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 “We know there will be waves.  

Not much life needed for those.”  
—  Margaret Atwood, “Oh Children,” Dearly 

  
Abstract: Pacific Island nations, some of the world’s lowest contributors to global carbon 
emissions, are experiencing some of the most severe effects of climate change to date. Intense 
cyclone seasons, rising sea levels, and salination of freshwater supplies are intensifying stress 
on Pacific Islanders. Thousands have already been displaced, and many more are at risk as 
island nations face the threat of becoming uninhabitable. This paper examines the causes of 
climate-induced migration in the South Pacific and evaluates immigration policies in the 
countries Pacific Islanders are fleeing to, namely the United States, Australia, and New 
Zealand. Cases such as Ioane Teitiota v. New Zealand and international agreements like the 
1951 Geneva Convention show a deficit between the complexities of climate migration and the 
protections that exist for migrants. A review of global initiatives reveals how even more 
expansive regional frameworks for ecological migrants fall short. Moreover, this paper posits 
that state-level reticence about expanding legal obligations towards climate migrants has 
been a serious barrier to climate justice, and that, save for a binding international agreement, 
climate migrants are likely to suffer. Ultimately, the states that are most responsible for the 
carbon emissions that have caused the current ecological crisis should take responsibility 
through durable international frameworks for their first and worst-off victims fleeing from the 
Pacific Islands.  

 
INTRODUCTION: A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE  

On November 5th, 2021, the foreign minister 
of the Pacific island nation of Tuvalu addressed 
the twenty-sixth United Nations Climate Change 
Conference. Simon Kofe wore a suit and tie and 
stood in front of the United Nations flag off the 
shore of the island of Fongafale. The water was up 
to his knees. Addressing the conference by video, 
he warned, “We cannot wait for speeches while 
the sea is rising around us all the time” (Reuters 
2021). A week prior, the former president of 
Kiribati, Anote Tong, told Reuters that rising sea 
levels and salination of limited freshwater 
supplies were likely to render his country 

uninhabitable by about mid-century (Packham 
2021). Many of the first and worst impacts of 
climate change have already been felt in the 
Pacific; island nations that have contributed just 
0.03% of cumulative carbon emissions worldwide 
are staring down a confluence of ecological 
stressors and mass population outflows that 
threaten to push them to the brink of collapse 
(DeFreese 2024). Even a cursory glance at the 
abundant literature produced by the UN’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) will pull up, again and again, some 
variation of the same refrain, namely, “many of 
those who have least contributed to climate 
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change to date [are] most vulnerable to its 
impacts” (AR6 2023, 50). This is the exact 
quandary the Pacific Island nations now find 
themselves in. But notably, unlike in other 
regions impacted by climate change, when Pacific 
Islanders are forced from their homes by rising 
sea levels, there may be no possibility of return. 
When, eventually, island nations are submerged 
under the ocean, and their inhabitants flee to 
other countries and claim asylum, they may face 
unwelcoming governments apt to deport them. 
For people whose nations of origin are buried 
under water, the question then becomes: 
deportation to where?   

Speaking at the US-Saudi Investment 
Conference on November 19th, 2025, US President 
Donald Trump vowed to promote his energy 
agenda and undo Biden-era policies to combat 
global warming. He called the scientific consensus 
on human-induced climate change “a little 
conspiracy,” and encouraged investigations into 
US government officials who had promoted 
curtailing the carbon-emitting industry, part of 
what he called the “Green New Scam” (Wolf 
2025). Despite these claims, the impacts of 
climate change are becoming more pronounced, 
and questions about climate-induced 
displacement are becoming more salient. As 
forcible displacement from ecological disasters 
continues, the term ‘climate refugee’ has been 
thrown out as a designation for the new 
generation of environmental migrants. While the 
term gains traction on the fringes of the academic 
literature, the Trump administration has slashed 
refugee admissions into the country to just 7,500 
for 2026, a 94% decline from the 2025 admissions 
cycle set by the Biden administration 
(Kanno-Youngs and Aleaziz 2025). The United 
States, a country that has contributed 24% of all 
historical global CO2 emissions, is unlikely in the 
near future to be sympathetic to any international 
efforts to recognize climate refugees or to expand 

protections for migrants (Ritchie, Rosado, and 
Roser 2023). To put it simply, the United States 
has not been a global leader in the conversation 
on climate migration.   

In any case, the South Pacific will continue to 
struggle as climate change batters the coastlines, 
infrastructures, essential resources, populations, 
and mental health of human settlements across 
hundreds of island towns and cities. The grim 
future for these countries will force, sooner or 
later, difficult determinations about immigration 
status and the protections states are obligated to 
provide non-citizens under international law. 
This paper will (1) analyze the climate conditions 
that force Pacific Islanders to leave their homes; 
(2) review the migration policies of the countries 
Pacific Islanders are most likely to flee to (the 
United States, New Zealand, and Australia); and 
(3) synthesize the literature on refugees and 
climate migrants.  
 
CAUSES OF CLIMATE CHANGE-INDUCED 
MIGRATION IN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Climate change has driven a number of severe 
and irreversible changes in the weather patterns 
and sea level in the Pacific that have severely 
impacted human settlements in the region. The 
Pacific Islands primarily face three threats: 
increased frequency and intensity of severe 
storms, a receding coastline, and salination of 
freshwater supplies. A deadly feedback loop of 
ecological catastrophes has made human life 
more precarious on almost every level. Tropical 
cyclones have become more frequent and intense, 
and by the end of the century, they are predicted 
to further increase in intensity by as much as 12% 
over the South Pacific Ocean Basin 
(Pérez-Alarcón, Fernández-Alvarez, and 
Coll-Hidalgo 2023). 50% of homes in the Solomon 
Islands have been lost to sea-level rise and coastal 
erosion. In Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, and 
Tuvalu, 95% of infrastructure lies within 
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low-elevation coastal zones that are prone to 
flooding and at risk of permanent inundation (UN 
2021). In Tonga in 2018, Tropical Cyclone Gita 
broke records as the worst storm to hit the islands 
since 1982. The resulting cost of damages was the 
equivalent of 36% of the country's GDP (Kingdom 
of Tonga 2018). This level of destruction is typical 
across the Pacific, with Cyclone Val in 1991 
similarly damaging infrastructure equivalent to a 
third of independent Samoa’s GDP (UNEP 2014). 
Even small increases in cyclone intensity can have 
devastating impacts in the South Pacific.   

With each passing year, oceanic surface 
temperatures have risen to record levels, driving 

faster-moving water molecules and lower oceanic 
density, a cause of sea level rise. Glacial and polar 
melting have also contributed, shrinking the 
shorelines of some of the world’s smallest islands. 
Unlike continental cities like New York or Miami, 
where the world’s wealthiest government can put 
up sea walls or reclaim land, the Pacific Islands 
are surrounded on all sides by a rising ocean and 
lack the wherewithal on their own to implement 
large-scale mitigation projects.  

  
 

 
Table 1. Observed and projected sea level rise in the South Pacific Ocean (1990-2050) 

Country  Tide Gauge Name  
Observed Sea Level Rise 

from 1990 to 2020 (inches) 
Projected Sea Level Rise from 

2020 to 2050 (inches)   
Cook Islands  Penrhyn  3.5  7  

Cook Islands  Rarotonga  5.5  7  

Fiji  Suva-B  11.5  7  

Fiji  Lautoka  5  7  

Micronesia  Kapingamarangi  6  7  

Micronesia  Pohnpei  8  8  

Micronesia  Yap-B  7.5  7  

Kiribati  Betio  5  7.5  

Kiribati  Kanton  3.5  7  

Kiribati  Kiritimati  2  7  

Marshall Islands  Kwajalein  4.5  7.5  

Marshall Islands  Majuro  4  7.5  

Nauru  Nauru-B  6.5  7.5  

Palau  Malakal-B  6  7  

Samoa  Apia  12  9  

Tonga  Nuku'alofa  8.5  7  
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Tuvalu  Funafuti  5.5  7.5  

Source: United Nations 2021 
 

Table 1 depicts sea level rise as it has occurred 
since the 1990s, as well as tentative predictions 
for further increases by mid-century. Perhaps the 
most concerning rise has been measured by the 
tidal gauge at Apia, the capital of independent 
Samoa, where roughly 1 foot of sea level rise has 
already battered the coastline, and an additional 9 
inches is expected by 2050. To put this increase in 
perspective, just 1 foot and 6 inches of sea level 
rise would decimate the Mississippi River Delta, 
putting New Orleans at the end of a thin 
causeway with the river running through the 
center. Savannah, too, would head towards 
islandhood as land to its immediate north and 
south simply disappears. The lowlands of coastal 
New Jersey behind the barrier islands would 
similarly evaporate (NOAA ‘Sea Level Rise Viewer’ 
n.d.). These increases will force a larger 
percentage of island populations in the Pacific 
inland, to higher elevations that are less suitable 
for human habitation and agriculture. The results 
are likely to be unprecedented and catastrophic.   

The salination and, therefore, contamination 
of freshwater supplies is likely to be another 
source of stress induced by climate change on the 
Pacific Islands. Storm surge and rising sea levels 

threaten to push saltwater closer to the Pacific’s 
limited groundwater zones, making it undrinkable 
and unusable for agricultural purposes. For 
example, the threat of salination could potentially 
increase risks to freshwater supplies by 200% by 
2030 in Apia, Samoa (UNEP 2014). For some 
islands, salination may constitute an even greater 
threat than sea level rise.   

A large degree of human displacement has, to 
some extent, already occurred or is imminent. 
50,000 Pacific Islanders face the risk of 
displacement yearly due to climate change, and 
hundreds of thousands have already left home in 
search of safety and employment in other 
countries. The economic consequences of 
ecological changes are mounting for island 
nations, with climate change-induced losses 
expected to cost as much as 3.5% of GDP annually 
in the South Pacific by 2050 (World 
Meteorological Organization 2025). Worsening 
economic conditions are likely to fuel more 
emigration out of the region, shrinking the tax 
base and diminishing the revenue of island 
governments that might otherwise be directed 
towards mitigation and adaptation strategies.   

  
Table 2: Emigration from Pacific Island nations  

Country  
Emigrant 

Population  
Resident 

Population  
Emigrant population as a 

percent (%) of total population  

Tonga  53,247  105,139  
33.6  

Samoa  87,949  190,390  
31.6  

Micronesia (Fed. States)  40,642  103,718  
28.2  

Palau  6,855  20,919  
24.7  

Marshall Islands  11,841  52,786  
18.3  

Fiji  189,571  880,487  
17.7  
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Tuvalu  1,816  9,876  
15.5  

Nauru  837  10,830  
7.2  

Kiribati  4,324  108,544  
3.8  

Solomon Islands  1,768  560,685  
0.3  

Papua New Guinea  17,464  7,308,864  
0.2  

 Source: Doan et al. 2023 
 

Table 2 shows the population of Pacific 
Islanders by country living abroad, as well as the 
total population of their respective countries. 
Tonga and independent Samoa top the list, with a 
third of each of their population living abroad. 
Huge rates of expatriation in the Pacific are, in 
part, the result of climate stressors that have 
made life increasingly difficult and continued 
human habitation unsustainable.   

In addition to the physical manifestations of 
climate change that push Pacific Islanders to 
migrate, a growing body of research suggests that 
the mental health of Islanders is also at risk. In a 
study of Tuvaluans, 62% of participants reported 
psychological symptoms of climate-induced 
distress. Out of that number, 87% experienced 
levels of distress that impacted their ability to 
function in daily life (Gibson et al. 2020). 
Close-knit relations with family, subsistence 
lifestyles supported by the land, and community 
through Christianity or other religious beliefs are 
the centers holding together the glue of society in 
Pacific Islands like Tuvalu. As the ecological 
conditions around them break down, Islanders are 
seeing this network of institutions come undone. 
 
IMMIGRATION CONDITIONS IN CLIMATE 
DISPLACEMENT DESTINATIONS (THE UNITED 
STATES, NEW ZEALAND, AND AUSTRALIA) 

The primary countries of destination for 
Pacific Islanders are the United States, Australia, 
and New Zealand (Doan et al. 2023). Each of these 
countries has shown varying degrees of openness 

to Pacific migration. As far as the United States is 
concerned, since the 1980s, citizens of the 
Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall 
Islands, and Palau have been able to enter the 
United States visa-free under an agreement 
known as the Compact of Free Association (CFA). 
In exchange, the United States has enjoyed 
control over these islands’ military relations while 
some 94,000 islanders have migrated to the 
United States. The majority of Pacific islands, 
however, do not have such an arrangement with 
the United States. As a report from the Biden 
Administration in 2021 details, many of the 
mechanisms that the U.S. could use to protect 
climate migrants are limited in scope. The report 
identifies Temporary Protected Status (TPS), for 
example, as one viable pathway to migration. 
However, TPS is time-limited and requires that 
the nation of origin submit a request to the US 
government on their citizens’ behalf (The White 
House 2021). For long-term, slow-moving 
disasters, TPS is unlikely to provide meaningful 
assistance.   

In Australia, conditions are similar. As of 
2023, the government of Prime Minister Anthony 
Albanese has agreed to accept 280 Tuvaluans per 
year into the country as part of an agreement with 
the Tuvaluan government. The agreement was 
explicit in its identification of climate change as a 
leading migration stressor in Tuvalu and that the 
island nation required the support of Australia in 
the face of an existential threat (Dziedzic 2023). 
However, Australia’s immigration policies towards 
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the Pacific have still tended to be conservative 
and have focused on bringing in skilled laborers 
who can contribute productively to Australia’s 
economy (Doan et al. 2023). Australia’s national 
interests have come first, before concerns about 
humanitarian responsibilities abroad. Similarly, 
New Zealand has outwardly expressed sympathy 
with island nations, but in internal documents, it 
has greatly downplayed climate migration. 
Documents released under the country’s Official 
Information Act revealed that the government 
views a mass immigration scenario as being 
unlikely. The government of New Zealand has 
focused on working with island nations to prevent 
migration before it starts without having to build 
any serious immigration pathways domestically 
for Pacific Islanders (New Zealand Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade 2024). Both Australia 
and New Zealand appear reticent about adapting 
their migration policies in any way that might 
prompt backlash domestically.   

The most famous legal case to date on the 
subject of climate migration in the South Pacific 
is Ioane Teitiota v. New Zealand. A Kiribati 
national, Teitiota migrated with his wife to New 
Zealand in 2007. While living in New Zealand 
under a visa, Teitiota and his wife had three 
children, none of whom were entitled to 
citizenship under New Zealand law. After the 
expiration of his visa in 2010, Teitiota and his 
family were threatened with deportation. Teitiota 
contested immigration authorities and brought a 
case invoking provisions under New Zealand’s 
2009 Immigration Act. Ultimately, the case made 
its way to the country’s Supreme Court, which 
decidedly ruled against him, arguing that Teitiota 
did not present enough evidence of a serious 
threat to his wellbeing in Kiribati, and, further, 
that, “[...] there is no evidence that the 
Government of Kiribati is failing to take steps to 
protect its citizens from the effects of 
environmental degradation to the extent that it 

can” (Buchanan 2015, p. 6). The case is one of 
several in New Zealand going back to 2000 in 
which Pacific Islanders have tried and 
resoundingly failed to gain protection against 
deportation due to environmental conditions in 
their country of origin. In her overview of the 
Teitiota case, Kelly Buchanan quotes Teitiota’s 
lawyer admitting that there was an absence of, 
“[...] any New Zealand, Australian, Canadian, 
United Kingdom, United States, or European 
authority which had extended the protection of 
the Refugee Convention to a person adversely 
affected by climate change” (2015, 7). After the 
Supreme Court ruling, Teitiota was deported from 
New Zealand.  

Teitiota was a less-than-ideal case to be the 
debut climate migration debate in New Zealand. 
Teitiota claimed refugee status in New Zealand 
only after the expiration of his visa, as he faced 
deportation. This made his claims suspect to the 
courts as a desperate bid to remain in the country 
rather than an honest claim of asylum. Secondly, 
the efforts of the Kiribati government to combat 
climate change’s impacts worked against Teitiota. 
In international law, a person claiming asylum 
must show that the country of origin is unable or 
unwilling to provide adequate protection to them. 
Because Kiribati is a leading voice on the issue of 
climate displacement and has spearheaded 
initiatives to combat it, the New Zealand 
government assessed that Teitiota was not under 
threat of “serious harm” in the way a refugee is 
(Buchanan 2015). The weakness of Teitiota’s case 
likely inhibited the chance of a sympathetic 
government in New Zealand vis-à-vis climate 
migration. Instead, it established a new precedent 
in common law that other countries like the 
United States could refer to and replicate to deny 
refugee status to those experiencing 
climate-induced displacement.   
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THE LITERATURE ON REFUGEES AND 
CLIMATE MIGRANTS 

INTRODUCTION 
Cases like Teitiota have given rise to the 

popularization of the term ‘climate refugee’ in the 
media and political parlance. However, for the 
purposes of much of the academic literature and 
by the standards of international law, ‘climate 
refugee’ is a misnomer; there is no such thing 
(Nansen Initiative 7; McAdams 39).  The nature of 
climate change simply defies the clear causative 
relationship that the term “refugee” has required 
since its codification in law after World War II 
under the “Convention and Protocol Relating to 
the Status of Refugee” (commonly called the 1951 
Geneva Convention). The Convention covers 
persecution or threats to life based on one of five 
protected categories: “race, religion, nationality, 
[and] membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion” (UNHCR 14). In contrast, 
people displaced by climate change may not be 
directly persecuted, may not be victims of violent 
conflict, and may not be members of any 
distinguishing demographic that might otherwise 
afford them protection under international law. 
As such, their status remains confusing and 
nebulous.1 Likewise, direct Western-led 
approaches to address the ambiguous status of 
climate migrants have often fallen flat. The 
Nansen Initiative, a multi-year international 
project spearheaded by Norway and Switzerland 
in 2012, explicitly assures its audience, made up 
of obligation-weary Western nations, that its work 
“does not aim to expand states’ legal obligations 
under international refugee and human rights 
law” (Nansen Initiative 2015, 7). Instead, much of 
the focus of the Initiative is on mitigating 
migration stressors within at-risk countries– and 
therefore keeping the climate-distressed where 
they are. Meaningful pathways for climate 

1  This and the previous sentence are adapted from “Memo #3: 
Policy Brief on Climate Refugees” for POLS 2341  

migrants to receive protections under 
international law are simply not being created.   

GLOBAL RISK FACTORS FOR CLIMATE 
DISPLACEMENT 

The United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) has produced reports 
since its foundation in 1988 synthesizing 
scientific research on the causes and effects of 
climate change. These reports aim to produce 
conservative and reliable estimates and 
projections about observed and predicted trends 
in ecological changes brought about by climate 
change. The IPCC’s 2023 Synthesis Report 
describes the risks facing the most vulnerable 
communities as “concurrent and cascading,” and 
asserts the risks, “[...] will increase food prices, 
reduce household incomes, and lead to health 
risks of malnutrition and climate-related 
mortality” (99). According to the report, climate 
change is a leading intensifier of existing 
migration crises and a catalyst for future ones.2 

Research on climate displacement largely 
rejects the existence of any singular mechanism 
by which climate change forces people from their 
homes (McAdam 186). In a survey of data on 
refugee flows in 157 countries between 2006 and 
2015, Abel et al. (2019) demonstrated that climate 
change acts as a stressor on existing conditions, 
worsening economic shocks, reducing crop yields, 
and increasing the risk of armed conflict (241, 
245-246). Ecological crisis is rarely the single 
trigger of migration, nor is migration always as 
straightforward as “hotter temperature = more 
displacement.” For example, temperature 
anomalies in Burkina Faso and Kenya may 
produce lower-than-average outmigration, and in 
Nigeria and Senegal, anomalies may have no 
effect on migration at all (Abel et al. 2019). 
Instead, migration emerges from an assortment of 

2  This paragraph is heavily adapted from “Memo #3: Policy 
Brief on Climate Refugees” for POLS 2341  
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pressures: feedback loops of falling agricultural 
productivity, depressed wages, state 
decision-making, and violence.  

Figure 1: Climate feedback loop 

  
Source: Adapted from Abel et al. 2019 

The Northern Triangle of Central America (El 
Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala) provides 
another example of the intersecting causes of 
climate displacement and a foil to more 
straightforward mechanisms we have reviewed in 
the Pacific Islands. Biggs and Galiano-Rios’ PBS 
NewsHour report (2019) documents how 
worsening drought cycles in Central America’s 
“dry corridor” have devastated corn and bean 
harvests, forcing farmers into debt and 
contributing to migration towards Mexico and the 
United States.3 Across Central America, prolonged 
heat, declining rainfall, and crop failures are 
driving people out of the fields and into urban 
centers rife with gang violence, corruption, and 
poverty. According to a 2019 report by the United 
States Government Accountability Office, US 
agencies in the latter years of the Obama 
Administration identified climate change’s 
effects, namely economic instability, crop failure, 
and ecological disasters, as core catalysts for 
steady migration across Latin America and Africa.   
 
 
RAPID-ONSET VS. SLOW-ONSET DISASTERS  

3 This source appears in “Memo #3: Policy Brief on 
Climate Refugees” for POLS 2341 

Rapid-onset disasters like hurricanes, floods, 
and wildfires, which have more immediate effects, 
clearer costs, and consequences that are easier to 
visualize, are distinguished in the literature from 
slow-onset processes like sea-level rise, 
desertification, and median temperature 
increases. Both cause displacement, but 
slow-onset processes are more diffuse and easier 
to obfuscate across time and place. Climate 
migrants staring down slow-onset disasters are 
more likely to encounter barriers in receiving 
protected status when they flee abroad because 
their relationship with the disaster is less certain 
than in rapid-onset events. The lack of a timed 
‘event’ makes it difficult to prove a person is 
migrating involuntarily rather than of their own 
free will. In the United States, Native Alaskan 
communities have been raising alarms as an 
increasingly volatile coastline threatens their 
continued habitation of these coastal areas. They 
have faced trouble receiving help from the U.S. 
government in part because sea level rise takes 
decades to materialize (Burkett et al., 2017). The 
Biden Administration identified this gap as an 
obstacle in addressing climate migration, stating 
that while the international community, “[has] 
demonstrated agility in its emergency response to 
sudden-onset disasters,” the issue becomes that 
“[...] operational coordination in response to 
protection needs arising from slow-onset climate 
impacts is less well established” (The White 
House, 2021, 20). To argue that migrants 
displaced by slow-onset climate disasters are, in 
fact, refugees, requires a satisfactory legal answer 
to the question “why leave now?” So far, that 
answer has not appeared.   
 
LIMITATIONS IN INTERNATIONAL LAW  

The narrow tailoring of the 1951 Geneva 
Convention has led to other international 
agreements to bridge some of the gap between 
refugee law and real conditions. Most of this 
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movement has occurred in the Global South, 
namely through South America’s Cartagena 
Declaration in 1984 and the African Union 
Convention for the Protection and Assistance of 
Internally Displaced Persons in Africa in 2009 
(commonly called the Kampala Convention). 
Some of Cartagena’s ambiguous language has 
opened up interpretations favorable for the 
climate-displaced. One provision of the 
declaration specifies that a refugee is a person 
who has been displaced, among other reasons, by 
“[...] otras circunstancias que hayan perturbado 
gravemente el orden público” (UNHCR 1984,  
16).￼ Climate change does, in fact, disturb public 
order and should seemingly be included under the 
protections provided by the declaration. However, 
legal scholar Jane McAdam, quoting Walter Kälin, 
makes clear that regardless of any protections 
that could be interpreted into Cartagena, it is 
“rather unlikely that the States concerned would 
readily accept such an expansion of the concept 
beyond its conventional meaning of public 
disturbances resulting in violence” (McAdam 
2012, 49). In other words, regardless of what 
societal impacts and interruptions climate change 
entails, until it rises to the level of armed conflict, 
terrorism, or a total breakdown of law and order, 
Cartagena is unlikely to aid those seeking asylum 
from climate disasters in South America.   

The other landmark agreement, the Kampala 
Convention, signed by the member states of the 
African Union in 2009, is even more tepid than 
Cartagena. Like the Nansen Initiative, Kampala 
focuses on internal displacement and establishes 
a framework for African states to manage refugee 
and migrant flows, including those induced by 
conflict related to climate change. The document 
states that African countries party to the 
agreement must “take necessary measures to 
safeguard against environmental degradation in 
areas where internally displaced persons are 
located, either within the jurisdiction of the State 

Parties, or in areas under their effective control” 
(African Union 2009, 19). Kampala’s language 
means that it is even less likely to be a productive 
tool for the climate-displaced than Cartagena. 
Instead, the onus is shifted onto affected 
countries to manage internal migrant flows and 
keep human displacement away from their 
neighbors.  

Western countries have been even slower to 
draw on climate migration. The rise of figures like 
Donald Trump in the United States, Viktor Orbán 
in Hungary, and Georgia Meloni in Italy, as well as 
referendums like Brexit in the United Kingdom, 
push the West further from reform in 
international refugee law. Joanna Apap, writing 
candidly in a briefing for the European 
Parliament, makes clear that “Host countries [of 
the climate-displaced] prefer to seek to solve the 
problem 'at the root' by diminishing pollution and 
minimising climate change” rather than through 
expanding the definition of ‘refugee’ (2021, 2). 
Apap identifies, “[...] the need to secure a special 
status for climate-displaced persons” through 
“[T]he endorsement of a new binding convention 
designed to legally protect and support 
climate-displaced people” (2021, 5). Apap’s report 
has so far not yielded any significant victories for 
the climate-displaced in Europe since its 
publication.   

CONCLUSION 
Pacific Islanders face a number of 

unprecedented challenges to their initial survival. 
More intense storms, sea level rise, and water 
salination have already pushed hundreds of 
thousands from their homes. It is likely that in 
the coming decades, Pacific Island nations will be 
forced to tackle difficult questions about 
migration, contingency governance, and cultural 
heritage. Because of the immigration policies of 
the United States, Australia, and New Zealand, it 
is possible that there will be a serious chasm 
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between migration conditions and the kinds of 
protections large nations are willing to provide 
Pacific Islanders. Changes in international law on 
climate migrants are likely to be gradual and 
piecemeal, taking decades rather than coming 
together in one landmark convention. The results 
could be devastating for the hundreds of 
thousands at risk in the region of succumbing to 
the threats of climate change. Large portions of 
Pacific Islanders are already living abroad, some 
with precarious or uncertain immigration 
statuses. The potential for humanitarian 
catastrophe is growing, and the mechanisms to 
stop it seem brittle and unable to meet the gravity 
of the task.  

Countries like the United States, which have 
contributed significantly to the current carbon 
footprint that has pushed these islands towards 
extinction, should take greater care to adopt 

immigration policies that protect Pacific 
Islanders. If not through formal recognition as 
refugees, the United States and other Western 
nations ought to create pathways for permanent 
protected status for climate migrants, and they 
should create mechanisms to head off deportation 
efforts further down the road. This could include 
an international agreement, the development of 
new case law in international courts, or a decisive 
domestic case that recognizes migrants as 
requiring protection under a national law or 
statute. It could also come in the form of acts or 
resolutions by law-making bodies, or through 
executive orders, public referendums, or changes 
in government agencies’ policies. In any case, 
climate migration will become increasingly 
salient, and will demand increasingly difficult 
decisions to be made. One can only hope that the 
direction the international community takes is a 
humanitarian, cooperative one.   
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