPCC has created an ever-broader informed consensus 

about the connection between human activities and global warming” (The 

Norwegian Nobel Committee, 2007).  They also indicated that their 2007 

decision to award two environmentally focused awards is a global message to the 

need for “a sharper focus on the processes and decisions that appear to be 

necessary to protect the world’s future climate, and thereby to reduce the threat to 

the security of mankind” (The Norwegian Nobel Committee, 2007). 
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1.2.2 The “Non-Alarmists” Argument about Climate Change 

An important aspect of science is that findings should be critically reviewed in 

order to form scientific enquiry and build an argument’s credibility; in this 

regard, a certain level of scepticism is in fact “healthy” in the climate change 

debate (Cook, 2010, 1).  As mentioned in the introduction of this section, Morgan 

and McCrystal termed climate change believers as Alarmists; on the other hand, 

they termed those who do not believe in human-induced climate change as 

“Sceptics” (Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 13).  Morgan and McCrystal show that 

within the Sceptics opinions, there are two categories that represent two extremes.  

On one side, there are those challenging the Alarmists’ climate change theories 

out of the spirit of scientific enquiry, and therefore can be semantically known as 

Sceptics.  This group has “an open mind, [weigh] the evidence objectively and 

[demand] convincing evidence before accepting any claim.  It contributes to the 

debate and forms the intellectual cornerstone of scientific enquiry” (Kemp et al., 

2010, 673).  Then there are those who are better named as “Deniers” than 

“Sceptics” (Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 13).  Deniers are not interested in 

knowing about the science of climate change and do not believe that climate 

change is actually occurring
1
; Deniers tend to focus on misrepresented and flawed 

‘evidence’ to express their beliefs (Cook, 2010; Kemp et al., 2010, 673; Morgan 

& McCrystal, 2009, 13; Schiermeier, 2010).  Regardless of the fact that a certain 

degree of scepticism is part of the scientific process of enquiry, with most 

“arguments expressing climate ‘skepticism’, [sic] what you often observe is 

cherry picking pieces of evidence while rejecting any data that [do not] fit the 

desired picture” (Cook, 2010, 1).   

In addition to “cherry picking”, another problem with the Sceptics’ arguments to 

climate change is that they appear not to be peer-reviewed and therefore lack 

academic credibility.  Searching academic journal sources yields no academic 

journals publishing articles supporting climate change scepticism or denialism; in 

fact, American science historian Naomi Oreskes analysed 928 academic abstracts 

from Web of Science and found that not one of these articles refute that climate 

change is partly the fault of human activities (Oreskes, 2007, 71; Pielke & 

                                                           
1
 As Morgan and McCrystal did, the term “Sceptics” and “Deniers” will be merged into the term 

“Sceptics”.  This one term will describe any view that is contrary to the Alarmists’ views. 
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Oreskes, 2005, 952).  Oreskes research is important because it shows that there is 

a lack of credibility in the Sceptics’ arguments since these opinions are not 

supported by peer-reviewed academic journals. 

The main arguments Sceptics claim regarding climate change are as follows: 

1) The Earth’s climate is naturally quite variable and environmental 

systems are extremely complicated and as yet we do not 

understand much about it 

2) Any warming trends in the climate are merely due to poorly 

understood processes of nature 

3) The Earth’s climate systems are capable of moderating any 

human influences (Morgan & McCrystal, 2009, 163) 

Following on these three ideas, one sceptic in particular, Danish business 

professor Bjorn Lomborg, has recently become the spokesperson for sceptics 

when in 2001 he published a book entitled “The Skeptical Environmentalist: 

Measuring the Real State of the World”.  In this book and his other publishing, 

Lomborg states that “our ultimate goal is not to reduce greenhouse gases or 

global warming per say but to improve the quality of life and the environment” 

(Lomborg, 2007, 9).  Lomborg does not entirely dispute the fact that humans are 

increasing the levels of greenhouse gases, however he believes that the 

consequences of the climate change estimates are over-exaggerated (Lomborg, 

2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2007), and states that these over-exaggerations are likely to 

lead to poor policy responses that will be economically detrimental to future 

generations (Lomborg, 2007, 160).  As such, he sees climate change as “unlikely 

to pose a devastating problem for the future of humanity.  A bigger problem may 

well turn out to be an inappropriate response to it” (Lomborg, 2005, 74).  

Lomborg acknowledges that the estimates of a 2°– 3°C temperature rise by the 

end of this century will cause grave problems around the world, especially in the 

developing world, and he estimates that these problems will amount to a total 

worldwide economic cost of $5,000 billion (Lomborg, 2005, 79).  However, 

Lomborg believes that “economic analyses clearly show that it will be far more 

expensive to cut carbon-dioxide emissions radically than to pay the costs of 

adaptation to the increased temperatures” (Lomborg, 2005, 79).  The opinions 

expressed Lomborg’s book “The Skeptical Environmentalist” have received some 
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impassioned criticism.  According to Tom Burke, environmentalist and winner of 

the UNEP’s Global 500 Roll of Honour in 1993,  

[t]he paradox of Professor Lomborg’s book is that in making 

the case for a more rational debate on the environment, he has 

committed all of the offences for which he attacks 

environmentalists.  He exaggerates for effect, substitutes 

forceful assertion for weight of argument, sometimes makes 

sweeping generalisations from particular instances, presents 

false choices and is somewhat selective in his use of evidence 

and quotation.  These are the familiar features of all polemics – 

they are only illegitimate in scholarship (Burke, 2005, 88). 

As noted in the previous section, the debate between the Alarmists and Non-

Alarmists includes a variety of opinions.  However, the most respected estimates 

and explanations of climate change are from the IPCC, which not only has 

received the respect of academics and researchers, but also the international 

community. 

The following section outlines the current and estimated effects of climate change 

on small island nations, describing the ways in which habitation of low-lying 

islands is becoming difficult due to environmental degradation.  The section will 

briefly describe coastal erosion, coral bleaching, drought, soil degradation, and 

extreme weather patterns. 

1.3 Climate Change in Low-Lying Atoll States 

Pacific islands countries are currently vocal in the global discussion on climate 

change.  Literature in the field often refers to these islands as the “canaries in the 

coalmine” of climate change migration (Gemenne & Shen, 2009; McAdam, 2010; 

Russell, 2009).  Due to their low-lying areas, small island developing states 

(SIDS) such as those in the Pacific are particularly susceptible to environmental 

changes and are already producing the world’s first environmentally-induced 

migrants.  For instance, in 2009, Papua New Guinea’s Carteret Islanders started 

their long-term plan of evacuating families to higher elevated areas in the 

neighbouring island of Bougainville.  The reason for the migration is because the 

Carteret Islands are becoming uninhabitable, with “king” tides flooding the land 

(Rakova, 2009a).   
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As stated earlier, the IPCC estimates a 18-59cm rise in sea-level by the end of the 

21
st
 century (Bindoff et al., 2007, 409; Mimura et al., 2007, 694; Nicholls et al., 

2007).  The IPCC’s AR4 dedicates an entire chapter to the estimated effects of 

sea-level rise and climate change on small islands, wherein it reports the 

following as estimated to occur with “very high confidence”: 

1. Small islands are vulnerable to sea-level rise and extreme 

events associate by climate change 

2. Sea-level rise will exacerbate inundation, storm surge and 

coastal erosion which endanger the settlements and 

infrastructure in small islands 

3. Water resources will be “seriously compromised” under most 

climate change estimates (Mimura et al., 2007, 689) 

The environmental consequences of the IPCC’s estimations include coastal 

erosion, coral bleaching, drought/reduction of fresh water, soil salination, and 

extreme weather (Warner et al., 2009).  These consequences particularly affect 

the residents of low-lying atoll states because of their unique living environments 

and their reliance on the lands for sustainable living.  These environmental 

degradations are interlinked, since they often exacerbate the situation of other 

environmental factors.  The following sections briefly describe the effects of 

these five consequences on the livelihoods of people living in environmentally 

vulnerable countries. 

1.3.1. Coastal Erosion: 

Media commonly discusses low-lying atoll countries and the “sinking islands” 

problem: sea-level rise is considered by media as a major threat in such regions 

(Alofa, 2010; Field, 2011; Marks, 2008; Russell, 2009; Sherborne, 2009).  

However, a more immediate consequence of sea-level rise is the potential for 

coastal erosion; as the sea-levels gradually rise, the zone of flooding will 

eventually shift inland, causing a loss of land previously considered safe from 

inundation (Connell, 1991, 1060).  Pacific Island countries such as Kiribati risk 

losing parts of their total land mass as “storm surges and erosion will claim 55 

percent by 2050 and 80 percent [of total land mass] at the beginning of the next 

century” (Barden, 2011, 51). 
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In estimating a 18-59cm rise in sea-levels, the IPCC also estimates with ‘very 

high confidence’ that climate change will threaten the “vital infrastructure, 

settlements and facilities that support the livelihood of island communities” 

(Mimura et al., 2007, 689).  Considering that certain Pacific Islands have a 

highest elevation of only 2m, even the smallest amount of sea-level rise might 

result in land loss from coastal erosion (Mimura et al., 2007, 689).   

Currently, the governments of island nations such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, Maldives 

and Papua New Guinea have been vocal about their adaptation plans against 

complete inundation.  For example, in 2008, the Maldivian government 

announced plans to use funds generated from tourism to buy land in neighbouring 

India and Sri Lanka, where the Maldivian population will relocate when and if 

needed (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2009, 19).  However, these islands 

will be threatened by many other threats (such as soil degradation due to salt 

water intrusion, more frequent and stronger weather patterns, and loss of fresh 

water) before they reach the stage of complete inundation due to sea-level rise, 

(Mimura et al., 2007). 

1.3.2    Coral Bleaching: 

A staple in the diets of low-lying atoll nation residents is generally fish living in 

the shoreline coral reefs.  These coral reefs are delicate and highly vulnerable to 

environmental change.  As climate change increases the Earth’s temperature, the 

algae that feed the coral reef die.  This is called coral bleaching, and the result of 

the algae loss is that the corals also die (Barnett & Adger, 2001; Weir & Virani, 

2010, 14).  This bleaching is responsible for a marked decrease in the availability 

of fish stocks.  Without live and healthy corals, the fish that residents of small 

island developing states (SIDS) rely on for subsistence fishing cannot survive (M. 

Lal et al., 2002, 188; Maclellan, 2009, 15; Mimura et al., 2007, 689; Pelling & 

Uitto, 2001, 56).  In addition to providing fish for food, coral reefs also protect 

the shorelines of islands from erosion.  According to some of the IPCC 

researchers, one of the natural methods of adaptation to sea-level rise is the 

protection and preservation of coral reefs (Nunn & Mimura, 1997, 139). 
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1.3.3 Drought and Reduction of Fresh Water: 

Low-lying atoll countries are surrounded by ocean and lack the freshwater 

resources of lakes and rivers due to their geographical formation (Tiaeke, 2007, 

16).  For drinking water, residents rely on rainwater and the freshwater lens, 

which is “underground water in the form of a lens floating on the salt water which 

has a higher density” (Tiaeke, 2007, 16).  The freshwater lens is often the only 

permanent fresh water resource in Pacific Islands, and unfortunately it is “easily 

contaminated by salt water and human and industrial wastes” (Barnett & Adger, 

2001, 3).  Rainfall also affects the level of the freshwater lens, making climate 

change detrimental since warmer temperatures can decrease the level of rainfall 

and increase the incidences of droughts.  According to the IPCC’s AR4, “a 10% 

reduction in average rainfall by 2050 is likely to correspond to a 20% reduction in 

the size of the freshwater lens on Tarawa Atoll, Kiribati” (Mimura et al., 2007, 

697).  Drought also affects the freshwater lens by leaching salt into it, turning it 

brackish and unsuitable for drinking. 

1.3.4 Crop Yield Decline and Salinated Soils: 

In addition to the above-mentioned effects, droughts also increase the level of salt 

in soils, resulting in crop damage.  Additionally, sea-level rise in low-lying atoll 

countries also increases the levels of salt in soils, and therefore reduces the 

capacity to grow crops.  Soil salinity caused by drought and sea-level rise has far-

reaching effects:  not only is food security diminished through crop yield decline, 

overall levels of health also decrease.  According to researchers, as crop yields 

decline due to salinated soils, residents of affected islands increasingly consume 

foreign imported foods such as heavily processed tinned meats and low-fibre 

noodles and rice (Maclellan, 2009, 17; Mimura et al., 2007, 690).  These foods 

have been linked to an increase in lifestyle diseases such as diabetes, heart 

disease, stroke, hypertension, and certain cancers (F. Gemenne & Shen, 2008; 

Ministry of Natural Resources Environment Agriculture and Lands, 2007; United 

Nations Development Programme, 2006, 18).  In the Republic of Kiribati, the 

consumption of foreign imported foods is attributing to the country’s adult 

diabetes incidence rate of 50% (Locke, 2009, 174; F. Thomas, 2002, 166). 



 
 22 

In addition to detrimental health effects, the reliance on foreign imported foods 

due to crop yield decline also increases the amount of pollution on an island:  the 

packaging of imported goods leads to waste management problems, further 

exacerbating the environmental degradation of the islands (F. Gemenne & Shen, 

2008; Ministry of Natural Resources Environment Agriculture and Lands, 2007). 

1.3.5 Extreme Weather: 

Several reports indicate that citizens living in developing nations have recently 

experienced notable changes in weather, and complain of an increase in violent 

weather patterns.  A 2009 report written by CARE International in conjunction 

with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) indicates 

that “erratic weather, rising sea-level and other climate change impacts will 

exacerbate both migration pressures and environmental degradation” (Warner et 

al., 2009, 2). 

The type of migration resulting from these pressures generally leads in temporary, 

internally displaced people (IDP) rather than permanent migration.  The 

following section will further discuss how climate change can affect migration. 

1.4 Climate Change Adaptation and Migration 

In 1990, the IPCC stated that the “gravest effects of climate change may be those 

on human migration” (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 1990, 20).  

Although it is difficult to estimate the future impact, the link between climate 

change and human migration is increasingly apparent.  As stated earlier, the most 

widely-cited estimate of climate-induced human migration is from British 

environmentalist Norman Myers, who estimates that by 2050, 200 million people 

will be environmentally displaced, of which 150 million could be classified as 

environmental refugees (Myers, 2005, 1).  Myers indicates that environmentally-

induced human displacement can take many forms and can be internal, external, 

permanent, or temporary. 

Unfortunately, environmental degradation negatively affects developing countries 

the most, even though their contribution to global warming is a fraction of that of 

developed countries.  As indicated earlier, the IPCC states that GHG such as CO2 
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are responsible for global warming and climate change (Bernstein et al., 2007).  

According to the UK-based Environmental Justice Foundation, the 50 least 

developed countries (LDCs) have a combined contribution to global GHG 

emissions of less than one percent (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2009, 5).  

All of these 50 LDCs have ratified the Kyoto Protocol, an internationally binding 

agreement calling for the reduction of GHG emissions.  Unfortunately, one of the 

countries with the largest emissions in the world, the United States, is opposed to 

entering into environmental conventions such as the Kyoto Protocol.  The United 

States has indicated that it does not intend to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, yet in 

2005 was responsible for over 18% of global CO2 emissions (Climate Analysis 

Indicators Tool, 2011).  This fact is worrisome since developed countries like the 

United States have an economic incentive to stall important international 

conventions aimed at mitigating climate change, thus further affecting the 

environment and livelihood of LDC citizens. 

Since the largest emitters of carbon dioxide are also the world’s largest 

economies, the issue of enacting policy changes in the face of climate change is 

highly politicised.  Conversely, the countries that can afford the technology to 

adapt to the effects of climate change are in fact the largest emitters.  The 

countries with the smallest emissions tend to be the ones most affected by climate 

change yet are the least able to afford the technology for adaptation.  Jon Barnett, 

a prolific writer on climate change and a former professor of development at 

Melbourne University, indicates “there is a strong correlation between a country’s 

wealth and its current or past levels of greenhouse gas emissions” (Barnett, 2005, 

205).  Thus, the problem of climate change is not only an environmental one, but 

also one of development, global equity, and human rights.  The Environmental 

Justice Foundation states that “[c]limate change has been recognised as a 

fundamental threat to human rights” since it is the cause of over 300,000 deaths 

each year (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2009, 4). 

Policy recommendations often suggest adaptation as the best way to mitigate the 

above-mentioned effects of sea-level rise (Barnett & Adger, 2001; Bettencourt et 

al., 2006; Connell, 1991; Mimura et al., 2007, 704).  However, low-lying atoll 

countries are amongst the world’s least developed countries, and adaptation 
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(usually suggested as the building sea walls to protect the delicate coral reefs and 

shores of atoll countries), is too expensive without foreign aid assistance.  To 

address the issue of cost, an article by two Boston-based policymakers suggests 

that monetary compensation for adaption and formal immigration rights should be 

granted to affected countries according to a polluting country’s historical 

greenhouse gas emissions (Byravan & Rajan, 2006).  Although this 

recommendation is logical since it assigns a level of culpability for high-emitting 

countries, it is flawed.  Barnett and Adger criticise this compensation approach, 

arguing that it “ignores the fact that patterns of migration are strongly based on 

social networks and cultural links” (Adger & Barnett, 2005, 328).  In other words, 

the compensation approach ignores that the affected individuals may not wish to 

migrate to the culpable countries, or that these receiving countries might not be 

the best suited to maintain the culture and society of the migrating country’s 

population.  The compensation approach exemplifies the human rights issue 

associated with rising sea-levels: residents of low-lying atoll countries currently 

have no formal rights internationally to migrate in the event that their lands 

disappear due to inundation, and may potentially become further disadvantaged 

by policies that do not properly address their needs. 

1.5 Migration Psychology Theories 

As the previous sections demonstrated, climate change may lead to a situation of 

permanent migration away from Pacific Island countries.  As such, it is important 

to understand the psychology of migration when discussing the issue of rising sea 

levels in a Pacific Island context.  In general, migration can be either forced or 

voluntary, but regardless of the driver, it is  

“a process of social change where an individual, alone or 

accompanied by others, because of one or more reasons of 

economic betterment, political upheaval, education or other 

purposes, leaves one geographical area for prolonged stay or 

permanent settlement in another geographical area” (Bhugra, 

2004, 129).   

The protections afforded to forced migrants will be explored in Chapter 3, which 

discusses the categories of forced migration and the current conditions for 

international protections.  The following section will discuss the psychological 

aspects of migration.  
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1.5.1  Acculturation Outcomes 

During migration, an individual’s cultural identity is challenged as the migrant 

attempts to adapt to life in a new environment, while also trying to uphold their 

cultural heritage.  John Berry, a major contributor to the field of migration 

studies, describes this process as the acculturation strategies, which he states is “a 

dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of 

contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” 

(Berry, 2005, 698).  Acculturation is not a neutral term though, since it tends to 

produce more of a change in one group over others (Berry, 1997, 7; 2001, 616; 

Bhugra, 2004, 134).  Berry’s strategies of acculturation are based on two 

dimensions, which are maintenance of cultural identity and maintenance of 

contact with the receiving society (Berry, 1997, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2009).  His 

model has the following four outcomes: integration, assimilation, separation, and 

marginalisation (Berry, 1997, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2009; Bhugra & Becker, 2005; 

Castles, 2003; Phinney et al., 2001; Rudmin, 2003; Ward, 2007).  The four 

strategies are from the point of view of the migrating individual or community.  

This organisational framework has become known as the “Berry boxes”, as 

shown below in Figure 4 (Ward, 2007, 106). 

 

 

 

 

 

With adaptation defined as “changes made by the immigrant in order to fit in 

better with the environment and includes changes in attitudes as well as 

behaviour” (Taft, 1973, 227), these four types of acculturation strategies have 

been classified in terms of their positive adaptation results for both migrants and 

receiving communities.  Integration is considered the most successful form of 

adaptation, assimilation and separation result in moderately successful 

Is it considered to be of 

value to maintain 

relationships with 

larger society? 

Is it considered to be of value to 

maintain one’s identity and 

characteristics?  

 Yes No 

Yes Integration Assimilation 

No Separation Marginalisation 

Figure 4: “Berry boxes”: John Berry’s Acculturation strategies 

Source:  (Berry, 1997, 10) 
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adaptations, and marginalisation is perceived as the least desirable form of 

adaptation (Berry, 1997, 24). 

1.5.1.1  Integration  

Migrant integration is defined as “retaining [migrants’] culture of origin while 

adapting to the new culture” (Phinney et al., 2001, 505); this can also be a 

situation where “the immigrant has to some extent become absorbed into the new 

community” (Taft, 1973, 227).  According to Berry, it is the most positive 

outcome of migration, and occurs when the migrant is interested in interacting in 

the larger social network of the new country, while maintaining the cultural 

integrity of their traditional heritage (Berry, 2005, 705).  In other words, 

integration is when both cultural maintenance and contact with the new society 

are of importance to the migrant and the receiving community (Ward, 2007, 106).  

As indicated earlier, integration is considered the most favourable form of 

adaptation to migration. 

1.5.1.2  Assimilation  

Contrary to its label, assimilation is not when the migrant adopts the receiving 

society’s lifestyle without also influencing the host community.  Rather, it is 

when both the migrant and the receiving community become more similar 

through social interaction (Taft, 1973, 227), and when the migrant values contact 

with the new community more than maintenance of their cultural identity (Berry, 

2003, 24; Ward, 2007, 106). 

1.5.1.3  Separation 

Separation is the acculturation model where the main concern for the migrant is 

cultural maintenance (Berry, 1997).  In this migration strategy, the migrant does 

not value having social contact with the new society, and therefore avoids it 

(Berry, 1997, 9; 2001, 619; Ward, 2007, 106).  In other words, the migrant has a 

strong sense of ethnic identity, with little interest in their new national identity 

(Phinney et al., 2001, 495). 

1.5.1.4  Marginalisation 

Marginalisation is considered the least favourable outcome of migration, and is 

when the migrant has little interest or possibility of cultural maintenance, and also 
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has no interest in having contact with the receiving community (Berry, 1997, 9).  

Migrants rarely choose this migration strategy, since it generally evolves from a 

situation of enforced cultural loss (Berry, 2001, 619) or by unsuccessful attempts 

at interacting, which can often be caused by discrimination or intentional 

exclusion by the receiving society (Berry, 2003, 24).  Marginalisation is 

considered the least beneficial form of acculturation in terms of both the 

migrant’s mental well-being and the receiving society’s perception of that 

particular cultural group (Berry, 1997, 9). 

Berry’s model of acculturation is influential in the field of migration psychology, 

but it has also received some criticism (Phinney et al., 2001; Rudmin, 2003; Van 

Oudenhoven et al., 2006, 641; Ward, 2007; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999).  The 

main criticism is that regardless of which strategy of acculturation a migrant may 

desire, the main determinant of the type of acculturation depends on what the 

population and structures of the receiving society permits (Van Oudenhoven et 

al., 2006, 641).  Researchers ascribing to this point of view believe that it is 

equally as important to look at the receiving society’s acculturation expectations 

of migrants when discussing models of migration strategies (Phinney et al., 2001; 

Rudmin, 2003, 5).  

1.6 Migration and Culture 

Culture is difficult to define, since it comprises a variety of aspects of one’s 

identity, including “religion, rites of passage, language, dietary habits and leisure 

activities” (Bhugra & Becker, 2005, 21).  It is something that is learned and 

passed through generations; it “includes the beliefs and value system of a society” 

(Bhugra & Becker, 2005, 21).  Cultural identity, therefore, is what unites people 

from similar cultural backgrounds based on their shared cultural and value 

systems.  According to Bhugra and Becker, in migration situations, people tend to 

continue the leisure activities (such as sports, music, literature, and movies) of 

their cultural identity when in their host country in order to continue feeling 

connected to that culture (Bhugra & Becker, 2005, 21).  Berry defines cultural 

identity as the “complex set of beliefs and attitudes that people have about 

themselves in relation to their culture group membership” (Berry, 2001, 620).  

The origin of cultural identity is varied, with “[p]lace of residence, land or origin, 
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kinship and marriage ties, consubstantiality through descent, and strategic social 

affiliations” (Linnekin, 2004, 242) all having a role in its foundation. 

1.6.1 Cultural Identity 

When describing cultural identity, cultural theorist Stuart Hall describes that there 

are two ways of interpreting the definition (Hall, 2003).  Hall’s first description of 

cultural identity defines it “in terms of one, shared culture, a sort of collective 

‘one true self’, hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially 

imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared history and ancestry hold in 

common” (Hall, 2003, 223).  In this interpretation, cultural identity is static and 

unchanging, and includes ‘cultural codes’ which help unite individuals as ‘one 

people’.  According to Hall, this notion of cultural identity is the foundation of 

post-colonial struggles. 

Hall’s second explanation of cultural identity is much more fluid and changeable 

than the first description.  In this alternative point of view, Hall describes cultural 

identity as much a part of the future as it is part of the past (Hall, 2003, 225); 

Cultural identity is constantly changing, and is “subject to the continuous ‘play’ 

in history, culture and power” (Hall, 2003, 225); according to Hall, cultural 

identity “is not a fixed origin to which we can make some final and absolute 

Return [sic]. [. . .] Not an essence but a positioning” (Hall, 2003, 226).  

Colonialism factors into this second definition, with cultural identity moving 

towards a definition of “what we have become” as a shared identity (Hall, 2003, 

225).  This definition sees cultural identity not as something that has always 

existed regardless of place, time or history, but rather as something that itself has 

a history and an origin. 

Given the multicultural characteristic nature of our current global society, Hall’s 

second description most accurately describes cultural identity.  The difficulty 

with this second view is that if we are to accept that cultural identity fluctuates 

based on place, time, history and culture, then it is difficult to define a cultural 

identify since it undergoes “constant transformation” (Hall, 2003, 225).   This 

becomes even more difficult when attempting to define the cultural identity of a 

migrating population, since “[d]iaspora identities are those which are constantly 
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producing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and 

difference” (Hall, 2003, 235). 

Similarly, in his well-known anti-colonial book “The Wretched of the Earth”, 

Frantz Fanon explains the complexity of discovering identity through the 

struggles of post-colonial African society seeking to find a national identity.  

Fanon describes the pain and difficulty of ascribing oneself to a national identity 

and the risk of becoming “individuals without an anchor, without a horizon, 

colourless, stateless, rootless – a race of angels” (Fanon, 1967, 175).  This quote 

highlights the need for a sense of identity, since without one, and individual can 

feel emotionally displaced; this will be discussed further in the next section on 

cultural bereavement. 

1.6.2 Cultural Bereavement 

In migration, it is normal that the individual feels a sense of cultural bereavement 

(Bhugra & Becker, 2005).  Cultural bereavement is the grief that a migrant or 

refugee feels when they experience “massive social loss” upon migration 

(Eisenbruch, 1991, 2).  To elaborate, migration, for either voluntary or forced 

migrants, “involves the loss of the familiar including language (especially 

colloquial and dialect), attitudes, values, social structures and support networks” 

(Bhugra & Becker, 2005, 19).  According to Becker and Bhugra, this loss can 

result in a feeling of grief, similar to what one would feel at the death of a loved 

one; this feeling is called “cultural bereavement”.  This sense of loss has 

“parallels between [. . .] the pathological outcomes of bereavement due to death” 

(Eisenbruch, 1984, 299).  Cultural bereavement can cause the migrant to embrace 

their past culture obsessively, leading to an inability to form connections with the 

people or society of their new culture.  Eisenbruch compares this to the way a 

recently widowed spouse over-idealises their dead partner, not leaving any 

opportunity for a new relationship to occur (Eisenbruch, 1984, 299).  This 

reaction is what migrants in the marginalisation form of Berry’s model of 

acculturation might feel.  Eisenbruch describes the opposite of cultural 

bereavement as a “rapid assimilation into the host society”, and likens it to a the 

coping strategy used by recently bereaved widows who recklessly and quickly 
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find new relationships (Eisenbruch, 1984, 299); this reaction would most likely 

be felt by migrants in the assimilation model of Berry’s acculturation strategy. 

The strong, negative feelings surrounding cultural bereavement can be diminished 

“if the immigrant is able to maintain ties to the culture of origin, either through 

increased ethnic density, improved social support or maintenance of religious 

beliefs and practice” (Bhugra & Becker, 2005, 23).  This would allow a migrant’s 

“successful” migration into a new society, termed “integration” in Berry’s 

acculturation model, and plays an important role in their sense of personal 

security and identity. 

Knowing that migration in the traditional sense can cause such strong reactions of 

bereavement, and that even forced migrants have the potential to return to their 

homelands if they so choose, the situation of migration to due land loss from 

rising sea-levels has the potential to create an entirely new situation.  Citizens of 

Kiribati are potentially facing a situation where“[t]he introduction of restrictive 

policies and the lack of certainty over the possibility of permanent relocation 

deny [them] safety and the possibility of cultural continuity” (Blitz, 2011, 436).  

In other words, citizens of climate change affected countries such as Kiribati are 

highly at risk of losing not only their lands due to environmental degradation, but 

also their culture and their sense of cultural identity. 

1.7 Conclusion: Gap in Peace and Conflict Research 

Migration from low-lying atoll countries in response to climate change is a 

complex issue given the lack of international protection, the desire of the affected 

individuals to retain their culture, and the unprecedented nature of the loss of an 

entire nation.  It is also extremely difficult to establish a clear link between 

climate change and migration, since the decisions to migrate usually involve 

multiple motivations. 

In terms of conflict, if the IPCC estimations of climate change are correct and the 

islands of Kiribati become uninhabitable due to resource scarcity, it appears 

unlikely that a risk of conflict will emerge, according to the cornucopian theory 

of environment and conflict.  However, culture, identity, and most importantly, 

state sovereignty are at risk of complete disappearance. 
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The placement of this research in the field of peace and conflict studies is shown 

below in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5: The Climate Change – Conflict Link  

Source: Author 

As depicted in Figure 5, the consensus is that the effects of climate changes will 

not be a source of conflict, but rather may be one of the multiple micro-

components; however, the future link between climate change and conflict is 

currently unclear.  Presently, environmental degradation due to climate change is 

occurring in specific countries, such as low-lying atoll countries like Kiribati; 

internal and international migration appears to be the ultimate form of adaptation 

to these environmental changes.  Climate change has various causal micro-

components on the chain linking climate change and the potential for conflict.  

This thesis explores the gap in knowledge where the micro-components of 

environmental degradation may lead to migration, which may possibly cause a 

loss of culture and sovereignty.  It is unknown whether this phenomenon will lead 
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to conflict.  Only after there are several cases of complete migration away from 

climate change affected countries will we better understand the relationship 

between forced migration due to climate change and conflict. 

The current research on environmental impacts in the Pacific Islands 

predominantly focuses on the legal protections of future environmentally-induced 

migrants, the suggested adaptation methods to mitigate the effects of climate 

change, and the economic impact of climate change on these vulnerable nations.  

Academic database searches yielded no articles focusing on the potential loss of 

I-Kiribati culture and sovereignty, but rather discussed how the environmental 

situation in low-lying atoll nations is unique in the current discussion of 

migration and culture.  By conducting in-depth interviews and case study 

analysis, this thesis investigates the perceptions of identity in the face of climate 

change of current migrants to New Zealand from Kiribati. 

Since the majority of the literature focuses on the international legal status of this 

new category of migrants, the plight of those living in low-lying atoll countries is 

often used as a dramatic tool to encourage governmental change in relation to 

carbon emissions.  This is evidenced by publications such as the Australian NGO 

Friends of the Earth’s report entitled “A Citizen’s Guide to Climate Refugees” 

(Friends of the Earth Australia, 2007), which factually states the ultimate effects 

of climate change and environmental degradation in a realistic, yet pessimistic 

way.  This report uses Norman Myers’ widely-used approximation, and states “at 

a conservative estimate, climate change will increase the number of 

environmental refugees six-fold over the next fifty years to 150 million [people]” 

(Friends of the Earth Australia, 2007, 8).  This thesis differs from previous 

literature because it focuses on culture and sovereignty retention in current New 

Zealand migrants from Kiribati, one of the most 

environmentally threatened countries in the world. 
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Chapter 2: Methods and Research 

Design  

 

 

“A well-known maxim in the South Pacific is: ‘land is life, without land there is 

no life’” (Kwa, 2011, 103). 
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One of the most important aspects of research is transparency, especially for 

research that focuses on participant observations, since this is not easily 

duplicated (Eckl, 2008, 190).  Accordingly, this chapter describes the 

methodological framework used for this thesis and the reasons for choosing this 

framework, the nature of the interviewing style used, and the process of selecting 

participants.  The concluding section discusses the strengths and limitations of the 

research methodology. 

2.1 Methodology 

The research was conducted as a case study on Kiribati, investigating the cultural 

and national identity of I-Kiribati migrants living in New Zealand and their 

perceptions of how rising sea-levels threaten their national sovereignty and 

cultural identity.  According to Yin, case study research is a preferred option 

when the research is about a contemporary issue where the variables cannot be 

controlled (Yin, 2009, 4).  It is also an appropriate method to use when there are 

multiple relationships involved in the investigation (G. Thomas, 2011, 11).  

Lastly, case studies are appropriate for research that is focused on finding a 

holistic understanding of the issue (G. Thomas, 2011, Chapter 3).  The secondary 

data of this thesis, in the form of a literature review, aids in understanding the 

multivariable aspects involved in this research.  The literature review explored the 

following topics:  the nexus between the environment and conflict with a focus on 

resource conflicts, climate change effects in the Pacific, migration psychology, 

international laws regarding the protections of forced migrants and the conditions 

for statehood, and the history and culture of Kiribati.  

The primary data of this case study were in the form of interviews.  I interviewed 

various individuals within the I-Kiribati community (living in Christchurch, 

Blenheim, Invercargill and Dunedin) as well as key informants who work with I-

Kiribati and other Pacifica migrants in New Zealand by providing services to 

assist in their resettlement.  The interview format was semi-structured and 

snowball sampling was used to obtain participants.  Both of these will be 

explained in the following section. 
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2.2 Research Procedures 

Before beginning this research, ethics approval was obtained by the University of 

Otago Human Ethics Committee (ethics approval reference # 11/125).  For the 

purpose of this research, the interview questions were carefully prepared 

beforehand in the style of semi-structured interviewing.  This style of 

interviewing is an appropriate method for this research project since it allows the 

interviewee to expand on their answers (Liamputtong & Serry, 2010, 47).  Semi-

structured interviewing was considered the best approach for this thesis because it 

gives the respondents the freedom to express their views, and allows the 

interviewer to ask further questions based on the responses (refer to Appendix 1 

for the I-Kiribati interview guide).  The questions asked were regarding cultural 

and national identity, observed sea-level rise effects on Kiribati lifestyles, and the 

participants’ opinions regarding the potential loss of their physical nation.  During 

each interview, participants were shown visual aids in the form of a Kiribati flag 

and quotes regarding climate change from the current Kiribati President, Anote 

Tong (refer to Appendix 2, 3, and 4). 

Additionally, after consulting Otago University’s Pacific Island Centre, as well as 

an I-Kiribati migrant in Dunedin, in-depth interviewing was suggested as the 

most culturally appropriate way of gathering data.  According to both of these 

sources, personal interviewing is the most suitable way to gather information 

from Pacifica participants since face-to-face contact allows trust-building 

between the interviewer and the participant, which in turn may lead to more 

honest responses. 

2.3 Selection of Participants 

The research consists of interviews with nineteen people, grouped into two 

categories: I-Kiribati and non-I-Kiribati individuals.  There were thirteen I-

Kiribati interviewees and six non-I-Kiribati participants.  Of the six non-I-Kiribati 

individuals, two respondents are married to an I-Kiribati migrant and lived in 

Kiribati, and four respondents work with Pacifica migrants in New Zealand 

providing settlement support services (refer to Appendix 5 for a list of 

information regarding the participants). 
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The interviews with the I-Kiribati migrants all followed the same interview 

schedule, while there were separate schedules for the non-I-Kiribati respondents 

depending on their role in assisting with migration and resettlement (refer to 

Appendix 6).  The interviews were conducted at the location and time suggested 

by the participant.  This approach helps to minimises power imbalances between 

the interviewer and the interviewees (Birks & Mills, 2011, 57).  The interviews 

were mainly individual interviews; however, in certain cases I conducted group 

interviews upon request of the respondents. 

To find the participants, a flyer was used to advertise the research (refer to 

Appendix 7).  The flyer was distributed through Otago University’s Pacific Island 

Centre, and was posted on an online Kiribati community notice board
2
.  It should 

be noted that the flyer only resulted in contact with one interviewee, who found it 

on this website.  Snowball sampling was used to initiate contact with all other 

participants after first contact was made with an I-Kiribati migrant from Dunedin 

and a non-I-Kiribati husband from Christchurch.  They both invited me to attend 

the Kiribati Independence Day weekend in Picton on 22 – 24 July 2010.  This 

celebration, located in the Waikawa Marae, is the main Kiribati cultural event of 

the year for the migrants, with over 100 South Island I-Kiribati in attendance.  At 

this event, I distributed information about my research study and collected the 

contact information of interested individuals, after ascertaining that they could 

speak English, and had recent experience (defined as within the past five years) of 

visiting or living in Kiribati.  I conducted both individual and group interviews 

(depending on the participant’s preference) with eligible participants within a 

month after the Kiribati Independence Day celebration. 

Snowball sampling is a system of referral where research participants refer other 

research participants to the investigator (also known as “chain-referral sampling”) 

(N. Cohen & Arieli, 2011, 426).  This method is commonly used in both 

qualitative and quantitative research when the research sample is difficult to 

access.  However, due to the ‘links’ that exist between the subjects, it is not 

considered an unbiased form of sampling.  According to Cohen and Arieli, the 

advantages of snowball sampling are that it facilitates three vital steps in 

                                                           
2
 The website is www.kiribaticonlinecommunity.com. 

http://www.kiribaticonlinecommunity.com/


 
 37 

collecting data: “locating, accessing, and involving hidden and hard to reach 

populations” (N. Cohen & Arieli, 2011, 428).  Since I found it difficult to find I-

Kiribati migrants, snowball sampling was the main choice of data sampling.  The 

major limitation of snowball sampling is that it suffers from potential bias 

through the links between participants, and therefore must not be considered as 

representative of a wider population’s opinions.  The major strength of snowball 

sampling is that it assists in trust building through acquiring the cooperation of 

the participants.  

2.4 Strengths and Limitations of the Research 

Strengths 

There are three principal strengths to this research study.  Firstly, after consulting 

with the University of Otago’s Pacific Island Centre and with my main I-Kiribati 

contact in Dunedin, I discovered that trust and relationship building is critical 

when interviewing Pacific island migrants.  This is in order to assist in recruiting 

participants and allowing them to feel comfortable with the research process so 

that they respond in an honest manner.  My attendance at the Kiribati 

Independence Day weekend celebration was crucial to the trust and relationship 

building aspect of this research.  During the celebration, I stayed with the 

attendees for the weekend at the marae.  After interviewing the participants, I 

made summaries of the transcripts and sent them to the corresponding participant 

for amendment and additional comments.  This process allowed for a second data 

collection because participants responded with extra comments.  It was also a 

method of verifying that I accurately understood the interview discussions, and 

allowed the interviewees to feel more confident about their participation in the 

research process. 

The second strength is that the research is diverse, and includes opinions from 

non-I-Kiribati individuals who have an affiliation with I-Kiribati migrants, either 

through marriage or through their occupation.  Two of the participants are 

married to I-Kiribati women, and lived in Kiribati for several years.  Their 

opinions are meaningful to this research because they offer a different perspective 

to the research that might not be expressed by the I-Kiribati participants.  The 

other non-I-Kiribati migrant interviewees work with I-Kiribati and other Pacific 
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migrants in a settlement capacity and therefore can make valuable comments 

regarding the policies and procedures currently used in Pacifica migration. 

The final strength is that research of this type has not been done before on this 

particular subject.  From my literature review research, I could not find a similar 

study that investigated the effects of climate change on culture and national 

identity of any Pacific Island population conducted through personal interviews. 

Limitations 

In the most unbiased way possible, measures were taken to ensure that the data 

was obtained in a well-represented manner, although this was not always 

possible.  Consequently, there are three major limitations to the study.  Firstly, as 

mentioned earlier, the use of snowball sampling creates a situation where all 

participants are “linked”, possibly resulting in data that are biased towards one 

point of view.  Therefore, data cannot be used as a representation of the opinions 

of the wider population.  This form of sampling was particularly useful for this 

study since there are less than 1,300 permanent I-Kiribati migrants in New 

Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2011), and considerably less in the South 

Island.  However, as mentioned earlier, the disadvantage of snowball sampling is 

that since the participants are all linked to the first person contacted, “[t]he choice 

of the entire sample rests upon the choice of individuals at the first stage.  If they 

belong to a particular faction or have strong biases, the study may be biased” 

(Kumar, 2005, 179).  To some extent, I mitigated this risk by attending the 

Kiribati Independence Day weekend and finding participants from the event’s 

attendees.  According to the event organiser, all I-Kiribati migrants in the South 

Island were invited to attend, and only a very few of the invited could not attend.  

Given that I found most of the I-Kiribati participants at an event where almost all 

of the South Island I-Kiribati migrants gathered, the risk of all participants 

belonging to a similar faction or having strong biases was mitigated. 

Secondly, given that the sample size is only nineteen people (of which six 

respondents were non-I-Kiribati migrants), the responses expressed must not be 

interpreted as a generalisation of popular opinion.  In other words, this research 

does not represent a cross-section of I-Kiribati opinions since the sample size is 

so small.  With more resources and time, it would be preferable to include 
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migrants living in other parts of the country.  The sentiments of I-Kiribati 

migrants living in Auckland or Wellington may be different from those living in 

the South Island.  In the same regard, it was not financially possible to travel to 

Kiribati to conduct similar interviews with people currently living there.  If this 

had been possible, the interview data would be more representative of a wider 

range of perspectives and situations.   

Thirdly, given the time restrictions of a master degree completed in one year, 

there was not enough time to see if or how the opinions of the participants change 

over time.  With fewer constraints on time and resources, it would have been 

beneficial for the study to revisit the participants over several months to ask 

whether their feelings of identity have changed, and whether their opinions 

developed on how to manage the situation that Kiribati citizens might potentially 

face if current environmental degradations continue. 

2.5 Methods of Data Analysis 

After transcribing the interviews, I wrote a summary of each interview and sent it 

to the interviewees for their comments.  The returned comments and transcripts 

were then initially coded into sixteen themes
3
 using a method of open coding.  

Open coding is where notes or transcripts are read “line-by-line to identify and 

formulate any and all ideas, themes, or issues they suggest, no matter how varied 

or disparate” (Emerson et al., 1995, 143).  Commonalities were found amongst 

the sixteen initial codes, and therefore the themes were merged into three key 

topic areas.  These three key themes were “Exclusive Economic Zone”, “Kiribati 

Culture”, and “Traditional Practices”.  “Exclusive Economic Zone” deals with the 

abuse of Kiribati’s maritime resources by foreign fishing companies, the lack of 

financial resources to patrol the EEZ, and the issue of maritime sovereignty if the 

nation becomes uninhabitable due to climate change.  “Kiribati Culture” is the 

largest merged theme, and includes topics relating to the Kiribati flag, cultural 

identity, cultural bereavement, cultural continuity, life on Tarawa versus life on 

                                                           
3
 These themes were:  flag, cultural identity, cultural bereavement, what would you miss if your 

islands disappear, island degradation, religion, fishing and fishing zone, nature and culture, 

traditional beliefs, Anote Tong and climate change, cultural continuity, life on Tarawa versus life 

on the outer islands, reason for migrating for NZ, life in NZ and money, culture loss, connections 

to Māori/First nations. 
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the outer islands, nature and culture, and culture loss.  The theme “Traditional 

Practices” includes discussion on two major customs that have survived the 

introduction of Christianity in Kiribati: placenta burial, and customs and beliefs 

surrounding umbilical cords. 

Three notable minor themes were discovered in the data results: “Environmental 

Changes in Kiribati”, “Links between Kiribati and Māori Cultures”, and 

“Religion and Climate Change”.  These themes were categorised as ‘minor’ since 

they were not spoken of with as much prevalence amongst the participants as the 

major themes, yet still contribute to the discussion of the intricacies of managing 

climate change and migration in Kiribati. 

Since the purpose and relationship to Kiribati of the non-I-Kiribati interviews 

varied amongst the six participants, these interview transcripts were not coded in 

the same manner as the I-Kiribati interviews.  The interview transcripts from the 

non-I-Kiribati interviews were instead analysed in relation to the themes from the 

I-Kiribati interviews, and analysed for any new and notable themes. 

2.6 Conclusion 

In summary, the main research question “How does sea-level rise and 

environmental change in Kiribati affect national and cultural identity?” has been 

addressed by conducting in-depth interviews with nineteen people and doing a 

case study analysis of Kiribati and the issues surrounding environmental forced 

migration.  This analysis includes both primary and secondary sources.  The 

primary sources are semi-structured interviews with nineteen participants, 

obtained through snowball sampling.  The interviews were with both I-Kiribati 

migrants and non-I-Kiribati individuals, using either individual or group 

interviews, depending on the preference of the participants.  The interviews were 

transcribed and coded, wherein three major themes were discovered: “Exclusive 

Economic Zone”, “Kiribati Culture” and “Traditional Practices”.  Three minor 

themes were also discovered, and are termed “Environmental Changes in 

Kiribati”, “Links between Kiribati and Māori Cultures”, and “Religion and 

Climate Change”.  The secondary data source is in the form of a literature review 

on the topics of resource and environmental conflicts, climate change effects in 
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the Pacific, migration psychology, international law, and Kiribati culture and 

environment. 

The following chapter will explain the background information necessary to 

understand holistically the research question and data analysis, starting with an 

overview of the status of protections given to international environmental forced 

migrants, as well as a brief look at three instances of relevant cases of forced 

migration in the Pacific region. 
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Chapter 3: Pacific Forced Migration 

and International Law 
 

 

“It is conveniently forgotten that half of World War Two was 

fought across the lands of Papua New Guinea, the Solomon 

Islands, the Gilbert Islands (now Kiribati) and the islands of 

Micronesia, that the USA and France needed the Marshall 

Islands and French Polynesia to test their nuclear weapons, 

that Australia and New Zealand desperately needed the 

phosphate from Nauru and Banaba to develop their agricultural 

industries, that the fortunes of many a British, Australian, 

Dutch, German, French, New Zealand and American company 

were made on copra, cotton, sugar cane, sandalwood, beche-

de-mer, whales’ teeth, copper, gold, phosphate and other 

Pacific island resources, including labour.  Pacific places are 

central, not peripheral to colonialism, globalization, 

development and capitalist expansion” (K. M. Teaiwa, 2005, 

173). 
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Pacific island countries are setting a precedent for being the first nations in the 

world to be threatened with total displacement due to environmental reasons.  

Environmentally-induced forced migration is not a new concept in the region: 

currently, the Carteret Islanders of Papua New Guinea have started displacing 

residents to avoid inundation.  Historic cases of similar forced migration occurred 

first with the Bikinians in the 1940s due to American nuclear testing on Bikini 

Atoll, and then the Banabans due to phosphate mining in their homelands.  Both 

of these cases of forced migration are linked to the islands becoming 

uninhabitable due to environmental degradation, either directly through 

intentional and man-made intervention (as in the case of the Bikinians and 

Banabans) or indirectly through climate change related environmental hazards (as 

in the case with the Carteret Islanders).  The following sections will briefly 

explore these three notable cases of forced environmental displacement in the 

South Pacific region, and the subsequent sections will explain the gap in 

international law for protecting victims of environmentally-induced migration. 

3.1 History of Forced Displacement in the Pacific 

3.1.1 Carteret Islands Environmental Displacement 

The Carteret Islanders can be considered the world’s first ‘environmental 

refugees’ in the truest meaning of the term.  The Carteret Islands are a group of 

coral atolls located 86km off the north-east side of Bougainville in Papua New 

Guinea (PNG), and has a population of approximately 3,300 people (Leckie, 

2009, 124; Rakova, 2009a, 5), with the average age under 25 years old.  Carteret 

Islanders mainly live on one island, which is one of the most densely populated 

atolls in the Pacific (Connell, 1990, 152).  Originally, the Carteret Islands 

consisted of six atolls, however during the past 20 years, coastal erosion has split 

one of the atolls in two, so there are now seven atolls (Rakova, 2009a, 5). 

The atolls have an average elevation of just 1.2m above sea-level (Rakova, 

2009a, 5).  Since the 1960s, the inhabitants of the atolls have been struggling to 

maintain their human settlements as they face almost constant flooding, and food 

shortages due to saltwater intrusion on farming plots; this has resulted in an 

inability to grow the staple food, taro (Connell, 1990, 152; Rakova, 2009a, 5).  In 

1984, ten families were relocated from the Carterets to Bougainville because of 
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land shortages due to coastal erosion; the families moved back to the Carterets 

again after a civil war broke out in PNG (Perry, 2006; Rakova, 2009a, 5).  The 

Carteret Islands are expected to be completely inundated by 2015 (Lempiainen, 

2009, 4; Rakova, 2009a).  The resulting need to relocate the entire population will 

threaten their traditional way of life, which is reliant on the islands and the lagoon 

(Kwa, 2011, 108).  The relocation also disrupts the structure of the society, since 

“[l]and has historically played an essential role in the organization of clans and in 

determining the social structure of community life” (Blitz, 2011, 441). 

In 2006, the chiefs of the Carterets formed an organisation called ‘Tulele Peisa’, 

which means ‘sailing the waves on our own’ (Rakova, 2009a).  The vision of 

Tulele Peisa is “[t]o maintain our cultural identity and live sustainably wherever 

we are”, while its mission is to voluntarily relocate 1,700 Carteret Islanders 

securely and safely to the mainland of Bougainville over a 10 year period 

(Rakova, 2009a, 5).  The organisation wants to ensure that the relocation is 

conducted in a manner that encourages independence and self-sufficiency so that 

the Carteret Islanders can feel empowered to improve their own quality of life.  

To date, Tulele Peisa has negotiated relocation plans with three communities and 

has secured 300 acres of land on Bougainville, donated by the Catholic Church 

(Leckie, 2009, 124).  Five families have already been relocated to Tinputz, an 

area of Bougainville, with another 20 families planned for relocation to Tearouki, 

and 100 families to Mabiri (Rakova, 2009a, 15).  

The plight of the Carteret Islanders has recently acquired global attention, 

especially after “Sun Come Up”, a documentary on the situation of the Islanders, 

was nominated for an Academy Award in 2011 for ‘Best Documentary Short’ 

(The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, 2010).  The Carteret 

Islanders are considered by the media as the world’s first environmental refugees, 

yet refugee status only applies to people who have crossed an international 

border, therefore this nomenclature is incorrect (as will be discussed in Section 

3.2.11).  However, they could possibly be considered as internally displaced 

people (IDP) since they have been displaced within their own country; even so, 

IDPs do not have the security of any protections from international law (for a 

discussion on this, refer to section 3.2.1.2).  Given the confusion in defining 
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environmentally-induced migrants, it is clear to see that people such as the 

Carteret Islanders encounter various difficulties with their situation.  Ursula 

Rakova, the director of Tulele Peisa, succinctly summarised the problem facing 

this environmentally-displaced population when she said  “[w]e do not need 

labels but action” (Rakova, 2009b). 

3.1.2 Bikini Atoll Nuclear Testing 

The Bikini Atoll is part of the Marshall Islands, which lies about 3,000km 

southwest of Hawaii (Kiste, 1974, 11).  Bikini Atoll consists of 26 islands which 

have a total combined area of approximately 4.8km
2
 (Kiste, 1974, 16).  In early 

1946, the U.S. government convinced the entire population, then numbering 167 

Bikinians, to ‘temporarily’ leave the atoll so that the U.S. could commence 

atomic testing for “the good of mankind and to end all world wars” (Niedenthal, 

1997, 29).  The Americans planned to move the residents to Rongerik Atoll, a 

sixth of the size of Bikini Atoll. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jack Niedenthal conducted interviews with some of the displaced Bikinians.  In 

particular, a comment from one Bikinian demonstrates a feeling of anticipated 

cultural bereavement before the migration off the atoll: 

“[e]ventually, they sent a group of our men ahead to begin 

getting Rongerik ready, and, in the meantime, we had a church 

Figure 6: Map of Bikini Atoll  

Source: (Kiste, 1974, 17) 
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service at the cemetery of our elders. We put flowers on their 

graves and cleaned up the area.  I remember feeling very sad at 

that time because of the strange feeling of having to leave 

behind the bones of my ancestors while strangers would be 

walking around on our island” (Niedenthal, 1997, 29). 

After two years from their initial arrival, due to a lack of food and water on 

Rongerik atoll, the displaced Bikinians were relocated once again to Kwajalein 

Atoll, for a temporary stay while a new settlement was arranged (Kiste, 1974; 

Niedenthal, 1997, 31; Simon, 1997, 6; Van Dyke & Smith, 1985, 737).  They 

stayed on Kwajalein for 6-months, before being moved yet again to Kili Island.  

Although it had rich soils, Kili Island lacked a lagoon for fishing, and its land was 

not large enough to grow sufficient crops to feed all the Bikinians (Kiste, 1974, 

93).  As such, they had to rely on imported U.S. Department of Agriculture 

canned goods in order to survive (Niedenthal, 1997, 32). 

During this time, the U.S. government conducted a total of 23 nuclear weapons 

tests, ending the tests in 1958 (B. V. Lal & Fortune, 2000, 259).  In 1969, the 

Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) started a clean-up of Bikini Atoll, and in 

1972, a total of 60 Bikinians were relocated back to their home atolls after the 

AEC issued a statement saying that there was “virtually no radiation left” and that 

there were no noticeable effects on the plants or animals of the atoll (Niedenthal, 

1997, 32; Simon, 1997, 11).  In 1975, the AEC conducted further safety tests of 

the islands, and discovered that their initial conclusions were wrong: the radiation 

levels were higher than they had originally discovered (Niedenthal, 1997, 32).  

Medical checks on the inhabitants (then numbering 139) conducted in 1978 

precipitated a sudden move for the second time away from Bikini Atoll, to a 

small island called Majuro Atoll (Niedenthal, 1997, 34; Simon, 1997, 12).  Since 

then, the Bikinians have been involved in legal proceedings against the U.S. 

government regarding the destruction of their homeland, in order to gain 

compensation and restoration of the islands damaged in the nuclear tests.  Over 

USD$560 million has been awarded to the Bikinians for damages and reparations 

of Bikini, yet the atolls still remain uninhabitable due to dangerous levels of 

radiation (Niedenthal, 2001, 14).  In 1997, the IAEA surveyed Bikini Atoll and 

determined that the atoll, in its current condition, is still not fit for human 

habitation due to dangerous levels of radioactivity, especially considering that 
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any resident on the atoll would consume a diet that would be grown from the land 

(International Atomic Energy Agency, 2011).  To date, the majority of the 

original Bikinians still live on Kili and Majuro Islands.  According to Van Dyke 

and Smith, “many of the Pacific Islanders now perceive [nuclear testing in the 

Pacific] as archetypal examples of the worst aspects of colonialism - the 

imposition on the weak of the will of the strong” (Van Dyke & Smith, 1985, 

747). 

3.1.3 Banaba (Ocean) Island Phosphate Mining 

Banaba Island (or as the Europeans called it, Ocean Island) is currently one of the 

33 islands and atolls belonging to the Republic of Kiribati.  In 1901, Albert Ellis 

(the same man who ‘discovered’ the Ellice Islands, now known as Tuvalu), 

negotiated a mining deal with the Banabans for the rights to mine the rich 

phosphate deposits on the island for the next 999 years at a price of £50 per year 

(Macdonald, 2001, 95; Sigrah & King, 2001, 17).  Banaba has a total area of only 

6km
2
, yet during 1901 to 1980, 20 million tons of its rock were mined for the 

phosphate, which resulted in the destruction of an extremely significant portion of 

the island (K. M. Teaiwa, 2005, 184); only 60 hectares of its almost 600 hectares 

was not mined (Hindmarsh, 2002, 8).  The majority of the mining was conducted 

under the direction of the British Phosphate Commission (BPC), with the 

phosphate planned for use in fertilisers for Australian and New Zealand farms 

(Hindmarsh, 2002, 9).  The mining left the island damaged, unrecognisable, and 

uninhabitable. 

In 1942 during WWII, American intelligence discovered that the Japanese were 

planning on invading certain Pacific Islands (King & Sigrah, 2004, 946).  In 

anticipation, BPC evacuated Banaba Island, but left the I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan 

miners, as well as the Banabans.  BPC left no provisions for this abandoned 

population, and at the end of 1942, Japanese troops invaded Banaba Island 

(Silverman, 1971, 146; K. M. Teaiwa, 2005, 178).  During the invasion, the 

Japanese killed one-third of the remaining population of Banaba, by “be-heading, 

electrification, beating, poisoning, shooting and starving” (Hindmarsh, 2002, 9).  

The Japanese displaced any survivors to work-camps in Nauru, Kosrae and 

Tarawa.  After the Japanese troops left in 1945, a BPC ship travelled to the work-
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camps to collect the displaced Banabans, relocating them not back to Banaba, but 

to a Fijian island called Rabi, some 2,400 km away from their homeland 

(Hindmarsh, 2002, 10; K. M. Teaiwa, 2005, 178).  The number of Banabans at 

that point totalled 1003 people (Hindmarsh, 2002; Sigrah & King, 2001, 260).  

While the Banabans thought the migration was only temporary, it was in fact 

permanent: unbeknownst to the Banabans, during the Japanese occupation BPC 

acquired Rabi Island from the Fijians for £25,000, which gave the Banabans legal 

rights of ownership of Rabi Island (Hermann, 2004, 191; King & Sigrah, 2004, 

946).  This permanent relocation allowed BPC to mine the entire island of 

Banaba, without human settlements getting in the way. 

 

Figure 7: Map of Pacific, indicating the location of Banaba Island from Rabi Island  

Source: (Kempf, 2003, 34)  

Life on Rabi was not as easy for the Banabans as it was on their home island.  

Rabi’s damper climate and the inadequate housing provided by BPC meant that a 

number of residents fell ill with pulmonary problems, especially the elderly.  In 

total, 27 Banabans died on Rabi due to pulmonary illnesses (King & Sigrah, 
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2004, 949).  In 1977, after petitioning the British government for decades for 

permission to return to their homeland, the Banaban Elders on Rabi decided that 

100 men would return to the island to regain control and to stop the mining.  

Before this decision, the Banabans had to make written requests to the Colonial 

Office to get permission to visit the island. The 100 chosen men were successful 

in their assigned mission, but unfortunately the island had already been mined 

beyond repair.  In 1979, against the will of the Banaban community, the island of 

Banaba was assigned to the newly independent state of Kiribati (Kempf, 2003, 

39).  

The significance of Banaba Island to the Banabans is similar to the way that most 

Pacific Islanders feel a deep connection with their islands.  Martin Silverman, 

who extensively researched the Banabans in the 1970s, found that the Banabans 

connected their blood to their lands.  A Banaban interviewed for a film project 

said “if banabans [sic] think of blood and land as one and the same, it follows 

then that in losing their land, they lost their blood... agriculture is not in our 

blood, but our blood is in agriculture” (K. M. Teaiwa, 2005, 179; T. Teaiwa, 

1998, 100).  

3.2 The International Legal Frameworks for Forced Migration and 

Statehood 

“One of the gravest effects of climate change may be those on human migration” 

– Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, (IPCC, 1990, 20) 

In 1985, Essam el-Hinnawi of the United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP) used what is now the most commonly used definition of an 

‘environmental refugee’ (R. Cohen & Bradley, 2010, 105):  

people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat, 

temporarily or permanently, because of a marked environmental 

disruption (natural and/or triggered by people) that jeopardized 

their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their life” 

(El-Hinnawi, 1985). 

Since el-Hinnawi’s definition, a deluge of similar terminology has been 

introduced:  

environmental refugee, but also environmental migrant, forced 

environmental migrant, environmentally motivated migrant, 
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climate refugee, climate change refugee, environmentally 

displaced person (EDP), disaster refugee, environmental 

displacee, eco-refugee, ecological displaced person and 

environmental refugee-to-be (ERTB) (Boano et al., November 

2008, 4). 

Regardless of the plethora of terms, the concept of environmental displacement 

has no validity in international law.  The United Nations High Commission for 

Refugees (UNHCR), which is the agency of the UN that manages refugees, IDPs, 

and stateless people, recognises that climate-induced migrants exist, yet avoids 

calling them “refugees” to prevent confusion with the migration category that 

offers protection under international law (Boano et al., November 2008, 7; Piguet, 

2008, 3; Wilkinson, 2002, 12).  Additionally, if the UNHCR were to recognise 

environmental refugees, they would then be bound to provide them with a system 

of protection through extending current legal instruments or through creating a 

separate convention; this would be politically difficult to administer, as will be 

explained in section 3.2.1.2 on Internally Displaced People (IDP).  Instead, the 

official UNHCR definition of an environmentally displaced population, which 

has no validity in international law, is those 

who are displaced from or feel obliged to leave their usual place 

of residence, because their lives, livelihoods and welfare have 

been placed at serious risk as a result of adverse environmental, 

ecological or climatic processes and events (Boano et al., 

November 2008, 8; Gorlick, 2007, 17). 

This definition is versatile since it makes no distinction between the different 

forms or causes of environmental migration; however it still does not provide the 

necessary recognition needed to ensure the protection of their human rights. 

Unfortunately, there is an increase in environmental degradation causing harm to 

human populations, however “international and regional human rights 

organizations and institutions have yet to clarify the obligation of governments to 

protect and provide remedies for these victims” (Moberg, 2008, 1119).  In order 

to understand the gap in protections for people displaced by environmental 

degradation, such as the I-Kiribati, it is necessary to explore the protections 

afforded to populations affected by forced migration, namely refugees and IDPs. 
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3.2.1 Protections for Forced Migrants in International Law 

With NGOs perpetuating an image of a “Malthusian squeeze”, wherein hoards of 

environmentally disadvantaged populations inundate places such as “Fortress 

Europe”, many developed countries are creating more restrictive asylum 

qualifications in anticipation (McGregor, 1993, 163).  Put in other words, the 

concept of environmental refugees is contentious due to the unpredictability of 

climate patterns and human-induced disasters, therefore developed states tend to 

categorise such migrants in the same way as economic migrants in order to limit 

their responsibility to provide protection (McGregor, 1993, 162).  Although the 

concept of environmental refugees is contentious, it is certainly not a new issue:  

almost 30 years ago in 1985, el-Hinnawi gave us his popular definition of 

environmental refugees, and about 20 years ago, authors such as McGregor began 

discussing the threat of environmental migration.  Regardless of the long history 

of these discussions, there is still a gap in protection for environmental migrants.  

The need for legal protection from environmental migration has existed in the 

Pacific region since the Bikinians were forced from their islands in the 1940s; this 

need will only increase as islands struggle to adapt to the challenges of climate 

change in order to retain their sovereignty and homelands.  In early October 2011, 

the island nations of Tuvalu and Tokelau declared a state of emergency over a 

lack of drinking water due to a 6-month drought caused by La Niña weather 

patterns and from the salt water intrusion from rising sea-levels (BBC News, 12 

October 2011; The Economist, 2011; The Guardian, 4 October 2011).  According 

to The Economist’s 6 October 2011 article, Australia has turned down a request 

from Tuvalu asking for an emergency migration programme; had Australia 

granted this request, it would have been the only legal protection given to the 

Tuvaluans. 

The only two categories of forcibly displaced populations recognised by 

international law are political refugees and IDPs, with two separate instruments 

that recognise displaced populations for those who meet the proper requirements.  

One, the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, provides legal and 

binding protections to political refugees who have crossed an international 

border; the other, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, merely 

provides a definitional recognition of internally displaced population and strongly 
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recommends for states to provide assistance to IDPs, but does not expressly offer 

legal protections to them.  As they stand to date, none of these UN instruments 

offer legal protection for populations displaced by environmental degradation 

caused by climate change. 

3.2.1.1   Refugees 

Initially created in 1951 as a response to protect European refugees following 

WWII, in 1967 the United Nation’s Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 

extended the scope of protection to include refugees from any region and any 

time period (UNHCR Public Information Service, 2003; United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees, 1967).  Article 1A of the Convention defines a 

refugee as 

[a] person who is outside his or her country or habitual 

residence; has a well-founded fear of persecution because of his 

or her race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group or political opinion; and is unable or unwilling to 

avail himself or herself of the protection of that country, or to 

return there, for fear of persecution (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees, 1967, 1951 Art. 1.2 & 1967 Art. 

1.2). 

This definition limits refugees to be people who are politically rather than 

environmentally ill-treated by an aspect of their resident society.  To date, 147 

states have ratified one or both of the 1951 or 1967 conventions, making it one of 

the most widely recognised conventions in international law, and binding these 

states as host nations for providing protections to eligible populations (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2007, 8).  The Convention does not 

include protections for IDPs who may have fled their original residence for 

similar reasons as refugees, but do not cross international borders, and therefore 

do not qualify as having refugee status (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees, 2007, 11).  This fact highlights the importance of crossing an 

international border as one of the key elements for being considered as having 

refugee status. 

Regardless of the fact that environmentally-displaced people (EDP) often cross 

international borders and are sometimes unable to return to their habitual 

residences, they are not protected under this convention.  The wording of the 

definition in the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees stresses that a refugee is 
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someone who has “a well-founded fear of being persecuted” (Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1979), which highlights the exclusion 

of environmental refugees from protection under this convention; the convention 

was created for people displaced by governmental oppression.  Displacement due 

to environmental factors would rarely, if ever, fit into this definition since it 

seems unlikely that one could claim that their government was persecuting them 

through environmental degradation.  Additionally, the convention makes no 

mention of the environment being a factor in the displacement of refugees, nor 

can it be interpreted to include modern cases such as environmental displacement 

(Keane, 2003, 214). 

3.2.1.2    Internally Displaced People (IDP) 

Created in 1998 and last amended in 2008, the UNHCR wrote the Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement, which provides a definition of an IDP but is 

not a legal instrument for protecting them.  The document defines IDPs as 

persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged 

to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in 

particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 

conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human 

rights or natural or human-made disasters [emphasis added], 

and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State 

border (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 

1998)  

The Guiding Principles is based on international humanitarian law, and as such, it 

strives to give IDPs the same human rights as other individuals in the country and 

encourages governments to provide protection and assistance to them (R. Cohen 

& Bradley, 2010, 100).  It is not an institutional regime providing protections for 

IDPs, “who are often worse off than refugees because they remain in a state 

where they are or have been oppressed” (Castles, 2002, 9).  The only function of 

the Guiding Principles to date is to define and recognise those migrating within 

their native country due to armed conflict or other forms of generalised violence.  

It is important to note that the definition recognises that IDP displacement can be 

caused by “natural or human-made disasters”.  The inclusion of disasters as a 

cause of internal displacement is of particular importance for the plight of EDPs 

since environmental displacement is not recognised in the Convention and 

Protocol regarding Refugees.  Other than the Convention and Protocol regarding 
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Refugees, there is no other normative framework available to protect the needs of 

displaced populations (Castles, 2002, 9; R. Cohen & Bradley, 2010, 100; Mayer, 

2011; Moberg, 2008, 1112; Renaud et al., 2007, 14). 

3.3 Protection Gaps for “Environmental Refugees” 

As demonstrated in the previous sections, the key international instruments 

protecting the rights of displaced individuals do not provide legal protection to 

people suffering from environmentally-induced harm, like EDPs.  The 1951 

Refugee Convention requires that individuals can prove to have a “well-founded 

fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 

particular social group, or political opinion”; accordingly, EDPs are not protected 

by international law under the same regulation as refugees (Moberg, 2008, 1119).  

The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement indicate that IDPs should be 

afforded the same human rights as other individuals in the country and recognises 

disasters as causes of displacement; however, this instrument is only definitional 

and does not provide legal protections for IDPs, let alone EDPs.  As indicated by 

Moberg, “[w]ithout either the acceptance of or a recognized remedy for EDPs, 

questions remain about where EDPs and potential EDPs can seek new lives after 

climate change has taken away their homes and their way of life” (Moberg, 2008, 

1112). 

The causes of environmentally-induced migration vary widely, and create debate 

on how best to manage the problem.  Environmental migration can be voluntary 

or forced, permanent or temporary, slow-onset or immediate, or caused by natural 

or man-made disasters (Boano et al., November 2008; Piguet, 2008; Zetter, 

2011).  Migrants in these various situations have a different set of needs and 

therefore require a separate kind of protection.  The ideas proposed on how to 

manage the potential influx of environmental migrants are varied.  Early 

arguments were that the UN should amend the 1951 Refugee Convention to 

include environmental migrants in the traditional refugee definition.  This 

argument suggests that the current definition of a refugee needs to expanded 

because “it ignores the overwhelming number of people whose rights to health, 

food, and employment are threatened by environmental disasters” (Schwartz, 

1993, 380). 
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Most researchers and policymakers realise that this suggestion is not politically 

feasible since an amendment to the 1951 Refugee Convention would likely be met 

with opposition from member states (Piguet, 2008).  If the UN were to extend the 

original refugee convention to include environmental migrants, some authors 

indicate that it would devalue the current protections offered to political refugees: 

by being a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention, governments have an obligation 

to provide protection to refugees, and it is unlikely that party states would be 

willing to open their borders to even more refugees (Keane, 2003; McAdam, 

2008, 2010; McAdam & Saul, 2008; Piguet, 2008, 8) .  Castles indicates that the 

term ‘environmental refugee’ is in fact damaging to political refugees, since 

countries can use it against genuine victims of persecution if the state decides to 

restrict opportunities for asylum and claim that the victim is merely escaping 

environmental degradation (Castles, 2002, 10). According to Castles, there is no 

agreement about extending the refugee regime to include environmental migrants 

since most receiving states want to limit their responsibility to protect refugees, 

rather than extend the responsibilities (Castles, 2002, 10).  Keane also does not 

agree that the current convention protecting refugees should be expanded to 

include environmental migrants.  According to Keane, the terms ‘environmental 

migrant’ and ‘environmental refugee’ do not fall “within the terms of the 1951 

Refugee Convention [. . .] the term ‘environmental refugee’ is a misnomer, as 

environmentally displaced persons are not recognised as refugees.  The 

Convention was not drafted with such persons in mind, nor can it be reasonably 

interpreted in modern times to includes those persons” (Keane, 2003, 214). 

An alternative to the idea of expanding the 1951 Refugee Convention is to create 

an entirely new internationally binding treaty to manage the rights of 

environmental migrants.  Following on this suggestion, Jane McAdam argues that 

“a universal treaty may be inappropriate in addressing the concerns of particular 

communities” and that the slow-onset nature of some environmental migration 

may not necessitate a remedial instrument such as an international treaty 

(McAdam, 2011).  McAdam asserts that creating a new treaty for environmental 

migrants would potentially shift the focus away from in-country mitigation and 

adaptation, which would therefore threaten the potential for citizens to maintain 

their lifestyles in their home country for as long as possible. 
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Suhrke, one of the writers explored in Chapter 1, clarifies the difference between 

environmental refugees and environmental migrants by using a definition that 

echoes the one used by the UN for political refugees.  She argues that 

environmental migrants make a voluntary and rational decision to leave their 

environmentally damaged country, whereas environmental refugees have to 

escape sudden, drastic and irreversible environmental changes (Suhrke, 1997, 

259).  The problem with this distinction is that, as with any type of migration, is it 

difficult to identify the main drivers.  This is even more problematic when 

considering migration that includes climate degradation.  The case of migration 

from low-lying atoll countries is further complicated by the real risk that sea-level 

rise will result in complete inundation of entire nations.  As opposed to 

conventional refugees, migration caused by sea-level rise would mostly likely 

result in the movement of an entire nation, which is as of yet unprecedented.  The 

government of Kiribati has expressed that its citizens are experiencing 

environmental degradations to the degree that a permanent migration of their 

entire population may be necessary in the future if climate change continues as 

predicted (Office of the President of Kiribati, 2011b).  They have indicated that 

the “concept of ‘migration with dignity’ is crucial” for their policy on 

environmentally-caused migration (Office of the President of Kiribati, 2011b).  If 

the climate changes as predicted and the islands completely disappear, I-Kiribati 

will become a defacto stateless population.  A person who is defacto stateless is 

one who “is effectively stateless, though possibly in possession of nationality” 

(Blitz, 2011, 435).  Just as there is no consensus on legal protections for 

environmental migrants, there is no consensus in the legal community regarding 

statelessness.  According to Blitz, “[t]he prospect of environmentally-induced 

statelessness further challenges our understanding of ‘moorings’, whereby 

cultural, political, social and emotional attachments are connected or reconnected 

to a particular place” (Blitz, 2011, 436).  The UN’s 1954 Convention relating to 

the Status of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of 

Statelessness were designed to protect individuals from deprivations caused by 

governments, and do not attend to the needs of those whose state has disappeared 

or where no successor state actually exists (Boncour & Burson, 2010, 19). 
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According to Black, any protections provided to EDP, through a new convention 

or the extension of existing the 1951 Convention, should be much clearer, and 

should address the causes of migration as does the convention managing political 

refugees (Black, 2001).  He also indicates that it is necessary to delineate the 

protection needs of EDP.  Black questions “if protection and assistance were 

extended by the international refugee regime to ‘environmental refugees’, would 

this help or hinder the battle to focus the world’s attention on pressing 

environmental problems?” (Black, 2001, 14).  Black and McGregor also note that 

in the legal definition of a refugee, what is most important is the refugee’s need 

for protection and the crossing of an international border; as such, “where an 

individual satisfies the criteria for being labelled a ‘refugee’, the term 

‘environmental’ becomes redundant” (Black, 2001, 13; McGregor, 1993). 

3.4 New Zealand State Practice towards Environmental Migration 

In 2001, New Zealand created a new immigration category for eligible migrants 

from Kiribati, Tuvalu, Fiji
4
 and Tonga (Dalziel, 2001).  Called the Pacific Access 

Category (PAC), the scheme currently allows 75 residents annually each from 

Kiribati and Tuvalu, and 250 from Tonga to migrate permanently, accompanied 

by their partners and children (Immigration New Zealand, 2011a).  Eligibility for 

PAC migration is difficult to obtain, since it requires that applicants be aged 

between 18 to 45 years old at the time of application, have an acceptable job offer 

with a minimum income requirement of NZ$31,202.08, meet a minimum English 

language requirement, and meet the health and character requirements for New 

Zealand ordinary residence applicants (Immigration New Zealand, 2011a). 

According to the New Zealand government’s first announcement of the scheme, it 

was initiated to “provide some certainty” for the PAC countries, and recognises 

the “special relationship” that New Zealand has with many of its Pacific 

neighbours (Dalziel, 2001).  Unfortunately, certain NGOs and media have 

misinterpreted the intention of the PAC scheme as being an immigration policy to 

help environmental migrants, perhaps due to the wording of New Zealand’s first 

announcement of the scheme.  In its report entitled “A Citizen’s Guide to Climate 

                                                           
4
 Fiji has been excluded from the scheme because of the New Zealand government’s sanctions 

against Fiji following the 2006 Fijian coup (Immigration New Zealand 2011a). 
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Refugees”, Australian-based environmental NGO Friends of the Earth 

mistakenly indicated that  

[t]he Pacific Access Category (PAC) is an immigration deal that 

was formed in 2001 between the governments of Tuvalu, Fiji, 

Kiribati, Tonga and New Zealand, to enable environmental 

refugees who are displaced from their homes by the effects of 

climate change to move to a less vulnerable environment 

(Friends of the Earth Australia, 2007, 6). 

Friends of the Earth’s guide has many suggestions for changing the policies of the 

Australian government, and therefore this misinterpretation of the intention of the 

PAC scheme may have been written in order to highlight how New Zealand’s 

immigration policies are more inclusive than those of Australia.  Following 

Friends of the Earth’s error, World Resources Institute, a global environmental 

think-tank based in Washington D.C., also wrote about the PAC scheme.  On its 

website, World Resources Institute states “Tuvalu is the first country in which 

residents have been forced to evacuate because of rising sea-levels.  In support of 

their crisis, the New Zealand government has established an immigration program 

called the Pacific Access Category” (World Resources Institute, 2007). 

New Zealand’s PAC scheme is a positive step for assisting Pacific countries like 

Kiribati to migrate to a more stable environment, even though it is not intended as 

an environmental migration plan (Opeskin & MacDermott, 2009, 362).  As long 

as they meet the proper requirements, the scheme will assist individuals and 

families who might include environmental degradation as one of their migration 

drivers.  Once a community of I-Kiribati is established in New Zealand, there are 

opportunities for migration of family members who might not otherwise qualify 

for the PAC visa; these migration plans include residency applications under 

schemes such as the Partnership Category and the Dependent Child Category 

(Immigration New Zealand, 2011a).  The number of I-Kiribati who have 

permanently migrated to New Zealand has increased by 32% since the year after 

the 2001 announcement of the PAC, indicating that the PAC has indeed opened 

opportunities for I-Kiribati to migrate to New Zealand

(refer to Figure 8, shown below). 
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Before PAC: Average number of permanent migrants to New 

Zealand per year from 1979 – 2001
5
 

32 

Since PAC: Average number of permanent migrants to New 

Zealand per year from 2002 to 2011 
50 

% Change 
36% 

increase 

Figure 8: Percent increase of I-Kiribati permanent migrants   

Source: Author, adapted raw data (Statistics New Zealand, 2011) 

Although eligibility is difficult under the PAC category, and the scheme was not 

intended to acknowledge or provide protections to environmental refugees, New 

Zealand is unique in its openness of offering such a migration opportunity in the 

first place.  Assuming that the IPCC estimates discussed in Chapter 1 are correct, 

the international community urgently needs to create a system of protection for 

those affected by climate change.  The reality of the situation with environmental 

refugees is “whilst discussion continues and governments carry on debating the 

extent of the problem and possible responses, the reality for millions of people is 

loss of livelihood, home, family, cultural heritage, and possibly, country” 

(Williams, 2011, 86).  The international community can learn from past instances 

of environmental migration where individuals had no protection, such as those 

that occurred in the Pacific islands in the middle of the 20
th

 century in Bikini and 

Banaba Islands, and the one currently unfolding in the Carteret Islands in Papua 

New Guinea. 

3.5 International Law and State Sovereignty 

International law defines the various conditions under which a state is recognised 

as a sovereign entity, which involves the determination of both the terrestrial and 

maritime borders of a nation.  The two main instruments of international law that 

define a state’s sovereignty is the 1933 Montevideo Convention, which defines 

the conditions for statehood, and the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea (UNCLOS), which defines a state’s maritime territory. 

                                                           
5
This is assuming that it took about a year to implement the PAC after it was first announced in 

2001.  No official government information was found regarding the actual implementation date, 

however a January 2010 World Report titled “The Impacts of International Migration on 

Remaining Household Members:  Omnibus Results from a Migration Lottery Program” indicates 

that the PAC commenced in 2002 (Gibson et al., 2010, 10).  
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3.5.1 Conditions for Statehood: The Montevideo Convention 

The Montevideo Convention, created by the League of Nations in 1933, is part of 

customary international law that defines the criteria for statehood (McAdam, 

2010, 6).  Article 1 of the Convention lists the four criteria for statehood: 

Article 1(a) a permanent population; 

Article 1(b) a defined territory; 

Article 1(c) a government; and  

Article 1(d) the capacity to enter into relations with other states 

(League of Nations, 1933). 

The Montevideo Convention states that all of the above mentioned criteria exist 

in order for a state to qualify for statehood.  It does not account for the possibility 

that environmental degradation could threaten the sovereignty of existing states.  

According to the convention, small island developing states (SIDS) such as 

Kiribati could lose their sovereignty as a nation, since forced migration due to 

environmental degradation could potentially lead to a situation where there is not 

a permanent population because the nation is no longer inhabitable, therefore not 

qualifying for statehood under Article 1(a).  Additionally, if sea-level rise erodes 

the land, this could result in potentially losing statehood under Article 1(b) since 

total inundation would result in a lack of defined territory. 

3.5.2 Maritime Territory:  UNCLOS 

According to Maas and Carius, of the total territory of Pacific island states, 95% 

of it is maritime; they indicate that a country’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 

is an important economic asset, considering the potential for fishing and deep sea 

mining (Maas & Carius, 2010, 6).  International law defines the maritime 

boundaries of a state through a convention called UNCLOS, written in 1982.  The 

Convention also stipulates that the sovereignty rights outlined in the convention 

also extend to the airspace above the territorial sea (United Nations, 1982, Article 

2.2).  Article 5 determines the demarcations of territorial sea according to a 

“baseline”, which is the “low-waterline along the coast” (United Nations, 1982, 

Article 5); in the case of islands and atolls such as Kiribati, the baseline is “the 

seaward low-water line of the reef” (United Nations, 1982, Article 6).  The largest 

territorial boundary defined by UNCLOS is the EEZ, which cannot extend farther 

than 200 nautical miles from the baseline of a nation’s coast (United Nations, 

1982, Article 57).  The importance of a state’s EEZ is that within the zone, it has 
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sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and exploiting, 

conserving and managing the natural resources, whether living 

or non-living, of the waters superjacent to the seabed and of the 

seabed and its subsoil, and with regard to other activities for the 

economic exploitation and exploration of the zone, such as the 

production of energy from the water, currents and winds 

(United Nations, 1982, Article 56.1(a)). 

To summarise UNCLOS, a nation’s EEZ is important for two main reasons: 

economically and for autonomy.  Economically speaking, a developing country’s 

EEZ is especially valuable because of its fisheries resources.  The GDP of 

developing countries such as Kiribati rely on the income earned from selling 

fishing licences to foreign fishing companies (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2011).  According to the U.S. Department of State, Kiribati earns 

approximately $35 million annually in fees from fishing licences, which accounts 

for over 20% of its annual GPD (U.S. Department of State, 2011).  In terms of 

autonomy, Rayfuse indicates that “[e]stablishment and maintenance of maritime 

entitlements is a quintessential hallmark of statehood” (Rayfuse, 2010, 12).   

The wording of UNCLOS threatens the sovereignty of SIDS facing sea-level rise, 

especially Article 121.  Subsection 1 of this article defines an island as “a 

naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, which is above water at high 

tide”, while subsection 3 states that land “which cannot sustain human habitation 

or economic life of their own shall have no exclusive economic zone”.  As sea-

levels rise, it might occur that the land of a low-lying atoll nation such as Kiribati 

may be below water at high tide, and that the lands may be unable to sustain 

human habitation due to salt water intrusion in soils and freshwater lenses. 

The manner in which both the Montevideo Convention and UNCLOS are 

interpreted are particularly important to SIDS: as the sea-levels rise due to climate 

change, islands will become increasingly unable to sustain livelihoods, which 

may result in an unprecedented situation of complete migration to more 

hospitable lands.  In the event of this occurring, the wording of both the 

Montevideo Convention and UNCLOS create a dilemma wherein it appears that a 

state would lose both its territorial and maritime territory, and thus its sovereignty 

as a nation. 
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3.6 Conclusion: Resolving the Statehood Dilemma 

Academics in the field of international law are currently researching how to solve 

the dilemma of statehood in the face of rising sea-levels.  In relation to a nation’s 

marine territory, several academics write on the merits of “freezing” or “fixing” 

maritime zones at the presently acknowledged boundaries as a way of ensuring 

that sovereignty is not compromised as SIDS struggle with rising sea-levels 

(Caron, 1990, 2009; Rayfuse, 2009, 2010; Soons, 1990).  Caron writes that if the 

IPCC estimates on climate change are correct, the living resources contained in a 

nation’s maritime boundaries will become even more valuable “particularly if 

global climate change causes great dislocations and alters food production in a 

more populated world” (Caron, 2009, 12).  To protect the valuable assets of a 

nation’s marine territory, Caron indicates that a maritime boundary freeze will 

promote “stability in boundaries, [and] be fair in that it preserves the present 

allocation of authority over the oceans” (Caron, 1990, 651).  He argues that the 

freeze can be conducted legitimately through international law by creating a new 

treaty or rule; this new mechanism of international law will minimise the costs of 

adaptation to climate change and will avoid potential abuse of affected states 

(Caron, 2009, 14). 

An alternative solution suggested by academics is for the affected state to merge 

and form a federation with an unaffected “host” state (Caron, 1990, 650; Rayfuse, 

2010, 9; Soons, 1990, 230).  In this option, the population of the affected state 

would relocate to the host state’s territory, with all maritime boundaries now 

belonging to the host nation, and recognised under international law.  In other 

words, “[t]he disappeared state would basically have purchased its relocation with 

its maritime zones” (Rayfuse, 2010, 9).  Rayfuse suggests that the income from 

the affected state’s maritime zones could be used by the host state to fund the 

relocation and “continued livelihood” of the displaced (Rayfuse, 2010, 10).  

McAdam also mentions a similar solution, and writes that a federation or 

incorporation of an affected state with a host state may result in a mutually 

beneficial situation, where the affected states gains economic security from the 

host state and the host state gains the economic benefit of the affected state’s 

resources, such as its EEZ (McAdam, 2010, 21). 
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As shown in the previous sections, international law does not provide adequate 

protections for people displaced by environmental changes such as sea-level rise 

due to climate change.  The Pacific region has previously seen three situations of 

forced displacement: Bikini Island due to nuclear testing, Banaba Island due to 

phosphate mining, and currently the Carteret Islands due to environmental 

degradation caused by climate change.  The historic cases of the Bikinians and 

the Banabans show how two civilisations lost their territory in a manner which 

did not respect their culture or their human rights; these two cases provide an 

important lesson for how to manage the current problem of environmentally-

induced migration.  The way displacement from environmental migration is 

managed is extremely important to SIDS, who are eventually facing “the 

wholesale relocation of [their] entire population” (Rayfuse, 2010, 7).  These states 

have valuable resources that may be of interest to developed states.  Therefore, to 

avoid another situation where the rights and culture of a nation are disrespected 

(as was the case with the Bikinians and the Banabans) policymakers should be 

careful about the precedence they set with the Carteret Islanders, in order to ease 

the eventual migration by SIDS such as Kiribati.
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Chapter 4: Kiribati History, Culture 

and Environment  

 

 

“Most vulnerable of all are the indigenous peoples of the small, low-lying island 

countries such as Kiribati [ . . .]  These people may not only lose their land, 

natural resources and their livelihoods, but also, in some cases, their countries.  

Their status as nation states would presumably be lost forever, causing their 

citizens to become climate refugees forced to adopt new and unfamiliar customs 

and practices” (Kwa, 2011, 107). 
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This chapter describes a brief background on the islands of the Republic of 

Kiribati.  The first section will summarise the key aspects of Kiribati regarding its 

geography, demographics, politics and economy, the second section briefly 

outlines the history of the islands, the third section describes traditional culture 

and recent changes to it; and the final section reviews the current environmental 

situation in Kiribati.  The chapter concludes with a commentary on New 

Zealand’s role in Kiribati affairs. 

4.1 Geography of Islands and Surrounding Ocean 

Kiribati is composed of three islands groups: the Gilbert, Phoenix and Line 

Islands.  It is the only country in the world to lie across both the equator and the 

International Date Line (U.S. Department of State, 2011).  Its total land area is 

811 km
2
, comprised of 32 low-lying atolls and one island (Banaba) dispersed 

widely across the Pacific Ocean.  Atolls are “oval, rectangular or triangular 

shaped lagoons enclosed by reefs on which rest many islets” (Bataua et al., 1985, 

2).  Almost half of Kiribati’s land area belongs to one atoll alone, named 

Kiritimati (Christmas) Island (Connell & Lea, 1992, 297).  Only two of the 

islands reach 5m above sea-level, both of which cannot easily support 

settlements:  Banaba Island has been destroyed by phosphate mining, and 

Kiritimati Island has very little fresh water (Field, 2011).  Only a few sections of 

Kiribati’s atolls are higher than 2m above sea-level, and the average island width 

is less than 1km (Locke, 2009, 174; McAdam, 2011, 9). 
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Figure 9: The Republic of Kiribati and surrounding states 

Source: (Locke, 2009, 173)  

Kiribati’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is the 12th largest in the world, 

extending 3.55 million km
2
, which is almost the size of continental United States 

(Environmental Justice Foundation, 2009; Locke, 2009; New Zealand Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2011; F. Thomas, 2002, 170; Tiaeke, 2007, 12).  Due to the 

massive size of its EEZ and its economic condition, Kiribati struggles to protect 

its waters from illegal and unregulated fishing from foreign fish trawlers.  For this 

reason, the New Zealand Air Force assists Kiribati with maritime surveillance 

(New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011). 

4.2 Demographics, Population, and Migration 

Ethnicity, Language, and Religion 

Ethnically, Kiribati citizens (referred to as “I-Kiribati”) are Micronesian.  The 

official language of Kiribati is I-Kiribati (also known as ‘Gilbertese’) and 

English.  Colonisation introduced religion to Kiribati and subsequently changed 

traditional beliefs (which will be explored further in Section 4.4).  The major 

religions are Roman Catholic and Kiribati Protestant, with a small percentage 

following Mormon beliefs (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011). 
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Population in Kiribati 

The total population of Kiribati in 2009 was estimated at 112,850 according to 

Office of the President of Kiribati (Office of the President of Kiribati, 2011b).  It 

is estimated that over half of Kiribati’s population live on the main island, Tarawa 

(Alofa, 2010; Barden, 2011, 53; Locke, 2009, 174).  Of rising concern for the 

Kiribati government is the population density in one particular section of Tarawa, 

an islet called Betio.  A 2006 World Bank report on Kiribati indicated that 14,000 

people inhabit Betio, which only has a land area of 1.75 km
2 

(World Bank, 2006).  

Assuming that this report is correct, Betio has a similar population density to 

Hong Kong (Locke, 2009, 174; Sherborne, 2009).  The implications of the 

population distribution of Kiribati will be discussed in Section 4.4 and 4.6 of this 

chapter. 

4.3 Brief history of Kiribati 

4.3.1 Pre-Colonial History 

Kiribati legends and prehistoric research indicates that settlement on Kiribati 

began with migrations from Southeast Asia and Samoa in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries.  In the late 18
th

 century, European explorer Thomas Gilbert 

travelled to the islands, thus its pre-independence name the Gilbert Islands
6
.  Due 

to the European “discovery” of Kiribati, Chinese and other Pacific Islanders were 

also introduced to the islands.  All of these travellers left traces on the racial 

composition of the Gilbertese (Bataua et al., 1985, 10).  The Gilbert Islands 

became a destination for European commercial expeditions and missionaries, who 

introduced Christianity as an alternative to traditional belief systems and assisted 

in transposing the language from an oral to a written form.  

4.3.2 Colonisation of Gilbert Islands 

In 1892, the United Kingdom declared the Gilbert Islands a protectorate in order 

to claim ownership of the islands’ resources, and joined the islands with the Ellice 

Islands.  In the early 1900’s, the United Kingdom started mining the islands for 

phosphate (used as fertiliser and in weapons production), focusing mainly on the 

phosphate-rich Banaba (Ocean) Island.  During World War II, Japan invaded the 

                                                           
6
 From this point forward, this chapter uses the name “Gilberts Islands” when speaking of colonial 

history, and uses the current name of Kiribati when speaking of post-independence issues. 
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Gilbert Islands; November 1943 saw one of the bloodiest wars in the Pacific 

when Allied forces challenged the Japanese control of the Gilberts (Barden, 2011, 

53). 

After the war when the United Kingdom resumed control over the islands, 

phosphate mining began to dwindle, and by 1979 the mines were abandoned; 

after this, the British no longer had a purpose for the Gilbert Islands and they 

essentially left the country.  On 12 July 1979, the islands were peacefully granted 

independence, and became the nation of Kiribati (Bataua et al., 1985, 10; F. 

Thomas, 2002, 164). 

As with most other cases of countries gaining independence after British rule, 

Kiribati was ill-unprepared to govern the country on its own, and had improbable 

“chances of achieving a significantly different development status” since it is a 

set of small and remote islands (Connell, 2010, 117). 

4.3.3 Introduction of Christianity 

The introduction of Christianity is a key factor for changes to the traditional 

culture and beliefs of the I-Kiribati.  In 1857, the first Protestant missions arrived 

in the Gilbert Islands and Roman Catholic missions in 1888 (Bataua et al., 1985, 

80; Macdonald, 2001, 50).  Following the arrival of these missions, the cultural 

beliefs of the inhabitants of the Gilbert Islands changed dramatically, as 

Christianity “served to fulfil a number of aspects which were lacking in the 

traditional beliefs” (Bataua et al., 1985, 80).  It was noted that the early 

missionaries did not meet with much success in converting the Gilbertese.  The 

island’s inhabitants initially viewed the missions as part of a “cultural package 

introduced by Europeans”, but once other forms of the European lifestyle were 

adopted by the Islanders, religion soon followed (Macdonald, 2001, 53).  The 

eventual success of the Christian missions was strengthened by the Gilbertese 

belief that the Christian God was superior to the traditional gods of the islands. 

4.4 Kiribati Culture 

4.4.1 Traditional Culture and Customs 

Regardless of the introduction of Christianity, certain traditions remained, 

especially cultural ones surrounding the arts and customs regarding the 
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procurement of items for livelihoods (Bataua et al., 1985, 9).  Within the 

traditional arts of Kiribati, dancing, singing and weaving are important.  Dancing 

is described as being much more formal than the dances of other Pacific islands.  

Dances are carefully choreographed and symbolise various aspects of Kiribati 

life.  This same care is given to composing songs, which follows a delicate 

tradition of spiritual rites (Bataua et al., 1985, 48).  Weaving is a traditional art 

considered to require a lot of skill.  Weaving is traditionally done with the dried 

leaves of pandanus leaves, but sometimes coconut leaves are used.  It is most 

common to weave mats, baskets, hats and fans.  Local dyes are sometimes used to 

decorate the items weaved (Bataua et al., 1985, Chapter 1).  Traditional customs 

regarding livelihoods include fishing, navigating by the stars, bone-setting, boat 

making, copra
7
 gathering and toddy

8
 cutting.  These skills are passed down to 

younger generations through families (Alofa, 2010, Chapter1). 

As Kiribati faces increasing levels of “urbanisation”
9
, the cultural practices and 

skills of its past are at risk of being neglected (T. T. Russell, 1985, 122).  Cultural 

arts are taught in Kiribati primary and secondary schools in order to help curb the 

potential loss of culture within the islands (Bataua et al., 1985, 112). 

4.4.2 Modernisation, Urbanisation and Culture Change 

Movement to Kiribati’s main island Tarawa began with searches for employment 

or better educational opportunities, with residents from the outer islands leaving 

their subsistence lifestyles in search of better these opportunities.  At present, 

around half of Kiribati’s population live on Tarawa (Alofa, 2010; Locke, 2009, 

174; World Bank, 2000, 19).  Like most other Pacific countries, such as Fiji, 

Tuvalu and the Marshall Islands, Kiribati is experiencing problems with 

urbanisation.  As indicated by Bryant-Tokalau, urbanisation in certain Pacific 

island countries is straining the physical environment and the existing social 

structures; in atoll countries like Kiribati, “access to clean water supply, adequate 

sanitation and garbage disposal are of major concern [. . .] and contribute to the 

                                                           
7
 A coconut product (Bataua et al., 1985, 13). 

8
 The sap from a cut flower of a new coconut, used as a drink (Bataua et al., 1985, 3). 

9
 Readings and interview responses indicate that urbanisation in Kiribati is dissimilar to that faced 

by the Western world; the meaning of urbanisation here is to indicate movement from a ‘rural’ 

lifestyle on the outer islands to an ‘urban’ lifestyle on the main island, Tarawa, where there is 

access to Western conveniences, imported foods, and a system of Western-styled economy 

(Bryant-Tokalau, 1995, 110)  
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growing prevalence of contagious diseases such as hepatitis, cholera and typhoid” 

(Bryant-Tokalau, 1995, 111).  Additionally, Bryant-Tokalau writes that 

overcrowded living situations on urban islands may also lead to situations where 

residents are unable to fully participate in education and employment activities, 

thus further adding to conditions of underdevelopment and poverty (Bryant-

Tokalau, 1995, 120).  The trend in movement from the outer islands to the main 

island is unlikely to reverse; according to the United Nations Population Fund 

(UNFPA), the urban population of developing countries is projected to double in 

the years 2000 to 2030 (United Nations Populations Fund, 2007, 1).  The UNFPA 

indicates that the trends in urbanisation in developing countries places stresses on 

already weak infrastructure systems, thus leaving inhabitants exposed to health 

risks and limiting their access to sanitation and freshwater facilities (United 

Nations Populations Fund, 2007, 59). 

Due to overpopulation, fertile lands no longer exist because most land has been 

developed for buildings and houses, resulting in people needing to rely on 

imported foods (Locke, 2009, 174), which is one of the major imports into 

Kiribati (F. Thomas, 2002, 166).  Access to fresh water is also a problem that has 

resulted from overpopulation: the number of people on Tarawa stress the water 

supply, and the waste attributed to the overcrowding leaches pollution into the 

freshwater lens (Bryant-Tokalau, 1995, 110). 

Although the beginning of cultural changes to Kiribati lifestyles can first be 

traced to colonisation and then to the introduction of religion, cultural changes 

have increased with the ‘urbanisation’ of Tarawa, as more individuals flock to the 

main island in search of jobs and better education.  According to Russell, “there is 

a danger in adopting new ways, and in neglecting our own culture” (T. T. Russell, 

1985, 122).  Given the Western conveniences available on the island and the 

cultural influences in the form of movies and television, the loss of traditional 

Kiribati culture can potentially be accelerated. 

4.5 Politics, Economy and Trade 

A former British colony, Kiribati has been an independent republic since 12 July 

1979.  The current President of Kiribati is Anote Tong; in Kiribati, the President 
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is head of both state and government.  Mr. Tong is internationally vocal regarding 

the effects of climate change on the islands of Kiribati, and arguably is 

responsible for bringing international attention to the issue of climate change in 

low-lying island states.  A further discussion of climate change in Kiribati occurs 

in section 4.6. 

The official currency of Kiribati is the Australian Dollar.  Kiribati is classified as 

one of the world’s least developed countries (LDCs), and has a negative trade 

balance.  The main exports are copra, fish and seaweed, with annual exports 

amounting to AUD$ 5 million.  Annual imports are about AUD$ 85 million 

(Loughry & McAdam, 2008; New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011; F. 

Thomas, 2002).  The most recent data on GDP are 2007 estimates, and indicate a 

GDP per capita of AUD$ 3,600 (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2011).  Like many of its Pacific neighbours, foreign aid and international 

remittances from overseas family members plays an important role in a family’s 

disposable income, and consequently in the national economy (Connell, 2010, 

122; F. Thomas, 2002, 164). 

4.6 Current Environmental Situation in Kiribati 

Soil Quality 

According to the World Bank, copra the a main cash crop for 55% of I-Kiribati, 

and copra production is sensitive to climatic changes since coconut trees require 

at least 1,000 millimetres of rainwater annually (World Bank, 2000, 25).  Climate 

change will affect the quality and fertility of soils through changes in rainfall and 

through seawater inundation, which increases the salinity of the soils and results 

in increasingly infertile soils (F. Thomas, 2002, 170; World Bank, 2000, 25).  

During periods of high tide, Kiribati’s Ministry of Environment Lands and 

Agriculture Development reports that salt water spreads through vegetation areas 

and creates salt water marshes, destroying crops (Tiaeke, 2007, 29).  Climate 

variability from La Niña is creating situations of drought, which threatens 

agricultural production on Kiribati’s islands.  In the same vein as droughts caused 

by La Niña, it has been reported that 10 years ago I-Kiribati could fish all day, but 

now they cannot because it is simply too hot (Office of the President of Kiribati, 

2011a).  The Office of the President of Kiribati reports that residents of Kiribati 
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are experiencing “increasingly intrusive seas, as well as stronger and less 

predictable winds and more intense heat” (Office of the President of Kiribati, 

2011b). 

Loss of Fresh Water 

Rainfall in Kiribati is highly variable, and there are no surface streams on the 

islands; “rainfall soaks through the porous surface soil creating a lens of often 

slightly brackish freshwater, hydrostatically floating on higher density saltwater 

beneath it” (F. Thomas, 2002,164).  Due to its geographical formation, Kiribati is 

vulnerable to salt water invading the freshwater lens during periods of high tides, 

thereby increasing the salinity of the underground water supplies (Tiaeke, 2007, 

34).  According to the IPCC’s AR4, currently only 44% of the Kiribati population 

has access to safe drinking water.  This statistic will only increase as climate 

change increases incidences of drought and seawater intrusion.  The World Bank 

estimates that “by 2050, a 10% decline in rainfall could result in a 14% reduction 

in groundwater recharge” (World Bank, 2000, 24). 

Recently, the urgency of freshwater access in Pacific island nations was 

highlighted when Tuvalu and Tokelau declared a state of emergency over a 

shortage of freshwater in early October 2011.  Various news sources attributed 

the water shortages to droughts caused by La Niña weather patterns (BBC News, 

3 October 2011, 12 October 2011; Cooney, 3 October 2011; The Guardian, 3 

October 2011, 4 October 2011).  The news reports indicated that at the time of the 

declaration of emergency, parts of Tuvalu only had two days’ worth of drinking 

water for its residents.  This is recent event is relevant to Kiribati because 

according to the Office of the President of Kiribati, the water supply in the atolls 

and islands of Kiribati are limited; for example, in South Tarawa, “[t]he 40,311 

residents are currently drawing on a groundwater supply that can only support 

half of the population” (Office of the President of Kiribati, 2011c). 

Erosion of Coastal Areas 

According to the official Kiribati government view, coastal erosion is destroying 

the coral reefs and the land of the islands (Office of the President of Kiribati, 

2011d).  More frequent waves and increased wave height are causing the erosion 

(Tiaeke, 2007, 27).  The waves are placing more stress on the shorelines and 
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man-made protective seawalls, and are causing flooding and destruction to 

settlements and crops.  The Office of the President indicates that coastal erosion 

is adding to the environmental problems that are creating an unliveable capital 

city, as the erosion contributes to “poisoning of groundwater, destruction of 

limited arable land and spread of disease” (Office of the President of Kiribati, 

2011d). 

Pollution and Overpopulation on Tarawa 

As indicated earlier in Section 4.2 on demographics and Section 4.4.2 on 

urbanisation, internal migration has resulted in about half the population of 

Kiribati now living on Tarawa, with some areas of this main island, such as Betio, 

having a population density similar to Hong Kong.  Consequently, “a significant 

proportion of urban dwellers are living in marginal locations with inadequate 

garbage disposal, fresh water and sanitation” (Bryant-Tokalau, 1995, 120).  The 

population of Tarawa has increased by 43% in the past decade alone, as I-Kiribati 

migrate internally in search of more secure and lucrative livelihoods and better 

education (Barden, 2011, 53).  This increase in population led to the introduction 

of motor vehicles, and causeways built to link the islets of Tarawa; these 

causeways “have stifled the flow of water into and out of the lagoon.  As a result, 

pollution levels in some areas have reached poisonous levels, making swimming 

and fishing in those areas quite dangerous” (Barden, 2011, 54). 

I-Kiribati Migration to New Zealand 

I-Kiribati are one of the minority Pacifica groups in New Zealand.  Statistics New 

Zealand indicates that since 1979 through to June 2011, 1243 I-Kiribati citizens 

have officially migrated to New Zealand on a permanent and long-term basis, 

which is defined as an intention to stay in New Zealand for at least 12-months or 

more (Statistics New Zealand, 2011).  The majority of these migrants came to 

New Zealand under the Pacific Access Category (PAC), which gives certain 

Pacific nations residency rights in New Zealand; Kiribati has an annual quota of 

75 migrants under PAC (refer to Chapter 3.4 for more information on PAC).  

According to a 2010 report by the Pacific Micronesian Foundation, more than 

half of the I-Kiribati population in New Zealand lives in Auckland; not more than 

two hundred total live in Te Puke, Hastings and the South Island (Korauaba, 
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2011, 8).  At any one time, a further 600 I-Kiribati may be in New Zealand on a 

temporary work visa called the Recognised Seasonal Employers (RSE) scheme.  

The RSE scheme allows I-Kiribati to stay in New Zealand for up to 9-months, 

with the majority of these temporary migrants working in vineyards and orchards. 

4.7 Conclusion:  Kiribati’s Position on Climate Change 

The government of Kiribati is internationally vocal about climate change.  To 

deal with the potential of complete migration from its lands, the government of 

Kiribati hopes to secure migration plans with neighbouring Australia and New 

Zealand (McAdam, 2011, 20).  The impetus for this plan is to ensure that I-

Kiribati culture and traditions are preserved in overseas countries “so that if and 

when the whole population has to move, there would be existing communities 

and extended family networks which those left behind could join” (McAdam, 

2011, 20).  In effect, the I-Kiribati government migration strategy could be 

considered the ‘final’ form of adaption in case all others fail. 

The governments of nations like Kiribati, facing the potential need to relocate 

their entire population, must be strategic in discussing their plight on the public 

stage.  According a Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research report, countries 

at risk must be careful to maintain both internal and external confidence in their 

ability to manage the effects of climate change.  If a country is too forthcoming 

and dramatic about the environmental degradation it experiences, it may actually 

discourage foreign investment and foreign aid, further exacerbating their inability 

to adapt and mitigate climate change effects (Barnett & Adger, 2001, 7).  

Internally, a loss of confidence could create a situation that undermines 

sustainable resource use: as citizens face “the prospect of ultimate abandonment 

due to climate change, the optimal exploitation rate for renewable and non-

renewable resources is to deplete to extinction” (Barnett & Adger, 2001, 7).  This 

would lead to a more urgent need to abandon the lands entirely.  In essence, a loss 

of confidence in the future of “sinking” nations may cause inhabitability of the 

atolls not from environmental effects alone, but also from a loss of international 

financial assistance for adaptation and mitigation and a lack of internal social 

resilience.
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Chapter 5: Presenting the Data:   

  Analysis and Results 

 

 

“I’d feel homeless [. . .] I’d become like a refugee I suppose, but not because of 

war or anything, but just because I can’t survive anymore” (Rachel). 
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The following chapter will describe the primary data collected for this thesis: 

interviews with I-Kiribati migrants, most of whom have permanent residence 

status, and entered New Zealand either on the PAC visa or through the 

Partnership Category, and non-I-Kiribati who have a specific relationship with 

Kiribati or Pacific migration.  As stated in Chapter 2, thirteen interviews were 

conducted with I-Kiribati migrants from Christchurch, Blenheim, Invercargill and 

Dunedin.  The interviews were coded based on themes that appeared to be 

common throughout the majority of the interviews. 

5.1 Major Themes Observed 

After coding the interviews into sixteen initial themes, three major themes 

emerged: Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), Kiribati Culture, and Traditional 

Practices.  The following sections will explain these three themes. 

5.1.1 Exclusive Economic Zone 

The most predominant theme that arose during the interviews was unexpected: 

many participants discussed the problem of protecting Kiribati’s EEZ from 

foreign fishing companies.  The participants expressed the importance of this 

natural resource, and their disappointment that some foreign countries do not 

respect the appropriate maritime boundaries.  As explained by Rachel, Kiribati’s 

EEZ is an important source of national income: “that’s how the country gets 

money [. . .] it’s another source of wealth.  But I-Kiribati base their life from the 

sea and it’s sad to know that other countries aren’t respecting that”.  She reported 

that the government “notices that their water is starting to be misused by other 

countries” and that they are working with the Australian government to protect it.  

Approximately half the participants expressed distress over the illegal fishing that 

occurs in the Kiribati EEZ.  One participant, Maria, explained: 

When you consider that Kiribati is a small country, and we are 

all spread out all across those 33 islands, we will never have 

enough people to exploit the environment.  It’s actually the big 

companies - they can take fish with these nets that are dragged 

along the sea bed.  You could never do that using only man 

power [. . .] it’s all in the name of profit, it’s all about making 

money.  They’re causing such a big thing, the loss of a country 

and a people as a nation.  I don’t know if there is an English 

word to describe it - it’s more than selfish and inconsiderate. 
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In the same thought as illegal fishing in the EEZ, Maria ventured into a 

discussion on the global responsibility of climate change, and blamed big 

corporations for the destruction of Kiribati’s oceans, and for the cause of the 

climatic changes that are threatening the entire existence of Kiribati as a 

sovereign nation. 

Raman remarked that the Kiribati press reports on illegal fishing:  “That’s what 

we always see on the news, ‘oh there’s a boat coming over from Korea to steal 

some more tuna’”.  Raman explained that sometimes the foreign companies have 

a fishing licence, “but they expire, but they will pay again, but then the licence 

expires again.  There’s a boat with the police, a patrol boat for Kiribati to chase 

those ships.  But sometimes they can’t because there’s just one patrol boat”.  

Along the same lines, Tokanang explained how in Kiribati “we depend on our 

fish, but then our ocean’s too big and there are too many poachers in there, 

stealing our fish.  They just hang right there, on the boarders and oops, gone.  The 

ones that have been caught are Japanese, that’s the only boat that I know of”.  He 

echoed the thoughts of Raman in terms of the lack of resources to protect 

Kiribati’s extensive EEZ when he said “what I think the government should do is 

just keep the fish for themselves [. . .] They should just buy their own fishing 

boats and defend their own fish [. . .] we have one or two patrol boats.  And that’s 

it for the whole ocean”. 

Rokobina also replied that the Kiribati government does not have enough 

resources to effectively patrol and protect the EEZ.  She indicated that sometimes 

the foreign fishing boats are not licensed.  She said: 

I don't think the government has enough money to control a lot 

of things, like even our oceans.  Our ocean is so sad.  People are 

coming over and taking all our fish from our oceans and we 

can’t really do anything about it [. . .] Japan, Russia and all, 

they just come.  In our time in the 1980s, we saw a lot of 

fishing, and they’re always going out, maybe three or maybe 

sometimes five a week in the sea.  And you see, there’s no one 

really to stop them.  You can see them at night.  They’re not 

licensed. 

She continued her thought by comparing foreign fishing companies to bullies: 

“It’s always like that and I think it’s everywhere, like a small person being bullied 
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by big people, and you can’t really do anything”.  Rokobina expressed a 

sentiment of hope that the situation might change since: 

The world is starting to be aware about people, about small 

countries like Kiribati or Tuvalu or other ones.  With 

technology now, I mean the internet and all, I think if 

something happens, it is instantly connected to the whole world.  

I think we’re getting better, you know, our oceans.  I think 

we’ve starting having fish there to be left alone. 

Maria was the one participant who took the discussion of Kiribati’s EEZ to a 

deeper level, and suggested that if Kiribati were to become uninhabitable due to 

climate change, the current Kiribati EEZ should remain under Kiribati control and 

should be the link that retains Kiribati’s sovereignty.  Maria mentioned that the 

problem of statelessness due to climate change is not solely a problem for 

Kiribati, and that discussions should start now about what should be done about 

countries facing statelessness: 

I think talk should centre around that these people should not 

lose their citizenship, sovereignty.  They should still have 

access to their resources, even though we don't have the land.  

You know how now we have our 200 mile zone, but that’s 

based on land, so that’s 200 miles from the land.  I think that 

should still be recognised, otherwise, someone else is going to 

be benefitting from when [the islands are uninhabitable due to 

climate change].  It will be a country that caused the climate 

change, it won’t be us, because they are the ones with the 

resources and have these big ships to go and take all the fish.  

So I think they still have to keep all the EEZ at the borders that 

they’ve got now, whether there is land or no land. 

Maria’s sentiments mirror some of the options suggested by the authors discussed 

in Chapter 3, section 3.5.2, such as Rayfuse, McAdam and Caron. 

5.1.2 Kiribati Culture 

Ideas relating to culture, national and cultural identity, and sadness/fear of losing 

culture played a large part in the interviews.  The interviewees raised various 

detailed topics regarding Kiribati culture, and how it would be affected by forced 

migration due to climate change.  These themes are: a strong sense of pride in 

their culture, a discussion about the importance of the natural environment to 

Kiribati culture, ideas about culture loss and continuity, and a deep feeling of 

anticipated cultural bereavement. 
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A. Cultural Pride 

At the beginning of the interviews, I showed the participants their flag in order to 

help them feel connected to Kiribati during the discussion (refer to Appendix 4).  

All participants expressed a sense of pride upon seeing the Kiribati flag, and most 

of them actually used the word ‘pride’ when speaking of their flag.  When shown 

the Kiribati flag, one of the daughters in the Karennang family started to cry and 

said “we think of nature, because these are on our flag.  It’s like a symbol of 

nature and it reminds us of the sun, the sea, and everything”.  Rachel commented 

that the Kiribati flag makes her “feel that I belong to that place”. 

Hegnes maintained that “you have pride in your own flag, even though you don't 

really know what the meaning of it is, it’s just there [. . .] you associate yourself 

with it, and you belong to that country”.  Kireua expressed a similar sentiment 

and said “I don't know how to explain it, but it’s like an identity to me, and I feel 

proud when I see my flag”.  Maria also said similar things:  “when I see our 

Kiribati flag, it’s a sense of pride, it’s my identity.  It defines me”.  Raman said 

“we feel proud... you see your own flag and you feel excited”.  Rokobina mirrors 

Raman’s sentiments of excitement: “for myself, I feel it lifts me up, because it’s 

something to do with my country... when you see it, it touches you.  It’s your 

own... you’re just proud.  It’s sort of an identification”.  Tokanang also expressed 

similar ideas to the other participants: “you feel a lot of pride when you see your 

own flag.  I just remember home really”. 

B. Nature and Culture 

Most participants commented that the Kiribati culture is closely linked to the 

nature of the islands.  The Karennang family, who are highly involved in 

performing the cultural dances of Kiribati in Christchurch, said “most of our 

costumes are provided from natural things, on our lands, like pandanus leaves, 

coconuts, banana leaves, and fruits as well”.  The family also revealed that the 

culture surrounding food and supermarkets here in New Zealand is significantly 

different from their lifestyle in Kiribati: “Tuna here is so expensive.  Back in the 

island, we can go and fish and get it.  Just get it from the sea.  It’s free”. 

Terri responded, “our life is still depending on our traditional way, so I think our 

land is still important to our lifestyle.  Our food too, we eat coconuts, we cook 
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with coconut milk and we get those stuff from the land”.  Maria replied that in 

Kiribati, “culture and environment are really interrelated, so I think a change in 

environment would definitely change the culture”.  She argued that “culture 

changes all the time too in its own way [. . .] there will be more concrete changes 

in terms of things like your national costume”.  Tokanang also responded that if 

the islands disappear, “we can’t get our dancing costumes anymore because 

there’d be no plants”. 

Hegnes indicated that the environment is so important to the culture of Kiribati 

that it is actually a part of Kiribati identity.  She stated “that’s how you identify 

yourself [. . .] the lands are very important because they are a treasure passed 

down from generation to generation”.  Kireua also expressed a sense of identity in 

relation to the nature of Kiribati:  “I think most of the time, land to them is their 

identity too.  It’s very important to them”. 

C. Culture Loss and Continuity 

Participants discussed the issues surrounding loss of culture; urbanisation and 

Westernisation were commonly disclosed as the reasons for culture loss in 

Kiribati.  Terri said that in Kiribati “the lifestyle has changed, I think because of 

the internet, watching movies and you know, Western influences [. . .] if you 

want to experience the real life of Kiribati, you need to go to the outer islands”.  

Penina believes that modernisation is more of a pressing issue to Tarawa than 

environmental changes: “I think that what threatens people in Tarawa the most is 

modernised stuff and diseases like diabetes.  That’s the thing that I think threatens 

people in the island”. 

Rokobina believes that lifestyles are different on the outer islands compared to on 

Tarawa, which is more influenced by modernisation: “On Tarawa, people are 

really laid back.  They’re just getting lazy [. . .] we can’t blame Westernisation, 

because it’s all part of growing up as a country.  But the population in the outer 

islands is totally different than the population in Tarawa”.  She argued strongly 

that the trend in movement from the outer islands to Tarawa is harming culture 

and the environment.  She believes that the Kiribati government “should have 

taken steps long ago, like 15, 20 years ago, and said no, you stay on the outer 
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islands.  Because they come to Tarawa, and they are squatting, in absolute 

rubbish.  They’ve got no work anyhow, they can’t get jobs”. 

Maria spoke of the intricacies of the culture and how many aspects of the society 

are woven together to create culture:  “all those dances, language, spirituality, all 

those things are all part of one.  If you change one, it changes all the others”.  

Maria affirmed that “culture is changing all the time” but that with climate 

change “there will be more concrete changes, like in terms of our national 

costume, which comes from the coconut and pandanus trees”.  Kireua said that if 

the situation of forced migration of the entire population were to eventuate, “to 

maintain the culture and traditions, putting all the people in one place would be a 

good idea”.  Maria expressed the same opinion: “when there’s a whole lot of 

people in one place, that’s a better ground for maintaining and also strengthening 

culture”.  Kireua’s idea of maintaining Kiribati culture outside of Kiribati is to 

“involve the kids from young ages [. . .] involve them in Kiribati community 

activities”.  Tokanang also mentioned that involvement in Kiribati cultural 

activities is important for cultural continuity and that with his two children, he 

will “teach them dance” to help them learn about their cultural heritage.  

Moamoa, who has a young son, also said that teaching her son the traditional arts 

such as dancing and singing and involving him in Kiribati community events is 

how she manages to ensure that her culture continues.  Hegnes believes that the 

key to cultural continuity is language: “if there’s no language, or if the language 

disappears, then there’s no culture.  Culture starts with the language”. 

D. Anticipated Cultural Bereavement 

When discussing what they would feel if the islands became uninhabitable or 

completely inundated by seawater, many participants used the words 

“devastated”, “desperate”, and “sad”.  Hegnes said that she would feel 

“devastated”, and that if the islands become uninhabitable “there’s nothing that 

you can identify yourself as belonging to [. . .] it’s painful to think about”.  

Raman and Moamoa said that they would feel “sorry and sad” if Kiribati was no 

longer a physical nation.  The Karennang family that they would feel “desperate” 

and that the thought of losing their country “is too hard to think about”.  

Tokanang expressed an unwavering commitment to his national identity when he 
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said “I want to be buried back home so hopefully it’s still around so I can be 

buried there.  I’ll go down with it”.  Rachel responded that she would feel 

“homeless     [. . .]  I’d become like a refugee I suppose, but not because of war or 

anything, but just because you can’t survive anymore”. 

When discussing the potential for forced migration due to environmental changes 

in Kiribati, Rokobina compared losing the islands to losing her parents: 

You know when you have your parents, there seems to be 

structure to your thoughts, and when you lose them, you seem 

to be lost because they’re no longer there to support you or 

guide you or anything.  And I think it would be the same.  

You’d just be totally lost. 

She also expressed that losing the islands would create similar feelings to those 

already experienced by her migration to New Zealand:  “You can’t really explain 

how or what you’re going to feel [if the islands become uninhabitable], but we 

know how it is if you were to leave.  It’s almost the same, as if you’ve sort of lost 

your really loved ones”.  She also expressed worry about cultural continuity when 

she said “what would happen to our traditions and customs and culture?” 

Only one participant, Kireua, who has lived as a student in Fiji, Germany, Japan, 

and now in New Zealand completing his Master’s degree, said that he is not sad 

about the thought of losing Kiribati islands.  Nevertheless, he believes that 

complete migration away from Kiribati would only be tolerable if Kiribati culture 

was maintained: “Migrating to another place would be a good thing to do, as long 

as people will retain their culture and traditions”. 

Participants were asked what they would miss if their islands disappeared.  

Providing this answer was understandably very emotional for some participants, 

with most participants stating that they would miss the nature of the islands.  For 

example, the Karennang family said what they would miss the most is “the smell 

of the flowers”.  Hegnes’ answer was along the same lines.  She said “I’m going 

to miss the life I used to live and enjoy, swimming in the sea, the warm sea, 

climbing coconut trees, the breadfruit and the flowers and bushes [. . .] It’s 

basically that I would just miss the idea that where I came from is no longer 

there”.  Rokobina spoke of “the scenery.  You just get this horizon everywhere 

you look.  And the coconut trees.  And the sea.  It’s the scenery, the land.  It’s so 
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different.  When you leave to another place, it’s just so different”.  Tokanang said 

“I’d miss my place in the sea.  We used to go swimming there when it was low 

tide”.  Rachel mentioned that she misses the food of Kiribati: “I really miss those 

coconuts, eating coconuts, I miss it.  I miss toddy.  I miss fish.  Fresh fish that’s 

straight from the sea.  Not the fish that’s been frozen for how many days or how 

many months”.  Terri stated that she would miss “the island and also our social 

life in Kiribati, and everything that we’ve done in Kiribati with our family and 

friends”. 

5.1.3 Traditional Practices 

When Christianity was introduced to Kiribati, traditional practices were 

discouraged as being un-Christian (Bataua et al., 1985, Chapter 7).  However, in 

Kiribati, certain traditional practices survived regardless of the introduction of 

Christianity.  Participants specifically mentioned two traditional customs that are 

still practiced to a certain degree.  The two practices mentioned centre around 

placenta burial and umbilical cord customs. 

A. Placenta Burial 

Tokanang explained the customs behind placenta burial.  He asserted that you 

should preferably give the placenta to the oldest male in the family.  At the time 

of the interview, Tokanang’s wife had just given birth to their second child, a son, 

three days earlier.  Tokanang explained what he did with his son’s placenta: 

I gave the placenta to my uncle in Seddon, because you have to 

give it to an older person in the family.  If there’s no male, you 

just give it to the oldest person in the family [. . .] He’ll just go 

bury it somewhere and say a few words to the tree.  When Roy 

[Tokanang’s three-year old daughter] was born, I just did it 

anyway because there was no one older than me, so I just did it.  

You just say something to the tree.  Like, I buried hers next to a 

rose, and I said ‘you’re beautiful”, to keep the beauty of her, to 

keep her good-looking face. 

Maria, whose daughter recently gave birth to a son, explained “we buried the 

placenta in my own garden because I live in a home that’s owned by us, but if my 

daughter buries it in their flat, they might move from that place”.  Maria 

explained the significance of placenta burial, by first explaining that in Kiribati, 

families always own the land that they live on.  She said “in a Western world, 

people up and go all the time [. . .] that sense of attachment, I don't know if it’s as 
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important to them as to us”.  In terms of the spiritual meaning behind placenta 

burial, Maria explained, 

The placenta has been the lifeline of the child, and I think the 

burial is just really a grounding.  It’s almost part of you, like 

you’ve lived off this thing for all those months.  My 

interpretation of the burial is that it’s actually a grounding, like 

saying that this is where you belong.  And you may go and go, 

but this is yours.  I think in Māori you’ve got it too, in a way.  

It’s where your feet remain, your roots. 

The “grounding” of something that was so significant to a person in the beginning 

stages of life further illustrates the importance of land to the I-Kiribati.  Moamoa 

remarked that regarding the practices of placenta burial and the feelings about 

losing the islands to sea-level rise, “it’s like part of your body’s been in the 

ground”.  This quote exemplifies the I-Kiribati’s connection to the islands: if the 

islands become uninhabitable or disappear due to sea-level rise, given that their 

placentas are buried in the actual soils of the islands, it is as though a part of their 

own bodies also disappear in the seas. 

Kireua mentioned that he believes the practice of burying the placenta of a new-

born baby is dying away, and that it was more common for his father’s generation 

to practice this particular custom.  He explained the belief behind placenta burial: 

“if you put the placenta in the ocean, especially for a boy, he will be like a 

fisherman”.  Kireua, the father of two children, did not bury the placentas when 

they were born; however, he did practice the customs around umbilical cords. 

B. Umbilical Cord Customs 

Kireua explained that after a baby is born and its umbilical cord falls off, the 

family celebrates that the baby has survived.  He said “it’s like a celebration that a 

baby will live well, and he’s leaving the very difficult status of survival [. . .] the 

baby has passed that very difficult stage”.  He further explained that the family 

would take the actual umbilical cord “and tie it in a cloth, and they’ll tie it on 

somebody’s hand.  But you have to find a man or a woman who works very hard, 

and tie it on their hand”.  Kireua shared that when his daughter was born, “we tied 

the bellybutton to one of my grandmothers, but not my real grandmother, but 

she’s like a grandmother to me.  That lady works very hard.  We said ‘tie this to 

you so that my kid can follow your steps’”. 
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Hegnes expressed similar sentiments regarding umbilical cords.  She conveyed 

sympathy to the person wearing the cord, and said, “when you have that cord 

around you, you have to work very hard”.  When she gave birth in Kiribati to her 

daughter Krista, Hegnes said that she tied the cord to an older woman in the 

village:  “I felt sorry for the old woman, because then they believe Krista, the 

baby, when she grows up, she’ll be hard working.  And if you want your son to be 

a fisherman, then you take the cord and tie it around a good fisherman, and then 

the poor man has to keep going fishing wearing that thing”. 

5.2 Minor Themes Observed 

Three common themes emerged during the interviews that have been classified as 

minor themes since they were not mentioned by the majority of respondents, yet 

still add to the discussion of migration due to climate change in Kiribati.  These 

themes are “Environmental Changes”, “Links between Kiribati and Māori 

Cultures”, and “Religion and Climate Change in Kiribati Culture”. 

5.2.1 Environmental Changes in Kiribati 

Some participants indicated that the environmental changes in Kiribati are not 

only due to climate change caused by developed nations.  They argued that 

climate change and environmental degradation are exacerbated by the actions of 

residents in Kiribati.  According to Tokanang, “we’re not helping ourselves 

really.  We’re damaging things ourselves, it’s not just the environment being 

damaged by others, we’re doing it ourselves as well”.  Maria supports 

Tokanang’s opinion when she said, “I-Kiribati need to set an example 

themselves.  If they are crying to the world about what’s happening to us, they 

have a big part to show that they are the ones promoting and safeguarding the 

environment”.  Maria commented that in Kiribati, especially in Tarawa “people 

go to the toilet on the beach and then there’s all this dirty stuff floating.  And 

people use disposable nappies and they just throw them into the ocean”.  Maria 

explained that the environmental problems are recent additions to Kiribati society 

and that “our ancestors never did those things, and they had their own way of 

dealing with all the waste.  We didn’t have all the plastic and tinned stuff in those 

times”. 
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Some participants spoke of the environmental degradation that they have noticed.  

At the time of the interview, Rachel had just returned from a six-month visit to 

Kiribati; the last time she had visited the country was fifteen years ago.  She 

reported that because of a causeway that was built, “in Beru one part of the island 

has just disappeared”.  She believes that in the outer islands of Kiribati, residents 

do not speak of climate change or equate environmental changes to climate 

change: “I don’t know if they link now that erosion is a real thing and because of 

the climate and sea-level rise [. . .] there’s not enough media for them to hear”.  

The biggest change that she noticed since she was last on her island is access to 

freshwater: “I’ve noticed that the water, people are starting to find more places to 

dig wells because the old wells are starting to get a bit salty, not as fresh”.  Rachel 

mentioned that Kiribati residents “notice the heat.  It’s not as it was before, it’s 

started to be hotter than before.  And the trees are not really as healthy as before, 

mostly the coconut trees and breadfruit trees”. 

Kireua, who lives on Tarawa, said “I’ve seen cases where there’s severe erosion 

in a part of the coast line, and inundation of the ground water from sea-level rise”.  

Hegnes said that on a recent trip to her home island, she noticed coastal erosion in 

the house where she used to live with her family: “I thought, oh goodness, this is 

where we used to have our toilets.  It’s no longer there now.  The sea wall is 

gone, it’s eroding away where the toilets were, and it’s still coming in”.  

Rokobina spoke specifically of the degradation of the ocean and lagoon: “It was 

really so alive.  But now, it’s just that the reef is dead [. . .] it was full of things.  

You’d go fishing with your nets and you’d only go maybe three or four times and 

you’ve got enough, a sack full of fish.  But not anymore”. 

Some participants specifically mentioned the loss of islands, namely an island 

called Bikeman near Tarawa.  Tokanang stated “there was one island.  It was 

called Bikeman.  It was really getting eaten away, but it was still big and there 

were at least a couple of trees.  When we came back [from living in Australia], it 

was gone.  It’s just sand and it used to be an island”.  He stated that he noticed 

Bikeman disappear after only five years of living in Australia before moving back 

to Kiribati.  Rokobina and the Karennang family also discussed land erosion, and 

both blame the causeways built to link the atolls of Tarawa as the reason for the 
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land loss.  Rokobina said “do you know that they are building those causeways?  

And it’s just ruining the whole island [. . .] it changes the flow of water and is 

blocking up all the water.  It’s just eating, eroding”.  Hegnes also blames the 

causeway and said “I believe that since the causeway was built, places in the 

middle of the lagoon are no longer there now.  You can just see a bit of sand”.  

She indicated that Bikeman Island disappeared after the causeway was built.  The 

Karennang’s said that they noticed land erosion after only “six or seven years and 

it eroded completely”.  The family also spoke of a noticeable loss in access to 

fresh water: “You know we use wells.  We dig and we can never find fresh water.  

They’ll dig a well and if they taste it, it’s salty”. 

5.2.2 Links between Kiribati and Māori Cultures 

When asked about how accepting New Zealand is for continuing their culture, 

some participants stated that the Kiribati and Māori cultures are similar, and that 

they feel comfortable living in New Zealand because they feel that their culture is 

accepted.  According to Tokanang, “Māori have got a similar culture, similar 

language” to Kiribati.  Raman revealed a worry that the cultures are so similar 

that New Zealand-born I-Kiribati might “want to go to the Māori culture” instead 

of continuing the Kiribati culture.  The Karennang family believes that because of 

New Zealand’s link with Māori and Pacifica culture, I-Kiribati will feel welcome 

if the country needs to be evacuated: “I think people are actually going to come to 

New Zealand because they’re going to think that New Zealand is quite like one of 

the Pacific Islands, because the Māori people are from the Pacific”. 

Maria proposed an idea that if Kiribati were to be evacuated to a new country, “it 

would be strategic for I-Kiribati to align themselves with the indigenous people of 

that country [. . .] if we join in with them, we will help support their cause, with is 

really righting the injustices”.  She believes that the link between a country’s 

treatment and respect of indigenous populations is vital to the acceptance of an 

incoming migrant group, such as the I-Kiribati:  “I just think for some reason if it 

hasn’t gone well up to now in many countries for indigenous people, then I don't 

know if they would really care about the ones who are newer to the society”.  

Maria expressed worries about migrating to a new country if discrimination was 
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occurring amongst the indigenous of that country: “imagine when you come from 

a different country?  To me, that would be a double disadvantage”. 

Hegnes proposed an opposing opinion to the ones expressed by the other 

participants.  She believes that in the future, if large populations of I-Kiribati 

migrants move to New Zealand in a land tenure arrangement, this may breed 

“jealousy, resentment, and racism”.  With increased migration, Hegnes worries 

that “New Zealanders and especially Māori will start saying ‘who are these 

people?  That’s the land of our forefathers, who put them there?’ even if [I-

Kiribati] pay for the land”.  Hegnes expressed the idea that “there’s always 

conflict [. . .] I think it’s something that you can’t escape.” 

5.2.3 Religion, Climate Change, and Kiribati Culture 

Some participants commented that religion has a role in either delaying or 

responding to environmental change from Kiribati’s residents.  The Karennang 

family said that in Kiribati, religion gives people hope for the future; religion 

teaches the I-Kiribati that in relation to sea-level rise: 

They believe that it’s never going to happen because God 

created the lands, so he’s blessed it [. . .] The president’s brother 

visited our village and gave a speech.  One of the old men asked 

about what can happen to Kiribati in 20 years’ time.  [The 

president’s brother] said that according to the bible scriptures 

and stuff, God creates rainbows to give peace to everyone in the 

world.  The rainbow’s a sign of peace, that’s what he said, and 

that all of them were to have courage.  He was trying to 

encourage them to cheer up and never think about Kiribati 

disappearing and stuff like that. 

Hegnes also spoke about the symbolism of rainbows and said that in Kiribati, 

people believe that “every time you see a rainbow that means that you’re still 

okay”.  She stated that the problem with climate change information in Kiribati is 

that people do not really understand what sea-level rise is: 

Some believe that it will just be like a kind of tsunami thing.  

Just one wave will wipe them out [. . .] [some people] have no 

idea that it’s a gradual thing, from underneath, that the salt 

water is rising and that eventually it will salt all the wells, the 

fresh water, breadfruits, cocos, taro. 

When discussing religion and climate change in Kiribati, Maria said that there are 

essentially two groups of thought.  One group believes that “if you have faith, 
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nothing will happen”.  This group believes that it is enough to “pray about it and 

God will provide the answer and it won’t happen [. . .] [sea-level rise] is a cruel 

thing to do and God is a loving god so why would He take land away from 

people?  They just think praying is enough”.  The other group, who Maria said 

might still be spiritual people, think, “there are some things that God can’t really 

provide a solution for.  They are just being realistic because some people just 

don’t want to do anything.  It’s not enough to just pray.  Do something to protect 

your environment”.  Maria expressed worry that “Kiribati people can’t rely on the 

rest of the world, they have to do their bit too, even just by demonstrating how to 

keep the environment clean”. 

In her discussion on religion, Raman further explained the rationale of the first 

group of people mentioned by Maria.  Raman said that the I-Kiribati “are very 

religious people, and they don’t believe that their island will be destroyed.  They 

just believe that God will support them or guide them”.  Raman further explained 

that in Kiribati “they say that God made everything and if it’s God’s will that 

Kiribati will disappear, then it will be disappeared.  But if not, it will stay as it is”. 

Tokanang stated that sometimes religion and its associated institutions help I-

Kiribati manage climate change: “the Mormons, they do a lot.  They help convert 

salt water into fresh water.  We’ve got in each district a converter next to the 

chapel”.  Terri and Rokobina believe that without religion, there would not really 

be a distinct culture in Kiribati.  Terri said that if I-Kiribati did not have religion, 

“maybe we’d be really mixed up with this Western lifestyle”.  Rokobina 

commented that “every society needs religion”, and that without it, “there would 

be no society [. . .] without the guidelines of the bibles, we’ll be gone a bit”. 

5.3 Non-I-Kiribati Interviews 

This study included six non-I-Kiribati interviewees: two husbands, three 

migration workers and one New Zealand government employee.  These 

interviews were conducted to get a different perspective on issues such the culture 

and environment of Kiribati (from the husbands), the challenges and successes of 

a community’s acceptance of I-Kiribati migrants (from the migration workers), 
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and finally the effectiveness of the New Zealand government’s assistance to the 

Pacifica community (from the New Zealand government employee). 

The two husbands of I-Kiribati women had spent several years living in Kiribati 

and other Pacific countries.  These two interviewees expressed their opinions on 

Kiribati culture and the environment from their “Western” perspectives.  Keith, 

who lived in Kiribati for three years, stated that he noticed environmental 

problems such as drought and crop degradation during his last trip two years ago 

to his wife’s island, Nikunau.  He argued that the Islanders, especially those 

living in outer islands such as Nikunau, tend not to problematise issues such as 

environmental changes.  Keith stated “it’s pretty obvious on Nikunau about how 

people have got to live with drought conditions”, and went on to explain that “the 

last time I was in Nikunau was two years ago, and it was obvious that it hadn’t 

rained for a few months.  When you looked into the coconut trees for the nuts, 

there were hardly any”.  Additionally, Keith explained that “the outsiders see the 

result of the drought as being a problem”, while Kiribati residents have “planned 

for it [. . .] they’ve got dried food.  They’ve dried fish, and they still catch fresh 

fish, of course”.  While further explaining the way in which the I-Kiribati do not 

problematise many things, Keith said “is a “problem” something one off, that you 

might anticipate when growing, or is it something you just live with daily?”  He 

further explained that aid workers and other outsiders are trained to see problems, 

and easily categorise events as “problems”, whereas the local population merely 

adapts to the new conditions. 

The other husband, Kim, who lived in Kiribati for eight years, expressed anger at 

the unlicensed fishing boats and concern regarding access to freshwater in 

Kiribati.  He said about Kiribati’s EEZ: 

It’s an immense fishing area.  They would never patrol it – the 

only way they could do it is with proper surveillance aircraft, 

and that would cost.  But now they have a couple of patrol 

boats, but it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.  And the 

fishing boats have been trotting around there for years [. . .] 

They think it’s fine, stealing from us, from the land, on the 

capital. 

He conveyed his concern at potential inefficiencies in the process of fishing 

licensing in Kiribati: “even when they do get licences, you know they sell the 
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Taiwanese and the Japanese licences to fish, there’s no control about how much 

and what they’re taking”. 

In terms of sea-level rise, Kim believes that the main concern in Kiribati is not 

land loss, but rather “the thing that will really affect the place as the sea waters 

come up is they’re going to lose the freshwater lenses”.  He expressed concern 

that building sea walls, which cost “an incredible amount of money”, will not 

solve the problem of sea-level rise.  Specifically, Kim mentioned that when a 

causeway was built in Tarawa from Betio to Bairiki, “the land just disappeared 

and it changed virtually the whole ecology of the lagoon [. . .] you can’t go taking 

off water and blocking things up without it affecting something”. 

Three of the non-I-Kiribati interviewees were staff from the Marlborough 

Migrant Centre in Blenheim; they discussed ways that migrants in general are 

assisted in ‘successfully’ relocating into the Marlborough region.  Each year, the 

Marlborough region hosts hundreds of I-Kiribati seasonal workers, who entered 

New Zealand on the Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme
10

.  Margaret, the 

Director of the Marlborough Migrant Centre, stated that migrants such as those 

entering New Zealand on the Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme “are 

vulnerable.  We bring them in and to them we have a responsibility as a 

community”.  The Marlborough Migrant Centre staff indicated that a major 

challenge with Pacifica migrants in general is that “we presume that being from 

the Pacific islands, their English is sufficient enough to settle here, but we 

sometimes find out that’s not true”.  The Marlborough Migrant Centre helps 

organise language courses for new migrants of all backgrounds; one of their 

major roles is increasing awareness and acceptance of new migrants in the 

Marlborough community.  They do this by running a yearly multicultural event 

and by liaising with the Marlborough community to spread awareness of 

migrants, and provide migrants with services they require. 

One non-I-Kiribati interviewee, Liesel, was born in a Pacific island country, and 

works for the New Zealand government in a Pacifica related department.  This 

                                                           
10

This scheme allows a limited number I-Kiribati to enter New Zealand for a maximum of 9-

months, and grants them work eligibility in the horticulture and/or viticulture industries 

(Immigration New Zealand, 2011b). 



 
 92 

interviewee gave a dual perspective of the effectiveness of New Zealand’s 

immigration assistance to Pacific migrants as both a migrant and a government 

employee.  Liesel believes that sometimes the New Zealand government 

resettlement programs are not advertised in a culturally appropriate way, and 

therefore do not effectively reach the Pacifica communities.  She said “for Pacific 

people it’s really important that you build a relationship first” and that many of 

the New Zealand government programs simply “aren’t appealing to a Pacific 

person [. . .] a booklet is not going to do it for Pacific Islanders, but this is the 

way of doing things in New Zealand”. 

5.4 Conclusion 

After analysing the interview transcripts, the three major themes “EEZ”, “Kiribati 

Culture”, and “Traditional Practices” were discovered.  In the theme “EEZ”, 

participants discussed the problems of foreign countries not paying the required 

licensing fees for access to the lucrative fish resources, such as tuna, in Kiribati’s 

EEZ.  In the section “Kiribati Culture”, the theme was further broken into four 

sub-themes:  “Anticipated Cultural Bereavement”, “Nature and Culture”, 

“Cultural Pride”, and “Culture Loss and Continuity”.  These sub-themes 

discussed the way that Kiribati culture is highly dependent on the nature of the 

islands of Kiribati, and the emotions the participants believe they will feel in the 

eventuation of forced migration from Kiribati due to environmental degradation.  

The theme “Traditional Practices” was broken into two themes: “Placenta Burial” 

and “Umbilical Cord Customs”.  These two themes described two traditional 

practices that have survived the introduction of Christianity in Kiribati, and 

further exemplify the connection between the islands and cultural traditions to the 

I-Kiribati. 

Three minor themes were observed:  “Environmental Changes in Kiribati”, 

“Links between Kiribati and Māori Cultures”, and “Religion and Climate Change 

in Kiribati Culture”.  In the discussion of these themes, participants discussed the 

environmental changes they have observed during their visits to Kiribati, their 

comfort at living in New Zealand because of the similarities between Kiribati and 

Māori cultures, and how religion plays a role in the local reaction to climate 

change in Kiribati.  
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In addition to these three major themes, this chapter describes the important 

issues that arose from the non-I-Kiribati interviews.  The two non-I-Kiribati 

husbands discussed environmental degradation and the EEZ.  The three migration 

workers from the Marlborough Migrant Centre discussed the importance of 

increasing awareness in the community to help assist the resettlement of people 

such as the I-Kiribati, and the one government worker interviewed discussed how 

New Zealand government initiatives sometimes do not reach the appropriate 

population due to their misunderstanding of the culture of Pacifica migrants. 

The following chapter will discuss the interview data in relation to the literature 

previously explored in Chapter 1, 3, and 4.  The chapter will also indicate areas 

for further research in the important and underdeveloped topic of forced 

environmental migration.
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

  

“We are a proud people.  We would like to relocate on merit and with dignity.” 

Tessie Lambourne, Kiribati’s foreign secretary (Goering, 2009) 
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6.1 Summary 

As governments debate about acceptable levels of greenhouse gas emissions, 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) such as Kiribati struggle to adapt to 

environmental degradation caused by climate change.  Greenhouse gas emissions 

are causing climate change, which affects SIDS through rising sea-levels, 

drought, salinated soils, loss of fresh drinking water, coral bleaching, coastal 

erosion, and stronger and more frequent storms.  Due to these environmental 

changes, I-Kiribati are at risk of facing a situation of total and permanent 

migration away from home-lands as they continue to confront climate change.  

As more I-Kiribati migrate to more hospitable environments, they risk losing their 

cultural identity, and the state of Kiribati risks losing its territorial and maritime 

sovereignty. 

This thesis reaches two major conclusions.  The first conclusion is that according 

to the interview respondents, keeping cultural traditions and practices are 

important to their well-being and sense of identity.  Participants expressed an 

awareness of the risk of losing their cultural identity through migration; both 

younger and older participants indicated that they consciously strive to teach 

culture and traditions to the younger generation of I-Kiribati.  Respondents 

reported that they believe New Zealand is a hospitable country where they feel 

comfortable openly practicing their culture and traditions. 

The second conclusion is that international laws and current government policies 

are not yet equipped to manage the implications of environmentally-induced 

migration.  This further exacerbates the problems facing the citizens of SIDS 

since under current international laws, they can only be treated as economic 

migrants and do not have the appropriate level of rights to help them manage the 

migration that they may eventually face.  With appropriate international 

recognition, environmentally-induced migrants have a better chance of retaining 

their territorial and maritime sovereignty, and national identity.  Maintenance of 

cultural identity appears to be independent of international recognition or 

policies.  I-Kiribati migrants in New Zealand acknowledge the importance of 

keeping their cultural traditions and the risk of losing their cultural identity 
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through further migration, and are currently trying hard to teach their traditions to 

younger generations of I-Kiribati in New Zealand to mitigate this risk. 

From the literature review, there is no evidence that environmentally-induced 

migration will by itself create conflict either internally or internationally.  

However, it is unclear if environmentally-induced migration may become one of 

the multiple catalysts for conflict.  Given the current specifications in 

international law regarding Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), it is clear that 

Kiribati will lose its national maritime sovereignty if the islands become 

uninhabitable.  If this were to occur, it is possible that multiple countries will be 

in a resource conflict over access to Kiribati’s EEZ, potentially including I-

Kiribati themselves. 

6.2 Revisiting the Research Questions 

As stated in Chapter 1, the main research question of this thesis is “How does 

sea-level rise and environmental change in Kiribati affect national and cultural 

identity, and sovereignty?”  A literature review and personal interviews were 

conducted with both I-Kiribati migrants and non-I-Kiribati individuals who have 

an understanding of either Kiribati or migration in New Zealand.  To answer the 

thesis question, three background topics were explored in the literature and the 

interviews: 

1. What do peace and conflict researchers say about the link between 

conflict and the environment? 

The literature review shows that most peace and conflict theorists do not 

think that there is a clear causal link between environmental degradation 

the potential for conflict.  However, the consensus is that resource 

scarcities may increase the potential for conflict, as populations compete 

for control and access to dwindling resources.  Essential resources such as 

access to freshwater reserves, fish stocks, and arable land are expected to 

become scarcer as climate change degrades the environment.  Resources 

such as fisheries provide essential income to countries that control the 

fishing zones.  Given that Kiribati is at risk of losing its EEZ if total 
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migration from the islands occurs, the potential for conflict over the 

fishing zones may occur between several interested nations. 

2. What are the current climate change estimates and how will climate 

change affect low-lying atoll countries like Kiribati? 

According to literature on the subject, current climate change estimates 

are that sea-levels are expected to rise 18-59cm within the next century, 

detrimentally affecting low-lying atoll countries.  Currently, Pacific Island 

countries like Kiribati are suffering from environmental degradation.  

Specifically, Kiribati experiences increased salinity of freshwater 

reserves, degraded soil quality resulting in reduced crop yields, and 

reduced availability of fish stocks as coral reefs suffer from bleaching.  

Future climatic changes such as sea-level rise will exacerbate the current 

environmental degradation, leading to the distinct possibility that the 

residents of Kiribati will need to migrate to another country permanently 

in search of more liveable lands. 

3. What are the psychological aspects of migration in terms of cultural 

identity and cultural continuity? 

The primary interviews with I-Kiribati migrants indicated that cultural 

identity is extremely important to I-Kiribati, and they are very aware of 

the risks of losing their culture when migrating away from their home 

islands.  The secondary research conducted on migration psychology 

indicated four migration strategies: integration, assimilation, separation, 

and marginalisation.  The most favourable outcome of migration is 

integration, where a migrant feels acceptance from the host society and 

remains interested in maintaining their culture.  Most research participants 

indicated that they felt New Zealand is an accepting society for Pacific 

cultures, and therefore do not believe that their cultural identity is 

threatened by migrating here.  This suggests that New Zealand is a 

country wherein migrants can use the integration strategy upon migration. 
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6.3 Commentary on Findings 

Assuming that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates 

of climate change are correct, there is a distinct possibility that the islands of 

Kiribati will become uninhabitable due to the effects of sea-level rise, possibly 

within the next century (Mimura et al., 2007).  In addition to their struggles to 

adapt to environmental degradations, Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 

facing a future of total migration, such as Kiribati, are at risk of being exploited 

and oppressed by powerful developed countries for rights to their Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ).  These developed countries have an interest in gaining 

control of the ocean’s resources, and therefore will not act in the best interest of 

SIDS when negotiating responses to environmentally-induced migration.  

According to Lusthaus, shifts in maritime boundaries caused by land loss from 

rising sea-levels may result in disputes with other countries who may claim that 

the EEZ of countries affected by sea-level rise are now part of the high seas.  If 

this occurs, this would allow open access to oceanic resources without proper 

compensation the country that actually owned the territory before sea-level rise 

affected the maritime boundaries (Lusthaus, 2010, 116).  

The discussion of the link between low-lying atoll countries threatened by rising 

sea-levels and maritime boundaries is not a new one.  In the early 1990s, 

discussions started regarding the negative consequences for developing island 

states.  For instance, in 1990 Caron wrote about the threat of sea-level rise on the 

EEZ of small island nations, and stated  

[a] rising sea-level could taint the freshwater reservoir of an 

island potentially rendering it an uninhabitable rock, submerge 

enough of it to leave only an uninhabitable rock, or submerge it 

entirely.  In any of these circumstances, the island state 

potentially would lose the right to use that part of its island 

groups to extend its exclusive economic zone.  Consequently, 

for the island state there is little doubt that the combination of a 

rise in sea-level and the contingent nature of boundaries is or 

will be of grave concern (Caron, 1990, 638). 

As discussed in Chapter 1, peace and conflict theorists such as Johan Galtung 

argue that renewable resources, for example access to fishery zones, can be one 

of the multiple catalysts of a conflict (Galtung, 1982).  However, Homer-Dixon 

provides two reasons explaining why competition for renewable resources rarely, 
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if ever, results in conflict (Homer-Dixon, 1999).  First, renewable resources are 

not easily transferrable into instruments for military aggression and therefore can 

increase a country’s wealth but not its power.  Secondly, countries that rely on 

renewable resources have a tendency to be poor, meaning that they cannot easily 

afford the financial cost of military action and retaliation in the event that an 

outsider seizes their resources.  Accordingly, the likelihood of conflict actually 

occurring from a competition for control over renewable resources like fishing 

zones is highly unlikely to occur.   

That being said, as shown in Chapter 3, international laws that exist to protect the 

humanitarian and territory rights of a state do not currently have the scope to 

protect the territorial interests of states such as Kiribati, who are facing complete 

migration.  Territorially, the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) is a doctrine of international law that defines a country’s various 

territorial maritime borders.  A country’s EEZ is defined by UNCLOS as a 200 

nautical mile zone extending from the low-water mark around the coast of a state 

(United Nations, 1982, Article 57).  A state’s EEZ is both economically and 

strategically important for a nation (Lusthaus, 2010, 114).  As explained in 

Chapter 3, according to UNCLOS “[r]ocks which cannot sustain human 

habitation or economic life of their own shall have no exclusive economic zone” 

(United Nations, 1982, Article 121.3).  Therefore, if Kiribati were to become 

uninhabitable due to climatic changes, according to this article of UNCLOS, it 

would lose its EEZ and therefore a maritime boundary based appeal to keeping 

territorial sovereignty.  As indicated in the interviews conducted during this 

research, I-Kiribati migrants to New Zealand are concerned that foreign fishing 

companies are currently exploiting Kiribati’s EEZ; some participants expressed 

that they are worried about what would happen to their EEZ if they were forced 

to migrate away from the islands due to climate change. 

6.4 Research Implications for Peace and Conflict Studies 

As stated by Rayfuse,  

“[t]he problem of the disappearing state requires consideration 

of the modus operandi for what will ultimately be the wholesale 

relocation of the entire population of a state; an issue which has 

concerned governments of vulnerable island states such as 
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Tuvalu, Kiribati and the Maldives since the 1980s” (Rayfuse, 

2010, 7). 

This thesis is important in the field of Peace and Conflict Studies since the current 

way the environmental migration is managed will set a precedence for future 

environmentally-induced migration.  If the migration is not managed in a manner 

that values the culture, human rights, and environment of those affected, the 

potential for conflict might increase.  Therefore, the policies that are created 

today will shape the future consequences for vulnerable populations such as those 

from Pacific Island countries like Kiribati.  This research adds to the field of 

Peace and Conflict Studies, as well as informs future policy decisions, by 

highlighting the importance of considering multiple aspects of a population’s 

needs, including their cultural continuity concerns.  Noting the valuable 

resources, such as the large EEZ that countries like Kiribati have, policies should 

be created that protect the population against undue exploitation, while striving to 

maintain their unique culture as best as possible. 

6.5 Limitations of this Research 

As stated in Chapter 2, there are three limitations to this thesis.  The first 

limitation is that since interview participation was obtained using snowball 

sampling, the data must not be used as a representation of the opinions of the 

wider population.  This is because in snowball sampling, the participants are 

linked since they know each other, and their responses might be biased towards 

one, shared point of view.  Secondly, since the sample size is so small, the 

opinions expressed during this research study must not be interpreted as 

representative of the general opinion of the wider population of I-Kiribati in New 

Zealand.  The third limitation is that this research was completed for a one-year 

master degree, which did not allow enough time to discover if the opinions of the 

participants change over time.  In other words, a larger sample size and more time 

would give this thesis a richer variety of opinions and ideas. 

6.6 Areas for Future Research  

During this research, three notable areas for future research arose.  Firstly, it 

would be important to do a comparative analysis of nations facing cultural and 

national identity loss; this analysis could be conducted using multiple countries 



 
 101 

with participants being both migrant and non-migrant citizens.  This research 

would be valuable since it would inform the creation of future policies by 

contributing the voices and concerns of those individual directly affected by the 

policy implications.  The second area for future research would be to assess 

potential repercussions of suggested policies for administering environmentally 

forced displacement.  As seen in this thesis, various academics have provided 

suggestions for climate change policies to manage the multiple implications that 

may arise from the environmental changes facing vulnerable nations such as 

Kiribati.  Before policies are created and implemented, it would be beneficial to 

research the expected outcomes of the policies from the point of view of those 

affected.  This would allow insight into if the policies will actually be helpful to 

the citizens of nations affected by climate change.  The final observed area for 

future research would be conducting further in-depth interviews with individuals 

such as migration workers, government employees, and other non-I-Kiribati with 

links to Kiribati.  These individuals have a non-migrant’s perspective on the 

challenges and successes of migration to New Zealand and can potentially 

provide insights into the deficiencies and opportunities of New Zealand

 resettlement processes and programs.
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Appendix 1: I-Kiribati Migrants Interview Guide 

 Thank the participant for their time and go through the consent forms 

together 

 Ask participant if they’d like to remain anonymous or not.  Remind them 

that they can change their anonymity at any time during or after (by 

contacting me) the interview   

 Tell the participant that they can get assistance with any emotional issues 

related to migration that might be brought up during the interview by 

contacting the centres listed on the consent forms 

 If everything is satisfactory, get the participant to sign the consent forms 

Start the interview         

Once again, thank you very much for agreeing to participate in my research 

study.   I’m interviewing you today because I want to know your feelings how 

climate change might affect your culture and identity if Kiribati was completely 

flooded because of rising sea-levels, and nobody could live on the islands.  When 

I say climate change, I mean flooding and rising sea-levels, stronger and more 

frequent storms, no more fresh drinking water, a high amount of salt in the soils 

so that crops don’t grow.   

Creating Rapport         

1. I’d like to know, how long have you lived in New Zealand? 

2. Could you please tell me a bit about why you decided to move here?  

3. Which island do you come from in Kiribati? 

4. Before living in New Zealand, have you lived anywhere else other than 

Kiribati?  Where? 

Personalising the interview topics       

5. [SHOW THE PRINTOUT OF THEIR FLAG]  

a.  When you look at this, please tell me what do you think of. 

OR: 

b.  When you think of Kiribati, could you please tell me about a 

positive thing you think about? 
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6. As you might know, your government in Kiribati is trying to get the world to 

understand the issues of climate change and how it is changing the lives of 

people living in Kiribati.   

[SHOW THE PRESIDENT PHOTO / QUOTE AND READ OUTLOUD] 

  Were you aware of your government’s position on climate change? 

 What is it like for you when you hear this quote from your President? 

Topic #1: Cultural Identity        

7. My next question is about CULTURAL IDENTITY.  Culture is really hard 

to define, and it can mean many different things to different people.  For this 

interview, I’d like you to think of culture as anything to do with lifestyles, 

language, celebrations, customs, leisure activities, traditions, entertainment, 

sports, greetings, ways of thinking of the world, and ways people interact with 

each other. [SHOW THE PRINTOUT OF THE DEFINITION OF 

CULTURE] So, cultural identity is what makes people feel together in a 

group because of their customs, traditions, language, personal interactions, 

greetings, celebrations, leisure activities, lifestyles and ways of thinking of the 

world.   

a. When you think of other people from Kiribati, what makes you feel 

like you’re connected to each other? 

b. Thinking of the actual land, the actual islands of Kiribati, in your 

opinion, how are they important to your life? 

c. In your opinion, how important is the land to the culture and identity 

of Kiribati? 

Topic #2: Anticipated Cultural Bereavement and Rising Sea-levels  

8. Have you heard anyone from your country say anything about changes in the 

environment in Kiribati?   

a.    Who says it?  What are they saying? 

9. For these next questions, I’d like you to imagine a situation.  Imagine that the 

sea-level was so high that it flooded all the land of Kiribati, so no one could 

actually live there because the land is not there anymore.   
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a. If the seas totally flooded Kiribati and you could never return, what 

would that be like for you?   

b. I wonder if you could imagine what would you miss about Kiribati if 

the islands totally disappeared because the oceans flooded and covered 

the land? 

c. If Kiribati was flooded forever and disappeared, what would that do to 

your sense of identity? 

d. If Kiribati was flooded forever and disappeared, what do you think 

would happen to your culture? 

e. If Kiribati was flooded forever and disappeared, how important is it 

for you that your culture and traditions still live on?  

i. What do you think are some ways to keep your country’s 

culture and traditions? 

f. How helpful do you think that religion is in Kiribati for giving people 

hope for a positive future when thinking of rising sea-levels?  

g. If people needed to move, where do you think most people would 

want to move to?   

i. Which countries do you think would be welcoming to the 

stranded citizens of Kiribati? 

10.  Right now, there is a country in the Indian Ocean, called the Maldives.  It’s is 

a very low country, just like Kiribati.  The government of the Maldives says 

that lands might disappear because of the rising sea-levels.   So, the Maldives  

is trying to buy land from India and Sri Lanka so that the population can 

move there forever just in case the islands become completely flooded and 

disappear.  What you think of this idea?   

i.     If this happened to Kiribati, what do you think would 

help you keep your culture and lifestyle if everyone from 

moved to a new lands? 

ii. X  What is it about this plan that you don’t like?  

Concluding Questions        

11. I wonder if you would share this with me: what’s your age? 

12. What do you do here in New Zealand? 

13. And what was your job before when you lived in Kiribati? 
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14. For you, what is difficult about living in New Zealand? 

15. What do you enjoy about living in New Zealand? 

16. That’s the end of my questions, and I’d just like to ask if there’s anything 

you’d like to share with me about our discussion today? 

 

 REMIND THE PARTICIPANT THAT THEY CAN CONTACT THE 

CENTRES LISTED ON THE CONSENT FORMS IF THEY FEEL 

ADVERSE EMOTIONAL AFFECTS FROM THIS INTERVIEW
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Appendix 2: Interview Material - Kiribati President’s Quote #1 

KIRIBATI      

   

 

 

 

      

   

 

Kiribati’s President Mr. Anote Tong said: 

 

“To plan for the day when you no longer have a 

country is indeed painful but I think we do have 

to do that.”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Anote_Tong.jpg
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Appendix 3: Interview Material - Kiribati President’s Quote #2 

KIRIBATI      

      

     

 

 

 

 

Kiribati’s President Mr. Anote Tong stated in 2008: 

 

“When it’s time, I think our people will evacuate 

the island, Kiribati.  They will probably go to 

America or Australia or New Zealand.  Can we 

remain nationals of Kiribati when we are living 

in Australia?  What would be our citizenship?  

Do we still have sovereignty of Kiribati when 

there is no longer the country of Kiribati?  These 

are issues that I think at this point nobody is 

ready yet to address.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Anote_Tong.jpg
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Appendix 4: Interview Material - Kiribati’s Flag 
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Appendix 5: Summary of Interview Participants 

I-Kiribati interview participant information (in chronological order of 

interviewing): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-I-Kiribati interview participant information (in chronological order of 

interviewing): 

 Participant Nationality Reason for Interviewing 

1 Keith British Married to an I-Kiribati.  Lived in Kiribati 

for three years.   

2 Kim New Zealander Married to an I-Kiribati.  Lived in Kiribati 

for eight years.  

3 Liesel 

 

Pacific Islander Pacific migrant currently working in 

government in Pacific relations capacity. 

4 Katrina New Zealander Migrant worker 

5 Margaret New Zealander  Migrant worker  

6 Rosimeire European Migrant worker  

 

 

 Participant Gender Type of Interview 

1 Terri Female Individual 

2 Penina Female Group - family 

3 Teroko Female Group - family 

4 Kaiea Male Group - family 

5 Rokobina Female Group - with husband 

6 Tokanang Male Individual 

7 Raman Female Group – family 

8 Kenikua Male Group – family 

9 Moamoa Female Group – family 

10 Hegnes Female Individual 

11 Kireua Male Individual 

12 Maria Female Individual 

13 Rachel Female Individual 
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Appendix 6: Non-I-Kiribati Interview Guide 

A.  Interview Schedule – Husbands  

 Thank him for his time 

 Ethics approval forms signed 

 Briefly summarize my thesis:  I’m looking at how rising sea-levels might 

threaten the culture of low-lying atoll countries, and am exploring I-Kiribati 

migrants to New Zealand to see what are their ties to the islands and what 

they are doing to keep their culture strong while overseas.  I’m also exploring 

the idea of “anticipated cultural bereavement” – which are sentiments of 

emotional loss due to potential loss of their lands and culture. 

Recommended questions: 

1. In your opinion, what do you think is the Kiribati cultural and livelihood tie to 

the islands? 

2. In your opinion, how would permanent migration from the islands affect the 

I-Kiribati people and in what regards? 

3. As a father to half-Kiribati children, how important is it for you and your wife 

to ensure that your children know about Kiribati and feel connected to the 

culture and community? 

a. (IF IMPORTANT)  What are you doing to ensure that they are 

aware of their heritage? 

4. If the islands become uninhabitable, what are your thoughts on if the Kiribati 

culture can be maintained in New Zealand (or elsewhere)? 

a. HOW can it be maintained? 

5. If the islands become uninhabitable, what do you think is a solution to the 

problem of citizenship and government administration (i.e. – will the migrants 

retain citizenship ?  Would Kiribati maintain administration of its interests?)  

6. As you know, Kiribati has a massive EEZ – do you foresee this being either a 

problem or opportunity if they become stateless or the land uninhabitable? 
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B.  Interview Schedule – Anonymous 

Government Worker 

 Thank them for their time 

 Ethics approval forms signed 

 Briefly summarize my thesis:  I’m looking at how rising sea-levels might 

threaten the culture of low-lying atoll countries, and am interviewing I-

Kiribati migrants to New Zealand to see what are their ties to the islands and 

what they are doing to keep their culture strong while overseas.  I’m also 

exploring the idea of “anticipated cultural bereavement” – which are 

sentiments of emotional loss due to potential loss of their lands and culture. 

Recommended questions: 

1. Can you please describe the programs that are available to new migrants from 

the Pacific? 

2. Do you feel that the new Pacific migrants utilise the programs effectively? 

3. Can you please tell me what you think are the strengths and weaknesses of 

these programs? 

4. In your opinion, how can these programs be improved? 

5. Does your office ever manage cases from Kiribati migrants?   

a. If YES  In your opinion, do you feel that the Kiribati migrants settle 

well into New Zealand life (or at least, well here in Christchurch?) 

i.  What contributes Kiribati migrants success in settling well? 

ii. XX  What accounts for Kiribati migrants not settling well? 

b. If NO   Why do you think that the Kiribati community doesn’t take 

advantage of your services? 

6. What challenges do you think that Pacific migrants generally face when living 

in New Zealand? 

7. In your opinion, what can the New Zealand government do to improve the 

quality of life for Pacific Islanders? 

8. In your opinion, what can regular citizens do to help Pacific migrants settle 

peacefully in New Zealand? 
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Interview Schedule – Marlborough Migrant 

Centre 

 Thank them for their time 

 Ethics approval forms signed 

 Briefly summarize my thesis:  I’m looking at how rising sea-levels might 

threaten the culture of low-lying atoll countries, and am interviewing I-

Kiribati migrants to New Zealand to see what are their ties to the islands and 

what they are doing to keep their culture strong while overseas.  I’m also 

exploring the idea of “anticipated cultural bereavement” – which are 

sentiments of emotional loss due to potential loss of their lands and culture. 

Recommended questions: 

1. Can you please describe what assistance you offer to the Kiribati community 

here in Blenheim?   

a. Is this assistance different from things you offer to other migrants?  If 

so, why? 

2. Do you feel that the Kiribati migrants utilise this centre effectively? 

3. Can you please tell me how effective do you think your assistance is? 

4. In your opinion, how can your service to the Kiribati community be 

improved? 

5. What challenges do you think that Kiribati migrants face when living in New 

Zealand? 

a. Do you think that their challenges are different from other migrants, 

from the Pacific or elsewhere? 

6. In your opinion, what can the New Zealand government do to improve the 

migration process for Pacific Islanders, whether for temporary or permanent 

migration? 

7. In your opinion, what can regular citizens in the community do to help the 

migrants settle peacefully in New Zealand? 
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Appendix 7: Recruitment Flyer 
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