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Adaptation policy and planning in Pacific Small Island Developing States  
 
 
Abstract 
 
This chapter focuses on adaptation policy specifically as it pertains to Pacific Small 

Island Developing States (SIDS) that are often identified as being particularly 

vulnerable to climate change. The chapter explores the role of social and political 

institutions in adaptation policy development and implementation and the kinds of 

conceptualizations, which are used about the SIDS in global climate adaptation 

discourse. Of particular interest is how the unique social and political structures of 

small islands combined with the perceive urgency of climate risks influences the 

adaptation policy and planning discussions. It sets out the underpinnings of 

postcolonialism and explains how such theorizing can increase the depth of 

understandings in regards to climate adaptation policy development and practice 

with a focus on the Pacific SIDS. We share several examples of how adaptation 

policy processes currently fail to include the socio-cultural contexts of Pacific nations 

and suggest key research and policy directions, which could build on a more 

inclusive and holistic view of Pacific SIDS. 

 

Introduction  
 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are often perceived to be at the forefront of 

climate change impacts with high urgency to undertake adaptation actions. SIDS 

consist of 52 nations and territories, mainly islands, classified by the United Nations 

as facing similar geographical, developmental and sustainability issues which can be 

addressed collectively (United Nations, 2005). The United Nations recognizes 38 
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Member States that belong to the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), which is a 

global network of island states established in 1990 to negotiate at the UN, as SIDS 

(as well as Bahrain which is not part of AOSIS). The AOSIS also includes non-

independent territories that are members of regional commissions. Many SIDS 

communities are small and dependent on a narrow range of natural resources, with 

land-based livelihoods often more constrained than those provided by the ocean 

(Mimura et al. 2007; Nurse et al., 2014; Kelman, 2014). Most SIDS have long 

histories of experiencing and responding to social and environmental shocks, with 

differing degrees of success, which offer important lessons that could be applied to 

climate change adaptation (Kelman, 2014; Warrick, 2011; Campbell, 2014; Barnett 

and Waters, 2016).  

 

In this chapter, we focus attention on islands of the Pacific region, which are 

frequently cited by media, scientists, NGOs, international organizations, and civil 

society as one of climate change’s hotspots. The Pacific islands region comprises of 

the independent UN Member States of Fiji, Narau, Palau, Papua New Guinea, 

Samoa, Tonga, Kiribati, Tuvalu, Marshall Islands, Vanuatu, and the Federated 

States of Micronesia, as well as the states and territories that are non-UN Member 

states (the Cook Islands, Niue, American Samoa, French Polynesia, and Tokelau), 

which are represented by the regional commission Pacific Island Forum (PIF) 

(Campbell, 2014; United Nations, 2017).  

 

Despite the general label of Pacific SIDS there are, nevertheless, substantive 

diversity between places in terms of physical environments, political economies, and 

demographic characteristics. The populations range from small island atoll nations 

(Tuvalu and Nauru) of only a few thousand to those of many millions, such as over 

eight million people in Papua New Guinea. The variabilities between the physical 

landscapes are also considerable. The western of the Pacific large “continental” 

islands are located along the boundaries of continental and tectonic plates (western 

Pacific), which possess considerable levels of biodiversity, high elevations, and 

extensive hydrological systems. Oceanic islands, including volcanic high islands 

formed over “hot spots”” in the earth’s crust, are found to the east of plate 
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boundaries. The features of volcanic high islands include poorly developed 

hydrological systems, porous soils, and barrier or fringing reefs (eg Samoa, 

Vanuatu). Atoll islands, constructed on coral reefs that develop on submerged 

volcanic islands, are generally very low-lying (only a few metres above sea level), 

with no surface water and fragile groundwater systems, as well as no soils, and 

limited terrestrial biodiversity (eg Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Tuvalu). There is, 

therefore, considerable variations between islands, which results in a high degree of 

variations in the impacts of climate change across Pacific region (Barnett and 

Campbell, 2010; Kelman, 2014; Nurse et al., 2014; Barnett and Waters, 2016).  

 

The direct and indirect impacts of climate change on island environments are 

numerous and diverse. These include: sea level rise, coastal erosion, increased 

inundation events, salinization of land and freshwater supplies, changes to 

precipitation, changes in air and sea temperature, spread of invasive species 

(terrestrial and marine), ocean acidification, degradation of coral reef systems, and 

increased vector- and water-borne diseases (Nurse et al., 2014). Many of these 

impacts have already been observed in the region and AOSIS in particular is driving 

the need to raise the profile of climate-related Loss and Damage in the UNFCCC 

(Handmer and Nalau, in press). The degree to which sea level rise, for instance, is or 

will effect atoll islands depends on the physical location of islands, as well as the 

differential impacts of ocean temperature increases, exposure of islands relative to 

ocean swell, and tropical storm waves, and acidity on sediment sources (McLean 

and Kench, 2015).   

 

Furthermore, the negative effects of climatic hazards (including sea level rise, storm 

surges, tropical cyclones) are intensified by ongoing environmental changes linked to 

growing population pressures and human modifications of coastal lands in most 

island contexts, particularly in urbanized atolls (such as Funafuti, Tuvalu, and 

Tarawa, Kiribati) (Kelman, 2014; Connell, 2015). The effects of climate change on 

Pacific SIDS therefore cannot be simply disaggregated from environmental, social 

and political challenges facing the region, including rapid population growth, 
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increasing rural-urban migration, low-lying topography, and vulnerability for extreme 

events (Hay et al., 2013; Kuruppu and Willie, 2015).  

 

The chapter is organized as follows: next, we review postcolonial thinking, which 

offers a critical lens by which to consider issues of power and knowledge in regards 

to development and climate change adaptation interventions in the Pacific SIDS 

context. The following section examines the main trends in adaptation policy in the 

Pacific SIDS, and also reviews several examples of what the emerging literature 

around documenting adaptation policy development processes has so far found. We 

conclude the chapter with some reflections over where to next on climate adaptation 

policy research and its relevance to SIDS.  

 
Social theory in the SIDS context: postcolonialism and the representations of 

the Pacific  

 

Social theories are critical frameworks that can be utilized to examine the 

involvement and empowerment of individuals and communities in SIDS for the 

purposes of more successful equitable and effective climate adaptation policies and 

practices. However, as Connell (2007) and Jolly (2008) note, majority of social 

theory is derived from scholars based in North America and Europe, with the Global 

South (Developing States) primarily a source of data for Northern theorists rather 

than as sites of social reflection and knowing. Oftentimes such theorizing is not only 

underpinned by deep imperial histories but also serves to re-articulate global 

inequities (Said, 1978; Jolly, 2008). Here we deliberately draw on theorizing that 

derives from outside the metropoles and considers postcolonial perspectives (Said, 

1978; Spivak, 1987; Bhabha, 1994; Young, 2001; Ashcroft et al., 1998; Smith, 2012). 

In this chapter, we discuss key postcolonial scholarship, and use these ideas to 

demonstrate the persistence of binary representations (Global North/South, 

West/East, Centre/Periphery) within mainstream development and climate change 

adaptation discourse about Pacific SIDS.  
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At its broadest postcolonial scholarship “deals with the effects of colonization on 

cultures and societies” (Ashcroft et al., 1998, p. 186) and analyses the effects in the 

past and present, within colony and metropolis, and for both colonized and colonizer 

peoples. Critically, attention is also given to the connections between past and 

present, as Young (2001, p. 4) observes the “postcolonial does not privilege the 

colonial. It is concerned with colonial history only to the extent that the history has 

determined the configurations and power structures of the present”. This includes the 

spatiality of power, the production and use of knowledge, and their effects on 

shaping globalization, development, and climate change policies and practices.  

 

Postcolonial theory (PCT) provides a critical lens by which to critically reflect on 

issues of power, knowledge and practice (Ashcroft et al., 1998; Young, 2001; 

Johnson, 2008). PCT is increasingly applied in the context of theorizing about 

climate change adaptation for indigenous peoples’ in settler societies such as New 

Zealand, Australia, Canada and the USA (Cameron, 2012; Veland et al., 2013; 

Parsons and Nalau, 2016), but less frequently in the context of SIDS (exceptions 

include Farbotko, 2010, Lazrus, 2012, Baldwin, 2012; Emiliani, 2017). The majority 

of SIDS worldwide are former colonies of Western nations (Britain, France, 

Germany, Spain, USA, New Zealand, and Australia), characterized as resource 

extraction colonies (focused on extraction of resources and/or labour as opposed to 

large-scale white settlement and the use of unfree non-white labour forces).   

 

The histories of colonization in the SIDS are complex and diverse, and rather than 

being there one postcolonial perspective there are multiple (Young, 1995; Emiliani, 

2017). Some SIDS remain territories of developed nations, including French 

Polynesia and New Caledonia (France), American Samoa and Guam (USA), and 

Tokelau (New Zealand) (Denoon et al. 2000; Bayliss-Smith et al., 2006; Rudiak-

Gould, 2013; Armitage and Bashford, 2014). These colonial and neo-colonial 

legacies include the political geographies of Pacific SIDS in the present day 

(including the boundaries of present day nation-states, the formal governance 

arrangements and the economies), as well as the socio-cultural dimensions (such as 

patterns of urbanization, language and traditional knowledge loss and change, and 
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migration patterns). PCT is of use to discussions of SIDS because of its focus on the 

ubiquitous legacies of colonialism (Coombes et al., 2013) and how it continues to 

shape the relationships between nations and territories, including the provision of 

funding for climate adaptation projects (Barnett and Campbell, 2010; Prance, 2016).  

 

 

Said’s seminal work Orientalism (Said, 1978) examined how Europeans assumed 

essential differences between ‘East’ and ‘West’, or the Orient (the Middle East) and 

the Occident (Western Europe), through the production of a particular body of 

knowledge. This Western knowledge, which included works of art, fiction, science, 

and policy of the Occident, was created by and served to reproduce European 

denigration of colonial others. Knowledge/power were thus inherently linked, with 

colonial and imperial rule, by making imperial expansion and exploration seemingly 

natural and justifiable. The representations produced, Said argued, said more about 

the “West” than they do about the reality of the “East”, as contemporary depictions of 

SIDs similarly do. In European imaginations the islands of the Pacific were small 

isolated islands in a vast ocean. Marked through a visual and lexical of social, 

cultural, and economic discontinuity created by the Pacific Ocean, Pacific island 

populations were presented as being both closer to Nature (in contrast to Western 

societies which were seen to be closer to Culture) but also threatened by Nature (by 

environmental shocks and lack of natural resources) (Hau’ofa 1994; Campbell, 2009; 

Chevalier, 2016).  

 

In the early twentieth century, colonial doctors and governments’ officials, for 

instance, mapped out their Pacific colonies as sites of vulnerability (to introduced 

diseases, population decline) which required external (colonial) intervention and 

assistance (Cameron-Smith, 2010). In the 1920s Australian medical officials 

declared that Pacific peoples’ were doomed to ill-health and population decline due 

to their “inelasticity of mentality which curses the whole of the native races” 

(Cameron-Smith, 2010). This “inelasticity” (an incapacity of adjust, the continuation 

of traditional ways of life, a refusal to completely embrace the colonial order of 

things) were used to explain all disasters (malnutrition from loss of food security, 
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high mortality rates from introduced diseases, damage caused by tropical cyclones).  

Such racialized and colonial narratives of Pacific islands are maintained and vehicled 

in representations of Pacific islands in economic development and more recently in 

climate change discourses.  

 

 

 

 Representations of Pacific SIDS in the climate change context  
 

Emergent adaptation scholarship also demonstrates how climate change is being 

discursively constituted and materially actioned through narratives of crisis and 

urgency underpinned by colonial imaginings of indigenous and formerly colonized 

peoples that could serve to reinforce existing inequalities and rearticulate patterns of 

vulnerability (McNamara and Gibson, 2009; Farbotko, 2010; Farbotko and Lazrus, 

2011; Howitt et al., 2011; Veland et al., 2013; Parsons, 2015). Farbotko and Lazrus 

(2012), for instance, explore climate refugee discourses in regard to the Pacific SIDS 

of Tuvalu and demonstrate how this global narrative serves to emphasize foreign 

(western) voices at the expense of local views, priorities and strengthens. Within this 

discourse Pacific SIDS communities are positioned as highly vulnerable populations, 

as the victims of climate change, and as evidence of the climate change crisis. This 

narrative of the islands as vulnerable spaces is by no means a recent phenomenon, 

as Campbell (2009) notes, but rather the re-articulation of earlier Western 

geographical understandings of the Pacific (Campbell, 2009), which persist into 

contemporary “doomsday” narratives about the region.  

 

The emergence of such narratives through interlinked channels (development 

agencies, research institutions, NGOs, consultancies and journalism) involves 

climate change experts, advocates and denialists all making wide-ranging claims 

about vulnerable places and peoples (Barnett, 2005; Farbotko, 2010; Baldwin, 

2012). Just as colonial officials imagined the islands of the Pacific as “spaces outside 

continental and mainland modernity” (Farbotko 2010, p. 52) so too do contemporary 

narratives of Pacific SIDS, particularly emphasizing the concept of “climate 
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refugees”, in a way that resembles Said’s identification of Western knowledge about 

the East as “ideologically constitute of an unequal relationship” between the ‘West’ 

and the ‘East’. De Loughrey (2013) notes the emergence of climate change nostalgia 

films that situated Pacific SIDS as remote, endangered, pre-modern spaces, with 

images of people fishing and children playing on the beaches contrasted with images 

of destruction (inundation events, tropical cyclones, coastal erosion). Islands, once 

again, are imagined through Western discourses as separated spaces 

(dichotomously opposed to continents), which provide analogues for global 

environmental changes without discussion of active engagement with modernity 

(Pacific islands as innocent victims) (Farbotko, 2010, p. 52; De Loughrey, 2013). 

 

Media representations of Pacific SIDs, both local and international, conform to these 

dominant global climate change narratives about “sinking islands” and “climate 

refugees”. In 2014 the New Scientist published a piece entitled “Jobless young 

people desert sinking Pacific islands”, which linked young people migrating from 

island nations, including Samoa, Granada and Antigua to worsening environmental 

conditions (alongside lack of economic opportunities) (New Scientist, 2014). The 

narrative of “sinking islands” dominates Pacific media coverage and is applied 

almost universally (even to high volcanic islands which face minimal risk from sea 

level rise). A 2013 newspaper article from Samoa, for instance declared: “our very 

existence is threatened by climate change … the Samoa group of islands is not the 

only ones sinking. Even Tonga is sinking; Fiji is going under and all the island in the 

world for that matter ...” (Lesa, 2013). In 2017 the President of Vanuatu similarly 

employed this narrative of submerging states in a statement calling for international 

action: 

“It is simply not acceptable, purely in moral terms, for the world to allow the 

small island developing states to sink slowly beneath the waves because of the 

selfish determination of industrialised nations to protect their own economies. 

… Time is fast running out and I beg you all to act with us as a unified Small 

Island States (SIDS) voice." (Vanuatu Daily Post, March 21, 2017). 
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Kurrupu and Liverman (2011, p. 66) demonstrate in the context of Kiribati that 

information available to local people (through the media, government and NGOs) 

focused on “sea level rise submerging the islands”, which gave “distorted messages 

about [the meaning of climate change] and so dispel[ed] confidence in its links to 

observed changes in climate”. Thus, on one level the use of such representations of 

sinking islands can be viewed as Pacific peoples simply taking on board the 

information provided by media, NGOs and government. Yet if we take into account 

what PCT says about the ways in which colonial categorisation and discourse 

operates we see a more complicated and nuanced situation at work in Pacific SIDs.  

 

The choice by Pacific island peoples to employ representations of islands as weak, 

isolated, and vulnerable entities can be read as serving to rearticulate colonial 

representations and reinforce existing power inequalities.  Yet on the other hand 

other it is can be seen as evidence of subaltern peoples’ resistance and hybridisation 

of Western knowledge and power arrangements (Bhabha, 1994; Spivak 1987). Here 

the PCT concept of strategic essentialism (Spivak 1987; Amoamo, 2011) is 

particularly relevant. Strategic essentialism refers to the consciously repetition of 

conventional colonial/neo-colonial stereotypical representations of indigenous 

peoples by indigenous peoples themselves (as the exotic “Other”, as being closer to 

nature, as being highly vulnerable) as a way that can be advantageous to indigenous 

groups’ employment, economic development, political power, and overall self-

empowerment. The involvement of Pacific SIDS in climate change mitigation and 

adaptation negotiations highlights how groups tactically employ stereotypical 

representations as islands and island populations strategically Pacific politicians and 

others tactical use of the “sinking island” label to advocate for international action to 

address the drivers of climate change and for more funding to assist SIDS respond 

to the impacts of climate change demonstrates that island peoples are active 

participants rather than passive victims in international climate change 

governance/policy-making.  
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At the same time, some SIDS groups are demanding more nuanced and less 

environmentally deterministic representations of their images/island futures/island 

populations that emphasize resilience and cultural continuity. SIDS are actively 

employing symbols and narratives of SIDS cultures that are counter to stereotypical 

images of fragile, weak and sinking island peoples and taking adaptation actions 

(often at a local level) that emphasis strength rather than weakness. For example, 

the AOSIS is globally a strong leader in climate change advocacy and the recent 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (Convention of Parties 

23) held in Bonn, Germany, 2017, was chaired by Fiji and used many concepts from 

the Pacific region such as ‘talanoa’ (a collaborative approach to harmony) and vaka 

(canoe that symbols our joint journey in the ocean). These concepts were used 

during COP23 as a way to focus attention to indigenous Pacific approaches and the 

resilience of their communities and governments as active actors.  

 

Adaptation responses and migration  

Climate change impacts such as sea-level rise and inundation are almost certain 

(IPCC, 2014) but what these impacts mean for different populations is far less 

certain. The people of Pacific SIDS, particularly Tuvalu and Kiribati, are routinely 

used as examples of the immediate evidence of climate change-induced 

displacement (as climate refugees) (Farbotko and Lazrus, 2012: 382). Yet, 

McNamara and Gibson (2009) interviewed Pacific representatives at the UN and 

found majority rejected identity of ‘climate refugee’ being attached to their 

homelands. Similarly, Farbotko and Lazrus (2012) found that Tuvaluans rejected the 

reductionism of “climate refugee” label as denying them agency and equality. 

Studies show that most people of Tuvalu are aware of climate change, but want to 

remain living in there (Mortreux and Barnett, 2009). People who had already 

migrated or planned to do so in the future cited socio-economic and educational 

opportunities rather than environmental conditions as the driving reason for migration 

(push and pull factors). For Tuvaluans, Mortreux and Barnett (2009) report, migration 

is rarely about individual opportunity, but involves collective negotiations with 

transnational networks and way to meet family obligations and desires. Similarly, in 
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Samoa migration is seen to be part of everyday life and is designed to secure and 

increase livelihood opportunities for those migrating and those remaining in Samoa, 

which includes how Samoan aiga (family) manage and respond to climate-related 

risks. With remittances from Samoans living outside Samoa a key part of how local 

businesses and families manage climate risks and respond to extreme weather 

events (Parsons et al., 2017).  

 

 

Such works challenges the representation of Pacific SIDS as small land areas 

isolated by large stretches of water, and instead draws on the seminal Tongan 

scholar Hau’ofa who positioned the Pacific Ocean as a bridge connecting island 

communities together (a “sea of islands” as opposed to “small islands” in a vast 

ocean) (Hau’ofa, 1994). Emphasis is placed on the long history of migration (Pacific 

peoples as “world travelers”) within the Oceania region, and the continual 

connections between Pacific islands and nations in the Pacific Rim (particularly 

Australia, New Zealand, and the United States). This framing of Pacific SIDS as 

neither ‘tiny nor deficient in resources’ (Hau’ofa, 1994, p. 156) provides a subaltern 

viewpoint for thinking about climate adaptation on islands both in the Pacific and 

more broadly. Thus, migration can be seen as part of wider history of mobility in the 

region (Hau’ofa, 1994; Mortreux and Barnett, 2009; Barnett and Waters, 2016); at 

the same time as the impacts of climate change worsen, the prospect of climate 

change-induced migration is a source of increased concern for Pacific peoples and 

many nations are developing and enacting policies that seek to address internal and 

external migration. Such discussions have the potential to cause emotional distress 

especially given that it is often unclear when particular impacts lead to adaptation 

limits (Nalau and Leal Filho, 2017). 

  

In the last three decades or so, there has been a plethora of vulnerability and 

adaptation studies undertaken in Pacific SIDs and a wealth of policy and planning 

recommendations. However, the implementation of policy remains problematic. 

McLean and Kench (2015) argue that the ongoing growth of urban islands through 

the erection of shore line protections, reclamation projects, and buildings and 
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infrastructure needs to be critically examined, not only from the perspective of 

increasing vulnerability but also in terms of sustainability. For instance, for several 

decades private coastal developments throughout the Pacific islands have been 

largely uncontrolled, despite warnings about the vulnerabilities of such developments 

(Xue, 2001; Barnett, 2005; Ford, 2012; McLean and Kench, 2015; Owen et al., 

2016).  

 
A range of adaptation policy initiatives and strategies are taking place in the SIDS. Robinson 

(2015) identifies and reviews national-level adaptation actions in sixteen SIDS across the 
Pacific, Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South Sea China Sea regions. The most common types 

of adaptation actions being undertaken were assessments of vulnerability (28 per cent), 

followed by education (24 per cent), and implementation (21 per cent) focused on-the-

ground adaptation and mainstreaming strategies. Based on these results, Robinson 

suggests that future adaptation strategies for SIDS need to concentrate on: 

improving adaptation framing in order to address specific vulnerabilities; identify 

robust adaptation actions that can be implemented now (whilst avoiding 

maladaptation); and conceptualise adaptation as a ‘multi-stage, iterative process’ to 

ensure adaptation actions are ongoing and reduce vulnerabilities, enhance resilience 

and achieve sustainable development goals. Robinson (2015) argues that there 

remains persistent ‘deficiencies in how adaptation is framed in SIDS’ with the 

majority of adaptation actions made without specific mention of vulnerability and 

vulnerable populations.  

 

 

Adaptation policy development: examples and insights   

 

SIDS in general have been at the forefront in adaptation policy and planning in 

particular under the UNFCCC processes and as part of AOSIS. Prance (2015) 

observes that scholars and policy-makers often emphasize the need to “mainstream” 

adaptation into sustainable development initiatives in SIDS, yet the realities of how 

this actually translates into on-the-ground practices remains an under-explored area 

of study (Dumaru, 2010; Nunn et al., 2014). Prance’s work (2015) examines the 

relationship between mainstreaming climate change adaptation policy and 



Draft Manuscript_Accepted_January 2018 

13 

implementation through an anthropological study of the United Nation’s Development 

Programme’s National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA) and the World Bank’s 

Kiribati Adaptation Program (KAP).  

 

Prance demonstrates that neither programs, despite containing public consultations 

and participant components, took into sufficient account the role of social values play 

in policymaking (and that it is not just local peoples who have particular social 

values/cultures but also policymakers and institutions). In regard to the World Bank’s 

KAP, Prance (2015) highlights how developmentalist assumptions were built into the 

national consultations process, which inhibited the creation of a more nuanced 

understanding of the different worldviews, with I-Kiribati ontology based on 

interconnections between people and environment in which nature is linked to 

people’s social identity and not simply a resource to be used or an external force to 

be mastered. 

 

She demonstrates that both programs were underpinned by the assumption that 

development is a linear process wherein long term planning serves to ensure 

specific ‘imagined futures … become a reality’ (Prance, 2015, p. 125). Yet this 

conceptualization of time does not align well with I-Kiribati understandings of time. I-

Kiribati worldview, Prance observes, ‘provides for imagining the future but not 

planning for it’ (Prance, 2015, p. 125). I-Kiribati people frequently emphasis short to 

medium term planning horizons, rather than longer term, considering it a 

fundamental part of the I-Kiribati way of life encapsulated in the phrase ‘N na katia’, 

which roughly translates as ‘the importance of living for today’ (Kaiteie and Hogan 

2008: 13).  

 

Donner and Webber (2014) argue that this short-term timeframe is typical for I-

Kiribati household decision-making and needs to be taken into account when 

designing and implementing adaptation activities. Ideas and practices such as the 

reciprocal practice of bubuti, which refers to a request from a family member or close 

friend for help that one cannot refuse, means that I-Kiribati can ‘live confidently in the 
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present moment without worrying about the future because they know that help will 

be available if required’ (Prance, 2015, p 120).  

 

Prance also demonstrates that the public consultations held throughout Kiribati as 

part of the KAP (Hogan 2008: 4; World Bank 2011: 25; Government of Kiribati 2007: 

19) did not contribute towards each party (World Bank officials and I-Kiribati people) 

developing an appreciation for different groups’ values, knowledge systems and their 

worldviews. Furthermore, World Bank officials’ requests for I-Kiribati people to share 

traditional knowledge (TK) (as part of national consultations) created distrust and 

tension amongst some I-Kiribati because such knowledge is considered to be secret 

family property that should not be freely shared. Despite consultations, planning 

processes and policies serve to reinforce Western ontologies and scientific 

knowledge to the exclusion of I-Kiribati understandings of the world and specific 

locally-situated knowledges. Prance’s case study (2015) highlights that a conscious 

and more sustained effort to appreciate different worldviews, what can be termed 

ontological approaches to climate change adaptation, is necessary for the design 

and implementation of adaptation policy and practices in SIDS.  

 

Understandings of climate change and, by extension adaptation options, vary 

between communities and individuals. Multiple knowledge systems co-exist and 

shape how people understand and take actions in regards to climate change. 

Christianity is a strong feature of many Pacific SIDS, with traditional and Christian 

beliefs influencing risk perceptions (Kuruppu, 2009). In Tuvalu, for instance, 

Farbotko (2005) note that some Tuvaluans are not concerned about sea level rise 

inundating their island because of their Christian beliefs. Their interpretation of the 

Bible, most notably the passage where God tells Noah that there will never be 

another flood, is viewed as proof that sea level rise will not “flood” Tuvalu. Rather 

than evidence of Tuvaluan fatalism such perspectives highlight that flooding as a 

consequence of climate change is ‘outside their mental map, culture and knowledge 

systems’ (Kelman, 2014, p. 122).  
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This has clear links with the broader literature on risk perceptions. People, Wolf and 

Moser (2011) note, are not ‘blank slates’ who receive information about risks and 

simply accept them at face value. Rather, such information is always interpreted 

through people’s existing worldviews or value systems (their beliefs about how things 

work, how humans should interact with each other and with nature, what constitutes 

an equitable and good society, what roles individuals and governments should play 

in society). Accordingly, these worldviews (Wolf and Moser, 2011, p. 552) shape 

people’s understanding, interpretation and response to information about climate 

change and other risks. 

 

In terms of adaptation policy the critical insight afforded from consideration of 

perceptions and worldviews is that each adaptation activity is built on a set of social 

values that shape what is considered to be worth the effort of adaptation (Dumaru, 

2010; Leonard et al. 2013). These values are related to a greater or lesser extent 

depending on the individual, (their lineage, gender, age, knowledge, and connection 

within community), on their worldview. In this way worldview serves to supply 

standards that shape individuals’ perceptions, choices and decisions. For the 

purposes of climate change adaptation, these social values guide what the purpose 

of adaptation is (adaptation goals) for people, for instance, maintaining the status 

quo of a particular ecosystem or enhancing the quality of life and well-being for 

community members. 

 

In the context of the Pacific SIDS common broad scale and linear assessments do 

not explain the multiple and complex ways that people as individuals and members 

of communities perceive, understand and respond to climate risks and change 

(Barnett and Waters, 2016). On the island of Mota Lava in north Vanuatu, Warrick 

(2011) demonstrates, local people perceive that their vulnerability to climate 

variability and extremes is increasing due to socio-cultural changes and the loss of 

TK practices (Warrick, 2011). Community members report that many traditional 

vulnerability reduction tools used historically to cope with uncertain environmental 

conditions are being lost due to reduced social incentives for their continuation 
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(Campbell, 2015; Warrick, 2011). In the aftermath of Cyclone Funa in 2008 most 

households did not return to their gardens as soon as possible to harvest damaged 

crops (such as taro and manioc) and begin replanting activities (as was TK practice). 

Instead people ate remaining rice supplies and waited for relief shipments (Warrick, 

2011). The consequence was crops rotted, replanting was delayed, and many 

households suffered severe food shortages in the months that followed. Many local 

people, Warrick records, only began to return to their gardens when they realized 

that further relief would not be forthcoming and they faced ongoing food shortages, 

thereby extending the period of food insecurity (Warrick, 2011, pp. 269-274).  

 

 

The Cyclone Funa example highlights the ways in which some Pacific communities 

have become dependent on external resource flows (such as foreign and domestic 

aid, imported foodstuffs, and remittances) and in times of climate stress are relying 

on these external resources instead of TK strategies (such as food preservation, 

cultivation and harvesting practices) (Campbell, 2006; Campbell, 2015). Yet at the 

same time Pacific peoples’ TK was marginalized by colonial and later international 

development institutions in favor of Western scientific knowledge and hazard 

management strategies. Following Cyclone Funa, Mota Lava community members 

highlighted the importance of preserving and adapting traditional vulnerability 

reduction tools as a way to improve social resilience. Efforts to harness, maintain, 

and strengthen the capacities of local people to manage the combined ‘threats’ of TK 

loss and socio-economic change are positioned as central to adaptation to climate 

change in the Mota Lava context (Campbell, 2006; Warrick, 2011; Pacific Institute of 

Public Policy 2012; Campbell 2015). Accordingly, while Pacific SIDS are facing 

increasing risks from climate change, these climate risks interact with existing 

vulnerabilities (such as degraded ecosystems, population growth, limited social and 

health services, and loss of TK) to produce major challenges for adaptation and 

sustainable development policy.   

 

 

Conclusion  
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In this chapter, we highlight SIDS are often discussed and represented by scholars 

as spaces of inherent vulnerability, as a litmus test for the impacts of climate change. 

Such narratives of sinking islands and climate refugees, however, are problematic 

when they serve to reinforce existing power inequalities and rearticulate 

colonial/neocolonial discourses. Such ideas of islands as laboratories, we 

demonstrate through a focus on Pacific SIDS, in many ways repackage earlier 

narratives of islands (and island populations) as isolated, weak, and in a state of 

perpetual crisis. Yet, both researchers and activists need to question the power 

relations embedded in such representations (Farbotko and Lazrus, 2012), as well as 

the material effects on the formation of climate adaptation assessments, policy and 

strategies.  

 

 

Recognition of the role of power can also help in beginning to unravel the actual 

adaptation process and increase attention paid to the ways different actors have 

ability to influence what adaptation looks like (Eriksen et al., 2015). More 

documentation of the actual adaptation policy development processes would be 

useful in this context to understand the decision-points where and by whom a 

particular adaptation decision gets made, based on what information and 

worldviews, and how causal linkages are represented in that process. While 

increased scholarly attention is being given to the contextual (socio-cultural, 

economic, historic) processes that shape existing SIDS populations’ vulnerabilities 

and risk perceptions, and adaptation priorities, such research highlights the need for 

further interrogation of power, knowledge and subjectivities with particular attention 

to the role of gender in individuals and communities’ everyday experiences of climate 

risks and future adaptation needs (Farbotko and McNamara, 2017; Prance, 2015; 

Parsons et al. 2018). 
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