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Abstract

I examined how Pacific Islander communities are experiencing and responding to climate

change, and the future of the region as a whole. For this paper, I conducted research on climate

change, Pacific Islander communities, and predictions, alongside the cultural, social, economic,

and political responses. Pacific Islander communities are experiencing the negative effects of

climate change, and their responses—while adaptive—are often constrained due to their

geography (Barnett, & Campbell, 2010). The future is full of negative effects, but the extent of

the damages remains a subject of debate, with both pessimistic and optimistic perspectives. In

conclusion, climate change has negative impacts on Pacific Islander communities, and this

continued trend and its outcomes will persist and be determined by our actions today (Campbell,

2010). These vulnerable populations are at risk due to climate change, which makes it even more

important to address the impacts in order to assist them.

Keywords: PIC's, Pacific Islander communities, Pacific Islander countries, climate

change, political effects, environmental effects, predictions
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Climate Change and its Effects on Pacific Islander Communities: Are Climate Changes

and its Effects a Danger to Pacific Islander Communities?

Since the year 2000, climate change has been a highly debated and researched subject,

and even today, many scholars hold different views on the future and current effects of climate

change (Campbell, 2010). Specifically, in the context of the island communities of the Pacific

Ocean, the effects that they incur are seen as warning signs for the rest of the world. This is

widely due to their geography, as many Pacific Islander countries and communities (PIC’s) are

low-lying, volatile islands in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Given the location of PIC’s, they

are more dramatically affected by changing tides, weather, and other negative effects of climate

change (Barnett, & Campbell, 2010). Research previously conducted regarding the region and

the effects of climate change is very broad and covers anything from the cultural, societal, and

political effects to the more scientific predictions regarding weather changes, rising sea levels,

and climates (Currenti, et al., 2019). That being said, most current research tends to hold

optimistic or pessimistic convictions about the futures of these vulnerable island communities,

with some research being outright contradictory. Researchers that are “optimistic” are not

typically denying climate change, rather they downplay its severity, while researchers that are

“pessimistic” tend to overplay its effects. I aim to research and explore the potential negative

effects of climate change for the region, as well as to address the debates between scholars and

politicians concerning the future of these island nations.

Current Environmental Effects

While the future of climate change may be uncertain, the current environmental effects it

has had are clear. Climate change is making extreme weather events more frequent and intense,

including heat waves, droughts, floods, storms, and wildfires. These events are causing damage
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to property and infrastructure, and are costing governments and businesses millions of dollars

each year (NASA, n.d. -a). Sea levels are rising due to the melting of glaciers and ice sheets, and

the expansion of seawater as it warms. This is already causing flooding and erosion in coastal

areas, and is displacing millions of people around the world (NOAA, n.d., -a). Climate change is

causing plant and animal life to migrate to new areas in search of more suitable habitats

(Hubbart, 2023). This is disrupting ecosystems and food chains, and is putting some species at

risk of extinction (Georgakakos, 2014). Climate change also has a direct impact on human

health, through increased exposure to extreme heat, air pollution, and vector-borne diseases

(Craggs, 2023). Climate change is having, and has had, large negative impacts across the world.

The destruction and pain brought from more severe weather events, disease, and sea level rise

have affected millions. The reason why this is important is because the effects felt from these

impacts is largely what has pushed the vast majority of the scientific community to recognize

climate change and identify it as a threat.

While these effects of climate change affect all communities across the globe in a

moderate manner, at least for now, these effects are more intense in Pacific Islander

communities. This is due to many reasons; as previously mentioned, PIC’s are isolated, volatile

islands. However, there are many other reasons for their vulnerability and usability as warning

signs for the future. Many PIC’s have developing economies with limited resources making it

difficult for them to adapt to the impacts of climate change, such as building seawalls and

infrastructure (Hezel, 2012). On the topic of infrastructure, PIC’s often lack proper, efficient, or

adaptable roads, bridges, and water systems, which increases the vulnerability to extreme

weather events and makes recovery harder (Austrade, 2023). Pacific Islander communities rely

heavily on natural resources for their livelihoods, such as fisheries, tourism, and agriculture.
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Climate change has the potential to, and has, damaged these resources, making it more difficult

for Pacific Islanders to make a living (Bafana, 2022). Many Pacific Islands are low-lying,

meaning that they are only a few feet above sea level and atoll-shaped, meaning they are

ring-like, enclosing a lagoon in the center and typically very thin (Atoll, n.d.). This makes them

very vulnerable to sea level rise and storms (Parsons, 2022). As an example, Tuvalu, a Pacific

Island nation, is at risk of disappearing entirely due to sea level rise (Craymer, 2022). All of

these effects are specific to island communities but apply mostly to PIC’s. This is important

because PIC’s are often seen as warnings for the rest of the world. Since PIC’s feel the effects of

climate change more intensely and earlier (due to their geography), they represent what the rest

of the higher-lying, richer, and larger countries will also experience if the world continues to get

warmer and if no action is taken. In other words; the PIC's are important to monitor because if

they “go under” so to speak, then “we” are next. This reconciliation has ultimately led to changes

in the political actions of the world.

Current Political Effects

In addition to its negative environmental effects, climate change has also resulted in

massive changes in the political landscape of the Pacific region and the world. Across the world,

climate change is becoming a prominent issue in the internal politics of many countries. For

example, climate change is a major issue in the upcoming elections in the United States, United

Kingdom, and the political parties in these (and many other countries) have platforms that

incorporate climate change action (or the lack thereof) (Poushter, 2022). Many countries have

also supplied PIC’s with foreign aid. Australia, for instance, supplies PIC's with much needed

foreign aid; however, critics claim it is insufficient or just for political appearance as opposed to

moral obligation (Hawksley, 2009). Climate change has led to the emergence of many activist
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organizations and political movements. These movements aim to raise awareness of climate

change, demand action from governments, and promote sustainable development (Barnett &

Campbell, 2010). For example, the Fridays for Future movement and the Extinction Rebellion

movement are examples of new political movements that are working to address climate change

outside of the Pacific region (Buzogány, 2022). Many political impacts around the world can be

traced back to climate change. This is important because the political commotion drummed up

from the threat of climate change has brought about debates as to whether climate change is

natural or even real in spite of the physical/environmental effects that it has had on the world. As

for the Pacific region however, there is no question about the validity of climate change.

In the Pacific region, climate change has led to increased cooperation amongst the Pacific

Islander nations, as PIC’s have come together to advocate for international action against climate

change, and to share resources and adaptation strategies. For instance, the Pacific Islands Forum

developed quite a few regional climate change policies and initiatives with the aim of

“immediate, significant, and coordinated practical action to address climate change and disaster

risk management” (PIF, n.d.). Climate change has led to Pacific Islander states taking initiative

on the world stage, in global and regional agreements, and in legal battles. This is because the

PIC views the fight against climate change as a global one, which is a concept I will revisit later.

There are many examples of PIC's taking initiative, such as PIC's directly influencing decisions

made in the Paris Agreement and its enforcement and pressuring other states to provide foreign

aid (Mead, 2021). PIC's have also seen political organizations take form in pursuit of climate

change activism. An example of a Pacific Islander ethnic activist group is the Pacific Climate

Warriors. They are a network of people from across the Pacific region who work to raise

awareness of climate change and to demand action from local/foreign governments and the
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international community (Fair, 2020). Activist groups like this organize protests, marches, and

other events to raise awareness of climate change and to demand action. They also serve to lobby

governments to take action on climate change and to support PIC's in adapting to the impacts of

climate change (Afaese, n.d.). The reason why understanding the political effects of climate

change in the Pacific region is important is because it paints a picture of a cooperative, almost

desperate, group of countries and communities working together to fight what is directly hurting

them. We see in other countries’ political platforms’ apathetic or even dismissive attitudes

towards climate change largely due to the problem not affecting them or not seeming like a

priority issue. This is a dangerous mindset to have and is reminiscent of “The Lorax” (Seuss,

1971) whereas the people don’t act until it's too late. There is often a united front in PIC's that is

difficult to replicate in northern, larger, and richer countries that do not feel such a sense of

urgency about climate change..

Current Cultural and Societal Effects of Climate Change

Climate change has had many social and cultural effects in the world as well as in the

Pacific region. Around the world, climate change has worsened general conditions, especially in

poorer, unstable regions, and has helped exacerbate existing social and political tensions, leading

to conflict and instability. For example, competition for scarce resources such as water and land

can increase tensions between different groups of people (Ryan, 2019). Climate change has also

displaced people from their homes, which can lead to increased social unrest from migration

issues, which have always been a cause of conflict (McAllister, 2023). Globally, climate change

has also led to political activism and has greatly affected pop culture and the media, especially in

richer, larger countries (Bulfin, 2017). The social and cultural effects of climate change in the

world have been mostly negative in poorer, more unstable regions, or compacted to pop
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culture/activist movements in richer, larger countries. This contrasts the emphasis that the Pacific

Islander communities place on climate change and their need for collective action. Climate

change is a pressing issue for the Pacific Islander communities, yet PIC's often feel like it is not

given the attention it deserves.

The social and cultural impacts of climate change on the Pacific region have been

significant, exacerbating economic issues and leading to voluntary or forced migration within

island countries. Pacific Islanders see climate change as a moral obligation for richer countries to

reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and some PIC's even have antagonistic attitudes towards more

carbon-emitting countries (Weir, 2017). Many PIC's are faced with the fear of losing their land,

cultures, and autonomy. Many Pacific Islanders become disgruntled or discontent while more

powerful countries accept losses and make what appear to be mediocre pledges to cut emissions.

PIC's see climate change as a global, communal battle. When nations disagree or appear to be

apathetic, this can also lead to PIC's becoming politically aggressive, but not in a military sense

(Kirsch, 2020). From the PIC's point of view, the powers of the world made bad environmental

decisions, which caused climate change, and have now accepted losses and decided that the strife

the PIC's have and will bear is a worthy sacrifice to make their lives easier (Barnett, 2017).

Whether or not this is true is not what I'll get into; however, this is indeed a shared point of view

amongst many PIC's and is the main reason why speeches from PIC representatives can get very

heated at times (Perkiss, 2018). On another note, the religious groups of the Pacific Islander

region have been affected by climate change as well, with researchers noting a “spiritualization

of climate change” and compared the interesting phenomenon to “manifestations of the biblical

story of Noah and the Flood” (Fair, 2018). This shows just how far-reaching the extent of climate

change is and how much it has affected the culture of the Pacific region in comparison to the rest
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of the world. Researchers have also observed that Pacific Islanders are resilient and determined,

and that they tend to be more self-sufficient. This self-sufficiency is useful for adapting to

climate change; however it can also be damaging when climate change threatens self-sufficient

means of food production such as agriculture and fisheries (Currenti, et al., 2019). Climate

change’s effects on the culture and societies of PIC's are far reaching and reflect a very affected

region. This information regarding the cultural and societal effects is not just important for

understanding political contexts, but for understanding the PIC's current condition. As

established, PIC's represent warnings and a glimpse into the future for the rest of the world in the

context of climate change. Understanding their socio-cultural responses helps us to learn about

our own socio-cultural landscape whilst helping us to litigate the non-physical effects of climate

change now, and in the future.

Climate Change Predictions

The future of climate change is that of a continued downward trend assuming we keep at

our current rate of greenhouse gas emissions. Global average temperatures are expected to

increase by 1.5 to 4 degrees Celsius by the end of the 21st century. This global warming will lead

to an increase in extreme weather events, such as heatwaves, droughts, floods, and wildfires

(NASA, n.d., -a). These extreme weather events will affect PIC's severely as PIC's are

particularly vulnerable to cyclones, floods, and storms which can lead to flooding, infrastructure

damage, and losses of life. (Austrade, 2023) Sea levels are projected to rise by 0.26 to 0.82

meters (0.9 to 2.7 feet) by 2100, threatening low lying coastal communities and infrastructure

(ETABL, n.d.). Sea level rise is especially dangerous for the Pacific Islands, as it leads to

saltwater intrusion that can contaminate rare freshwater sources, erosion of coastlines, and
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damage to infrastructure. In some low-lying atoll-shaped islands, there is a risk of disappearing

altogether (Craymer, 2022).

Changes in precipitation patterns will lead to some regions experiencing increased

rainfall and flooding, while others will become drier. This will have significant impacts on

agriculture, water resources, and ecosystems (C2ES, n.d.). Many PIC's may receive increased or

decreased rainfall depending on their geography. Pacific Islands that receive less rain may have

agricultural problems, droughts, and increased vulnerability to wildfires. PIC's that receive more

rainfall may have an uptake in waterborne diseases, flooding, and of course more intense weather

events (Mcleod, 2019). Loss of biodiversity due to climate change will cause species to migrate,

and many species are likely to go extinct. “Recent research indicates one-third of all plant and

animal species could be extinct by 2070” (FAU, 2022). In the Pacific Islands climate change and

the loss of biodiversity will lead to agriculture shortages, fisheries becoming smaller or

disappearing entirely, and a reliance on foreign products. All of this will make life in the Pacific

much more difficult, and expensive (Campbell, 2010). Fisheries are also under attack from ocean

acidification, which occurs as the ocean absorbs more carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, it

becomes more acidic. This is harmful to marine life, particularly shellfish and corals. Many

coastal regions around the world rely on fisheries as sources of food and economic prosperity,

and the Pacific region is of course not an exception as many economies rely on the leasing of

rights to fish in certain areas (NOAA, n.d. -b).

Predictions for the future of climate change are alarming, threatening to the world, and

are generally more severe for the Pacific region. The Pacific region is at the forefront of the

negative effects for the future of climate change and appear to be in serious danger. This reflects
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how serious the fight against climate change is and what the future consequences of greenhouse

gasses will do to not just the Pacific Region but the rest of the world.

Addressing Controversies

To date, in the scientific community, the overall consensus regarding climate change is

that climate change is real, human-caused, and a serious threat to the planet (NASA, n.d. -b).

Nevertheless, there is still debate about the extent of the effects of climate change in the future

and the possible solutions. When it comes to the extent of damages, statistics are often

exaggerated, from statistical errors, biases, and differing operational definitions. There seems to

be no consensus on the exact predictions of death tolls, economic costs, and biodiversity loss.

Most of this confusion comes from differing organizations operationalizing their conceptual

definitions. For example, one group may label “climate victims” as anyone even slightly or

remotely affected by climate change, while another group may label “climate victims” to be only

individuals who are directly affected by changing weather patterns (Klein, 2009). These may

seem small, but it makes the difference between thousands or tens of millions of deaths. Climate

activists are very prone to being biased and are not the best statisticians, and this fact often

bleeds through climate change research reports (Maraun, 2017). For example, in 2014 WHO

released a report concerning the death tolls of vulnerable peoples due to climate change up until

2050 (WHO, 2014). It made big claims regarding millions of casualties and death unlike never

before. Almost ten years later and we haven't felt the fullness of these alleged impacts, but why?

It was found that they had exaggerated the changes in climate, what defines a vulnerable

population, and did not account for the human nature of adaptation and technological

improvements (Goklany, n.d.). While scholars and activists may overplay the effects of climate

change, politicians often downplay or ignore the effects of climate change altogether. For
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instance, President Trump was often known for his downplaying of climate change and his

apathetic behavior to make positive changes, which is still a sentiment felt in the USA today

(Jotzo, 2018). In the context of PIC's, the overplaying of climate change can lead to fears and

feelings of hopelessness while downplaying can lead to PIC's feeling neglected and can lead to

restlessness. The bias of climate change research on both sides of the spectrum and the pushing

of agendas is a negative to the world and especially the Pacific region, who only seek to maintain

their continued existence via the fight against climate change.

Potential Solutions

There are no actual “solutions” to climate change, just mitigation and adaptation

strategies. To mitigate the effects of climate change is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions

thereby hampering the effects of climate change in the future (NASA, n.d. -c). To adapt is to

develop solutions to help people and ecosystems cope with the impacts of climate change that

are already happening (Georgieva, 2022). There are many ways to mitigate and adapt to climate

change. For example, carbon capture is a technology being developed to capture carbon dioxide

emissions from sources like power plants and industrial facilities and store them underground.

The goal is to prevent CO2 from entering the atmosphere and contributing to climate change but

requires energy and the secure storage of the captured carbon (National Grid, 2023). A few other

strategies are reducing emissions, investing in clean energy sources, building sea walls, and

building better flood drainage systems, etc (Fawzy, 2020).

PIC's are doing what they can to adapt but are limited by their geography, resources, and

economics and can only push larger and more greenhouse gas emitting countries to reduce their

emissions (Barnett, & Campbell, 2010). In the end, mitigating and adapting to climate changes

are what the global community has to do. Depending on how the global community exercises
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adaptation strategies and mitigates greenhouse gas emissions will shape the landscape of the

world and the Pacific Islander communities in the future.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the impacts of climate change on PIC's are significant, and the far future is

uncertain, with debates on the extent of damages and varying perspectives. These vulnerable

populations are at risk from suffering the effects of climate change, underscoring the need to

address the impacts urgently. PIC's serve as early warnings of climate change, experiencing its

effects intensely. Their united front politically, contrasts with apathetic attitudes in the larger,

richer nations of the world. The cooperative efforts of Pacific Islander countries represent a

collective sentiment of urgency that should be reflected by collective action in the global

community. The social and cultural impacts highlight the serious nature of climate change for

Pacific Islander communities, contrasting with responses in larger, richer, countries.

Understanding these effects is important for both political contexts and gaining insights into the

current conditions of PIC's. Looking ahead, predictions make alarming threats, especially for the

Pacific region. Overemphasizing or downplaying climate change’s effects can create feelings of

fear or neglect in PIC's. Recognizing biases in climate change research is essential for a global

understanding of the severity of the fight against climate change. The vulnerability of the Pacific

region serves as an important reminder of the consequences of apathy for the entire world.

Unless the correct strategies are applied now to mitigate and adapt to climate change, along with

coordinated and honest research. Pacific Islander communities will be adversely affected by

climate change, and those effects incurred will echo throughout the rest of the world.
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