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Introduction

Speaking on September 25 2008 during the 63rd session of the United Nations General 
Assembly, Anote Tong, President of the Republic of Kiribati, pointed out that climate 
change and rising sea levels constituted an existential hazard to his country, consisting as 
it chiefly did of low-lying coral atolls. Local measures designed to cope with the effects 
of climate change, President Tong stressed, would continue to be embraced and pro-
moted wherever this was possible. Nevertheless, he regarded such measures as merely 
short-to-medium term solutions, since he had reached the conclusion that relocating 
the entire population was ultimately the only response. For that reason, he was recom-
mending that a controlled process of work migration be initiated well in advance; only 
so could unplanned migration or flight by the inhabitants of his country be prevented 
in 50 or 60 years time.1 

There can be no doubt that Pacific atoll states like Kiribati are especially exposed to 
the effects of climate change. The Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) sets out the best scientific estimates currently avail-
able of likely risks posed by global warming to the islands of the Pacific Ocean (see 
Mimura et al. 2007). The report lists sea-level rise together with increased flooding, 
erosion and damage to infrastructure in the coastal zone; higher temperatures in sur-
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face waters, growing acidification of the sea, a bleaching or reduction of corals; a general 
increase in extreme weather events (like cyclones, storms, inundations and drought). 
There would be a drop in agricultural production and in fish stocks, impairment of 
water resources and, not least, a spike in vector- and water-borne diseases. Latest fore-
casts give every reason to fear that such grave inroads into the environmental and living 
conditions of low-lying islands in particular will have the long-range effect of rendering 
them uninhabitable for the majority of their inhabitants. Notwithstanding, voices are 
increasingly being heard which argue that resettlement should not be the only option 
canvassed; there can be no substitute, they say, for systematically investigating the entire 
gamut of adaptive strategies with regard to climate change. 

The effects that climate change is predicted to unleash on Oceania and its peoples 
are of a spatial, ecological, social, political and economic nature. They should also be 
seen in the context of global connections, relations and inequalities. So my discussion 
of several of these possible transformations to Oceania takes its bearing from the com-
plex terrain of research into spatiality and global entwinements – thematic fields to 
whose systematic clarification Brigitta Hauser-Schäublin’s studies have made funda-
mental contributions (see Hauser-Schäublin and Braukämper 2002; Hauser-Schäublin 
and Dickhardt 2003).

In this essay, I shall ask how Epeli Hau‘ofa’s widely received model of a new Ocea-
nia stands up under the altered parameters of global warming and its predicted conse-
quences for islands in the Pacific. Two opposed aspects are of importance here. In my 
view, Hau‘ofa’s critique of the diminishment and devaluation of the Pacific island world 
is as relevant as ever. Nor, however, should we be blind to the fact that smallness, in 
the context of debating likely strategies for coping with the regional effects of climate 
change, is one of the most important resources at the Pacific Islanders’ disposal. In light 
of these considerations, I will offer a critical appraisal of the “environmental refugee” 
concept; then, in a final step, I will focus on the problem of privileging environmen-
tally-induced migration or flight as the dominant form of adaptation to the anticipated 
consequences of climate change in the Pacific. 

From “Our Sea of Islands” to Smallness as a Resource 

Scenarios of forced migration, resettlement and diaspora as the inevitable outcome of 
climate change and rising sea levels have meanwhile gained entry into official as well as 
everyday discourses and practices of Pacific Islanders. The possibility of displacement 
and relocation is now an integral part of the future perspectives of a significant portion 
of the regional population. But what do these changed realities mean for the influential 
conceptualisation of a new Oceania put forward by Epeli Hau‘ofa (1993a, 1993b, 1998) 
at the end of the twentieth century? Hau‘ofa was himself critical of the hegemonic con-
struction, advanced by westerners and indigenous elites alike, of the Pacific as a zone of 
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fragmentation, isolation, resource paucity and dependency. The one-sidedness implicit 
in the perspective of “islands in a far sea”, that is to say, scattered dots of terra firma in 
a huge ocean, represented, in his view, a systematic denigration and belittlement of the 
region, one that did no justice to the historical practice of entwinement and enlarge-
ment of Oceania effected by the Pacific Islanders. Hau‘ofa opposed this with his own 
relational construct. He made the ocean an integral part of his counter-narrative, insist-
ing that Oceania’s peoples in the course of their long history of exploration and trade, of 
multiple ties, contacts and articulations – including the transnational migration flows 
of recent times – had moved to expand their oceanic world, and that they were still 
doing so. Thus he was able to stand up a new perspective, one with a positive twist, 
where the focus was not on scattered islands in a vast ocean but on Oceania as a rela-
tional structure, not on “islands in a far sea” but on “a sea of islands”, not on restriction 
and smallness but on grandeur and enlargement (see especially Hau‘ofa 1993a:7–8). 

Academic debate of Epeli Hau‘ofa’s vision of a new Oceania includes three, often 
intersecting dimensions: acclaim, criticism and persistence. One need only look at 
the jubilee volume marking the 25th anniversary of the University of the South Pacific 
(see Waddell, Naidu and Hau‘ofa 1993), in which the key text “Our Sea of Islands” 
(together with replies by his academic colleagues at Laucala Campus) first appeared, 

Meeting at the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture, University of the South Pacific, Suva, Fiji 
(from left to right: Epeli Hau‘ofa, Wolfgang Kempf, Brigitta Hauser-Schäublin, Ropate Qalo).
 Photo: Elfriede Hermann, 2005.
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to see the admixture of recognition and critical rejection that greeted Hau‘ofa’s work. 
Hau‘ofa’s model attracted recognition because his attempts to meld poetics, imagina-
tion, optimism and utopia were seen in a positive light as heralding a positive sense of 
identification with Oceania. On the other side, this alternative vision of an enlarged 
Oceania was criticised by many commentators as being based on romanticising and 
idealising ideas, and as such could not be squared with the basic facts of dependency, 
exploitation, proletarianisation and marginalisation – the lot of many Pacific Islanders 
living in a context of global currents and power relationships at home and abroad (see 
e.g. Chandra 1993; Griffin 1993; Naidu 1993). 

Another objection was that Hau‘ofa’s version of a regional identity constituted by 
the ocean was evidently oriented, in no small degree, to maritime realities in Polynesia 
and Micronesia (see Griffin 1993:59). It was pointed out, from many quarters, that in 
the self-perceptions of a large portion of the Pacific peoples the sea played not nearly as 
central a role as this identity model envisaged, an objection that was later taken up by 
Houston Wood (2003), who argued that “[…] Hauofa’s insistence on the urgent need 
for a regional identity remains persuasive. It seems likely, though, that the sea can form 
but a part, and not the whole, of a vision that will bring the region closer together” 
(Wood 2003:349). The gist of much of the critical reception accorded Hau‘ofa’s vision 
of a new Oceania was that it was just that, a vision – no doubt very important for the 
region as a whole, yet, when measured against real-world exigencies, not implementable 
on the ground. 

The growing interest in Hau‘ofa’s model, its popularity in academic discourse and 
its continuing ability to engage the critics, is nonetheless remarkable. Thus, ever since 
“Our Sea of Islands” was reprinted in 1994 in the pages of The Contemporary Pacific, 
there have probably not been many years when this international journal has not carried 
a detailed discussion of Hau‘ofa’s concept of an enlarged Oceania or at least mentioned 
it in passing. Inspection of the current annual volume 21 (no.1, 2009) reveals no fewer 
than three contributions that refer more or less comprehensively to Hau‘ofa’s work (see 
Lilomaiava-Doktor 2009; Higgins 2009; Hanlon 2009).2 An important reason for this 
continuity can certainly be found in the fact that Hau‘ofa’s perspective corresponded to 
a general paradigm switch in the social and cultural sciences, in which movement, travel, 
migration, transnationalism and diaspora came to be seen as the constituting forces of 
place, culture and identity (see Clifford 1997:276–277). Dynamic conceptualisation of 
people identifying with specific places and/or territories frees up the analytic field of 
inquiry, allowing it to discern, not least, all those contacts, currents, relationships and 
embeddings that go well beyond the merely local. Hau‘ofa also succeeded in encap-
sulating in memorable images, deploying a poetics all his own, “the end of insularity” 
(Nero 1997) and the transition to a relational way of conceiving Oceania. 

Yet in the extremely numerous treatments of the last few years only rarely do we 
find an attempt being made to align Hau‘ofa’s concept of an enlarged Oceania with 
the new challenges that climate change means for the societies and nation states of the 
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region, including their cultural legacies.3 This is all the more striking for the fact that, 
since the beginning of the 1990s, political representatives from several Pacific island 
states have been publicly drawing attention, and in a rhetoric growing ever sharper and 
more radical, to the dramatic consequences of climate change and rising sea levels for 
the people, islands and nations of Oceania.4 Thus, it is high time to take a closer look 
at the issues of Oceania, identity and climate change. One particularly promising line 
of inquiry is to focus on the metaphors of smallness characterising discourse about the 
effects of climate change on the Pacific Basin; for nowhere have small islands, small land 
masses, small-island states and microstates been talked of with such frequency, or with 
such a degree of self-evidency, than in this part of the world (see Barnett and Adger 
2003; Dupont and Pearman 2006; Mimura et. al. 2007 inter al.). Moreover, smallness 
exists not simply as an attribution made from without; it exists also as a key element in 
the self-representations of Pacific Islanders. The tension between the view from without 
and the view from within calls for close study. 

In an article on the disparity between western models of development and indig-
enous lifeways on the Pacific islands, Jon Barnett (2002) notes that precisely this call 
for measures to address climate change requires some basic rethinking. Citing Hau‘ofa’s 
alternative blueprint of an enlarged Oceanian world, Barnett urges that the specific 
skills, experiences and know-how of Pacific Islanders be recognised and co-opted, 
more than they have so far been, in projects developing the ability of local people to 
cope with climate change (cf. Sydee 2004). Heather Lazrus (2009) has argued along 
similar lines, citing her empirical work in Tuvalu in support of her own plea that the 
decision-making and coordination process in respect of both vulnerability to and adap-
tion to climate change should not neglect local epistemologies and institutions (Lazrus 
2009:245,247). 

Another arena in which Oceania’s belittlement is perpetuated involves the global 
media and the image propagated therein of how climate change will affect the region. 
Here the Pacific islands (or the Pacific island states) are usually assigned the role of con-
fronting on a small scale what the world as a whole is soon going to confronting. Hence, 
Tebua Tarawa and Abanuea in Kiribati were described as having been among the first 
(uninhabited) islands to sink below the sea as a result of climate change; the people 
of the Carteret Islands (a remote chain of atolls in Papua New Guinea’s Bougainville 
Province) as well as the resettled community of Lateu, a village on the island of Tegua 
(in Vanuatu) were arbitrarily portrayed as the (presumptive) first climate refugees of 
the twenty-first century; while the Pacific states of Tuvalu and Kiribati were tipped to 
become, by mid-century, the first nations in human history to vanish entirely from the 
map as a result of rising sea levels. The vignettes of climate change that are arranged and 
dramatized by the media obey a simple logic: harbingers, warning signs or tropes of cli-
mate change are taken as reflections – in microcosm, as it were – of the whole world.5 

So, as I see it, it is both necessary and highly useful – on the one tack – to take 
on board Hau‘ofa’s critique of the belittlement and devaluation of Pacific islands, if 
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only because it will hone our eye for reductionist constructions. On the other tack, 
I would caution that smallness need not always carry negative implications. Precisely 
in view of the fact that many islands are at acute risk from climate change and rising 
sea levels, smallness should be seen, I think, as constituting one of the most important 
argumentative resources in the political discourse of those contemporary Pacific societ-
ies that find themselves facing the prospect of forced migration and resettlement. That 
smallness need not only mean dependency and inferiority, but can also mean strength 
and the power to resist, was noted, as it happens, by some contributors to the original 
debate over Hau‘ofa’s “Our Sea of Islands” (see Ratuva 1993:96–97; Thaman 1993:41–
42). Vilsoni Hereniko (2001) has, for his part, also argued in much the same way. He 
suggested that Pacific Islanders explicitly embrace smallness as a key dimension of their 
regional geography, history, culture and society; also, that they should deploy it stra-
tegically to develop the forms of protection and resistance that Oceania, as a region, 
would need in an age of globalisation and climate change (Hereniko 2001:167–168). 

Often we find that indigenous concepts of smallness in Oceania stem from creative 
appropriations and reworkings of hegemonic western discourses. Thus, for instance, 
the resettled Banabans on Rabi Island in Fiji, who were driven from their home island 
of Banaba (now part of Kiribati) when much of its terrain was rendered uninhabitable 
by phosphate mining, have integrated the aspect of smallness into their politics of iden-
tity and made it part and parcel of their culture of resistance (see Kempf 2004:170). 
They attribute their agency to their ability to involve outsiders, especially visitors from 
the former colonial powers, in a relational terrain intended to invoke the morally unac-
ceptable condition of inferiority and unfulfilled reciprocity, even as it evokes empathy, 
concern and commitment on their part (see Hermann 2004, n. d.). 

Just how important smallness can be as an argumentative resource in public dis-
course is also reflected in statements made by Pacific leaders, political and religious 
alike, highlighting the grave risks to their countries caused by global warming and rising 
sea levels, risks that are growing by the day. Saufatu Sopoaga, a former prime minister of 
the island state of Tuvalu, said for example:

[…] All I can say: please, help try and attend to this global phenomenon and contain it. 
Because we can do it. I mean, if the politicians of those industrialised countries have a will 
to help the minority populations of the globe, then let us do it! For the sake of us, small 
people – but also beautiful people.6

Representatives of the Pacific island states have, for many years now, wielded the politi-
cal tool of asking the leading industrial countries, as the primary agents of the global 
green-house effect, to step up to the plate and shoulder their moral responsibilities. 
For – so the argument goes – despite the fact that the Pacific island states, due to their 
limited resources and economic structures, could never, not even by a long shot, gener-
ate enough green-house gases to harm the climate – and certainly not on the scale of the 
major industrial countries – it is those same island states who will be bearing the brunt 
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of climate change, to the point where their very existence is imperilled (cf. Sydee 2004). 
In this environment of economic, social and political inequality, smallness for these dis-
advantaged island societies is a useful argumentative resource in the fight to secure great 
equity of burden-sharing. The existence of international organisations like the Alliance 
of Small Island States (AOSIS) and the Small Island Developing States (SIDS), which 
a considerable number of Pacific island states have joined, would seem to suggest that 
the discourse of smallness is being wielded to gain political weight. 

Given that the overwhelming majority of Pacific Islanders are Christians, there can 
perhaps be heard, in these appeals by the “weak” to the humanity and decency of “the 
great”, a distant echo of the Christian injunction to help the poor and downtrodden of 
the earth. Indeed, it is precisely the networks of Christian churches in the Pacific region 
and beyond that are playing an important role in highlighting how climate change will 
impact negatively on those living in the respective island states, and also in demanding 
a show of solidarity. At the heart of the lobby work done by the Christian churches is 
the ever-more-urgent issue of displacement and resettlement, especially in the case of 
those Pacific island states that will be most strongly exposed to climate change in the 
not-too-distant future.7 

A Sea of Environmental Refugees?

[…] there is a growing possibility that at least some of Tuvalu’s population will 
become environmental refugees […] (Connell 2004:271)

The atoll states of Tuvalu, Kiribati and the Marshall Islands, not to mention Tokelau 
and parts of Papua New Guinea, are threatened by the effects of climate change in a way 
that confronts many of those living in these Pacific regions with the vague prospect of 
displacement, resettlement and diaspora existence. Rising sea levels, in particular, might 
mean for a great deal of Pacific Islanders living in high-risk areas that they will one day 
be forced to exchange their homes for an uncertain future. Frequently we find that the 
issue of forced migration – the ultimate form of adjustment to climate-linked envi-
ronmental changes – is linked in public discourse to talk of “environmental refugees” 
(or, more recently, of “climate refugees”). Although such talk may, on first inspection, 
seem unobjectionable enough, a little thought reveals it to be neither free of ambiguity 
nor uncontroversial.8 When, for instance, the ecologist Norman Myers (2002; see also 
Myers and Kent 1995) estimated that the global inroads of climate change would, over 
the long haul, turn some 200 million people into environmental refugees, thus posing 
grave security risks for the civil order of many nation states, it was no surprise to find 
such forecasts being taken with a grain of salt due to their speculative character and 
apocalyptic undertones. Critics like Richard Black (2001) and Stephen Castles (2002) 
objected, above all else, to the idea that a changing environment, however important, 
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could be the sole cause of a global increase in forced migration. Environmental factors 
were, they assured us, always closely interwoven with political, social and economic 
factors. Both authors concluded that the concept of an “environmental refugee” was 
altogether too murky to be able to do analytic justice to the complexity of such reci-
procities. Stephen Castles added that the concept was politically questionable as well, 
since it did not feature in the legal provisions of existing international agreements 
(especially the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951), meaning that no recognition of 
refugee status could be expected: “Nobody gets asylum just because of environmental 
degradation” (Castles 2002:8). 

Debates between “alarmists” and “skeptics”, as Olivia Dun and Francois Gemenne 
(2008:10) once aptly dubbed the two contending camps, have meanwhile posted sig-
nificant benchmarks for development of a moderate, praxis-oriented approach, primar-
ily addressing problems in the conceptualisation and the international recognition of 
environmental refugees (see Bogardi and Warner 2009; Renaud et. al. 2007; Oliver-
Smith 2009). All definitional blurring of the lines aside, a consensus exists between 
advocates of this approach that the number of environmental migrants or environmen-
tal refugees (now put at some 24–30 million people world-wide) is significantly higher 
than the number of officially recognised political refugees (some 8.4 million people) 
(see Renaud et. al. 2007:16–17). For this reason, it would seem a matter of urgent 
necessity to accord those displaced by environmental change the same legal status as 
that accorded political refugees. For parity to be achieved – so it is argued – either 
existing international agreements (such as the Geneva refugee convention) will need 
to be amended or new ones will need to be stood up. Either of these legal remedies will 
require intense prior study as to how environmental factors impact on human migra-
tion movements. Once this is known, the next step will be to precisely define, in terms 
of specific categories, those who have been forced to migrate, or flee, as a result of envi-
ronmental change. If we agree to provisionally divide them into three categories – envi-
ronmentally motivated migrants, environmentally forced migrants, and environmental 
refugees – this will serve to put in place an institutionalised practice and politics of 
evaluation, planning and co-ordination of environmentally caused migration processes 
on the national as well as the international level – with the stated goal of avoiding, as far 
as possible, either uncontrolled migration or mass flight (Renaud et. al. 2007:29–32). A 
way to achieve this goal was suggested by the current president of Kiribati, Anote Tong: 
his people should be helped by educational programmes to acquire, well in advance, 
the professional qualifications they will need in the event of having to quit their island 
homes – otherwise the I-Kiribati would suffer the fate of being destitute in somebody 
else’s country. With the right skills, they could lead comfortable lives in the diaspora. 

If the categorisation seems problematic, it isn’t only because it is not at all clear who 
counts as an “environmental refugee”. Critics have also taken umbrage at the dominant 
view that the predicted effects of climate change would turn islanders across vast areas 
of the Pacific (including entire atoll states) into environmental or climate refugees. 
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A general discourse that presents environmentally caused migration as a primary instru-
ment of adaption constitutes, these critics say, an unnecessary narrowing of perspective. 
Other possible adaptive strategies have, they allege, been neither considered nor sys-
tematically researched. Taking such a narrow view is not justified because – firstly – the 
way the links between climate change and migration in Oceania are currently being 
portrayed owes more to alarmist journalism, cliché-ridden doomsday scenarios and 
speculative future projections than it does to scientifically backed findings. Second, to 
focus one-sidedly on migration as the core adaptive strategy will, we are told, undercut 
efforts to devise, develop and fund alternative strategies, including those that would 
deal with in situ ecological, social and economic challenges by focusing, first and fore-
most, on containment, resilience, protection and sustainability (see Barnett and Adger 
2003; Connell 2003; Farbotko 2005; Gemenne and Shen 2009; Mortreux and Barnett 
2009). 

Hence, recent studies of climate change and migration in Oceania strive to give a 
more differentiated picture, showing Pacific Islanders as rather more than victims and 
displaced persons (see Farbotko 2005). Studies of Tuvaluans living in New Zealand 
indicate that although environmental factors can significantly influence the decision to 
migrate, no causal correlation can be demonstrated between climate change and migra-
tion patterns (Gemenne and Shen 2009:15,27). In Tuvalu itself, other than what popu-
lar simplifications suggest, the bulk of those living on Funafuti, the largest atoll, have 

View of Tarawa, the urban main atoll of the Pacific state of Kiribati. 
 Photo: Wolfgang Kempf, 2005.
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no intention at all of emigrating (see Gemenne and Shen 2009; Mortreux and Barnett 
2009). This rejectionist stance can be put down to the deep bonds many Tuvaluans 
feel for their land, culture, society and way of life. Colette Mortreux and Jon Barnett 
(2009:111) argue, therefore, that the right Tuvaluans have to go on living on their islands 
in future puts the international community under an obligation to do all it possibly can 
to avoid a future mass displacement of this island people. The primary imperative, one 
second to none, is to drastically cut green-house gas emissions on a global scale; next 
comes the funding of considered measures in support of effective adaption on the local 
level (Mortreux and Barnett 2009:106,111; cf. Lazrus 2009:248). The jury is still out on 
how these demands will resonate internationally. In any case, these recent studies of spa-
tial identification and love of home in Pacific Islanders remind us how one-dimensional 
the dominant discourse is, with its exclusive commitment to displacement, migration 
and also environmentally or climate-induced flight as the central issues. 

Concluding Remarks

When Epeli Hau‘ofa coined the poetic image of a “sea of islands”, he was repudiating, 
by thus conceptually enlarging Oceania, the hegemonic discourse of belittlement and 
devaluation of the Pacific island world. Just how important his counter-narrative is 
today as a critical corrective can be gauged from the representations of climate change 
and its implications for the region, which consistently adhere to a reductionist regime. 
On the other hand, commentators of Hau‘ofa’s vision of a new Oceania, as well as a 
chorus of political and religious leaders from the Pacific island states, have long been 
pointing out that smallness can also be a valuable resource for Pacific Islanders. We will 
need both points of view if we are to achieve a general understanding of the indigenous 
discourses and practices that are shaping and changing Oceania today. 

Contemporary migration flows of Pacific Islanders to metropolitan countries like 
New Zealand, Australia and the United States belong, in Hau‘ofa’s counter-narrative, 
to the constitutive features of the ongoing enlargement of Oceania. But when, against 
a backdrop of many Pacific islands and their inhabitants being threatened by climate 
change and rising sea levels, there is talk of environmental and/or climate refugees, this 
enlargement of Oceania in consequence of mobility and migration, such as was pro-
claimed by Hau‘ofa, takes an unexpected turn. In this connection, it needs first and 
foremost to be pointed out that not only the categories themselves, but also what we 
currently know about environmentally caused migration and/or flight, is undifferen-
tiated and quite often empirically suspect. But if Pacific Islanders were, in future, to 
become more strongly affected by the inroads of climate change and if displacement, 
forced migration and/or mass evacuation were to become realities, there is no reason 
why this should not also be seen as an enlargement of Oceania. The challenge is to pre-
serve and further develop the positives in Hau‘ofa’s vision – one of which I take to be a 
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specific form of empowerment in the face of coarsened depictions of inferiority, help-
lessness and smallness – without necessarily losing sight of the cultural, social, political 
and economic hardships and losses. At the same time, smallness is one of the Pacific 
Islanders’ key resources in their political battles with the international community. It 
is a resource that, on the one hand, encourages development of adaptive strategies and 
the preservation of island worlds; on the other hand, it can be expected to significantly 
contribute to the ongoing enlargement of Oceania. 
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Notes
1 See “Republic of Kiribati. Statement by His Excellency Anote Tong President of the Repub-

lic of Kiribati. The General Debate of the 63rd Session of the United Nations General 
Assembly, Thursday, 25 September 2008”. See in this connection also an interview (“Climate 
Change…Nobody is Immune”) with Anote Tong, President of Kiribati, in the July 2008 edi-
tion of the magazine Islands Business.

2 Sadly, Professor Epeli Hau‘ofa passed away in Suva on 11 January 2009. His vision of “our sea 
of islands” will certainly continue to be honoured, and not least in the pages of this journal. 

3 There are authors who, in the context of the present debate, have noted the threat facing 
the Pacific islands and their inhabitants, alluding to it, if only briefly, as a critical aspect of 
the powerful global influences operating in the region (see e.g. Naidu 1993:53; Subramani 
2001:157; Hereniko 2001:167–168). Moreover, the journal The Contemporary Pacific occa-
sionally carries pieces touching on this thematic complex in one way or another (see e.g. 
Chambers and Chambers 2007; Strokirch 2007). 

4 See in this connection statements by the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) from the years 1991, 
1992 and 1997 concerning the threat posed to the Pacific region by global warming and ris-
ing sea levels (Shibuya 2004:106,110).

5 In the case of Tuvalu, John Connell (2003) has analysed very cogently the symbolic function 
attributed to this atoll state by the international media: “Tuvalu has become a synecdoche: 
a representation of all threatened islands and greenhouse disasters” (Connell 2003:104; cf. 
Lazrus 2009:248). Even proponents of advocacy anthropology fall back at times on such 
rhetorical devices, as, for example, can be seen in the following formulation: “Islands are 
home to unique forms of life. […] These miniature worlds serve as our canary in the coal 
mine for climate change, warning of the destructive impacts well underway” (Barker 2008). 

6 The quotation is taken from “Der Untergang von Tuvalu” [“The End of Tuvalu”], a docu-
mentary film made by Marianne Aschenbrenner and Bernd Niebrügge in 2003. Saufatu 
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Sopoaga was elected prime minister of this island state in August 2002, being finally toppled 
by a vote of no confidence in 2004 (see on this point also Taafaki 2007:278). 

7 To gain an idea of the specific discourses, appeals and solidarity structures of Christian churches 
throughout the Pacific in respect of climate change, see for instance: Johnson, Natasha 
“Tuvalu seeks mass migration” on ABC broadcast, 7:30 Report, 16 July 2003, transcript 
at <http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2003/s903787.htm> [12.09.2009]; Cain, Kim  
“Noah’s rainbow worries some Tuvalu church leaders”, 09 September 2008, Journey Online, 
Queensland Uniting Church, available at <http://www.journeyonline.com.au/showAr-
ticle.php?categoryId=2&articleId=1686> [12.09.2009]; “Statement from the 9th Assembly 
of the Pacific Conference of Churches on Climate Change”, 08 September 2007, available 
at <http://www.emw-d.de/fix/files/final_statement_9th_PCC-Assembly07.pdf> [12.09. 
2009]; or “Pacific churches call for global solidarity on climate change”, 27 November 2008, 
available at <http://www.ekklesia.co.uk/node/8077> [12.09.2009]; see also Loughry and 
McAdam (2008:52).

8 Etienne Piguet (2008:1) espouses the view that “climate refugee” is a somewhat more precise 
concept to work with here than “environmental refugee”. Since, however, he does not say 
why this is so, one should be cautious about injecting the former into the current debate. 
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