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ABSTRACT 

Duong, Sandra (2015). Rising Islands - Enhancing adaptive capacities in Kiribati through 

Migration with Dignity. 

 

Human Geography, advanced level, Master thesis for Master Exam in Human Geography, 30 

ECTS credits. 

Supervisor: Martina Angela Caretta 

Language: English 

 

The main body of research within climate-change induced migration has focused on 

displacement migration. The “sinking islands” reference is often used to describe island 

states being in the forefront of climate change impacts, and their inhabitants at risk of 

becoming the first climate change refugees in history. The aim of this thesis is to 

understand what circumstances are needed for Kiribati’s ‘Migration with Dignity’ 

concept to enhance the adaptive capacity of livelihoods. By using the Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach this thesis examines what impacts climate change has on different 

aspects of livelihoods in Kiribati. This study uses a case study approach. Data has been 

collected through 14 semi-structured interviews during an eight weeks long minor field 

study on the capital atoll South Tarawa. While Kiribati faces many development 

challenges, being a least developed country with a rent-based economy, climate change 

puts additional strains on the country’s capacities to cope with the increasing 

monetization and urbanisation, and abilities to satisfy the growing population’s 

aspirations. The empirical evidence shows a need among the population to find 

education and skilled wage employment. Harmonisation between migration, 

development and adaptation policies can increase livelihoods’ economic conditions and 

abilities to cope with climate change-related stresses, especially for future generations.  

 

Key words: adaptation, climate-induced migration, Kiribati, livelihood strategy, Migration 

with Dignity, Sustainable Livelihood Approach, vulnerability. 
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LIST OF ACRONYMS AND TERMS 

ACRONYMS 

 

ADB  Asian Development Bank 

CSO  Civil Society Organisation 

EEZ  Exclusive Economic Zone 

ENSO  El Niño-Southern Oscillation 

GDP  Gross domestic product 

IPCC  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

NAPA  National Adaptation Programmes of Action 

NGO  Non-governmental Organisation 

PIC  Pacific Island Country 

RSE  Recognized Seasonal Employers Scheme 

SIDS  Small Island Developing States 

SLA  Sustainable Livelihood Framework 

SWP  Seasonal Worker Program  

 

TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

atoll a ring-shaped coral reef or a string of closely spaced small coral 

islands, enclosing or nearly enclosing a shallow lagoon 

Botaki ni Unimwane association of male elders and traditional leaders on each island  

bubuti A request from a relative of friend that cannot normally be refused 

without damaging the relationship 

bwaibwai a kind of taro 

climate migration climate-change induced migration 

copra dried kernel of the coconut from which coconut oil is extracted 

dependency ratio  the proportion of the economically dependent population relative to 

the productive population 

I-Kiribati name of Kiribati nationals (singular and plural)  

 [pronounced: ee-ki-ri-bass] 

in situ adaptation Actions that do not entail migration  

kava traditional sedative drink in the South Pacific made from a pepper 

plant (piper methysticum) 

manaeba  traditional meeting place 

taitai system The taitai system was practiced within the village and led by the 

elders to cross-check that every family had basic listed items 

needed for times of hardships 

toamau having balance of age and gender among household members to 

enables necessary division of labour that meets household needs  

toddy traditional drink made from the sap of coconut trees 

unimwane  male elders and traditional leaders  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Displacement caused by sea level rise and coastal erosion affects many low-lying areas. Most 

well-known cases are Bangladesh, Vietnam, and island nations. Pacific Island countries 

(PICs) and other Small Island developing states (SIDS) are particularly exposed and often 

said to be on the frontline of climate change because of its small sizes, limited natural 

resources, and low development. By year 2100 projections estimate that temperatures will 

increase by 1.4-3.7°C in the PICs region and that sea level will rise with 1.2-2 m which will 

have great impacts on the habitability of PICs especially along the coastal areas where most 

people today live. Other severe climate change impacts are increased intensity and frequency 

of storm surges, cyclones, flooding, and reduced reliability of rainfall (Hugo, 2010; Nunn, 

2012).  

 

The scope of this master thesis lies in the study of environmental and social effects of climate 

change in the Pacific island nation Kiribati, which is considered to be highly vulnerable to 

climate change (ADB, 2009). The government has often expressed its frustration with the 

pace of global response to the calamity that climate change poses and the survival challenges 

that it creates (Tong, 2014). In response to its current and future situation, Kiribati is 

responding by finding solutions for the loss of land that climate change causes. In early 2014 

Kiribati bought 6,000 acres on the largest island Vanu Levu in Fiji to primarily ensure food 

security (Government of Kiribati, 2014). Kiribati’s president, Anote Tong, has even 

considered the option of building a man-made floating island resembling an offshore oil 

platform priced at 2 billion US$. This idea may sound radical but the president has argued that 

such option must be considered when a country is at risk of submerging (Marks, 2011).  

 

The Migration with Dignity concept was coined by the president and is a central component 

of Kiribati’s long-term relocation strategy. The Government seeks to create conditions that 

permit its people, known as I-Kiribati
1
, to migrate with dignity. The core principle of the 

concept is that a win-win situation should be created between Kiribati and the receiving 

country where I-Kiribati people should migrate as attractive, skilled and sought-after migrants 

(Government of Kiribati, n.d.).  

 

Departing from the specific context in Kiribati and using their Migration with Dignity concept 

as a case study this thesis seeks to uncover some of the linkages between climate change, 

migration, and adaptation. Within research on climate change-induced migration (in brief 

climate migration) there is a specific discourse that views migration as a strategy to adapt to 

climate change (Barnett and Webber, 2010; Bettini, 2014; McLeman, 2013). Research on 

climate migration has been fragmented with very different views on how to conceptualize the 

phenomenon (Bettini, 2013a; Bierman and Boas, 2010; Felli, 2013; Hartmann, 2010; Hugo, 

2010; Höing and Razzaque, 2012). This has resulted in conflicting portrayals of individuals’ 

agency and vulnerability. Limited research has been pursued on understanding how people 

                                                 
1
 I-Kiribati, name of Kiribati nationals [pronounced: ee-ki-ri-bass] 
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experience climate change risks and how they would use migration to cope with perceived 

risks (Barnett and Campbell, 2010).  

 

The objective of this thesis is therefore to understand how climate change affects livelihoods 

in Kiribati and in what way migration can be used as a livelihood strategy to enhance local 

adaptive capacity. Furthermore, this thesis contributes to understanding the meaning and 

importance of dignified migration as an important component of I-Kiribati preparation for 

climate change. 

 

1.1. Outline of thesis 

This thesis starts with identifying the research problem and then presenting the aim and 

research question, followed by the rationale behind this research topic. The following chapter 

outlines the background and literature review, starting with an overview of climate change 

projections in the Pacific region, and then a short summary of current debate on defining 

climate migrants. This is followed by a review of climate migration research that presents four 

different perspectives. A separate chapter on climate migration as an adaptation strategy is 

given since it is the main theme of this thesis.  

 

Kiribati is then introduced in chapter four which covers the history, geography, and a political 

and socio-economic overview. This is followed by a presentation of the Migration with 

Dignity concept. The thesis then moves on to describe the methodology and case study 

approach to this research topic. Chapter seven goes through the chosen theoretical framework, 

the Sustainable Livelihood Approach.  

 

The empirical evidence is presented in chapter eight where all findings are presented in a 

similar manner as the theoretical framework. The findings are then discussed in chapter nine 

where the research question will be answered. The issue of how to govern migration so that 

adaptation outcomes can be achieved will also be addressed. Finally, the thesis ends with 

some concluding remarks and future prospects.  
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2. AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

The Government of Kiribati has acknowledged the eventual likelihood that Kiribati in the 

future will face international displacement due to climate change and rising sea levels. Due to 

both Kiribati’s physical geography and socioeconomic limitations, resilience is a major 

concern. The Migration with Dignity concept is regarded as an interesting approach to 

encourage migration as an adaptation strategy (Foresight, 2011). The relocation strategy is a 

unique alternative to other countries’ national adaptation programmes of action (NAPA). 

Examples include: infrastructure projects to construct new homes in protected for some 

particularly vulnerable communities in Sao Tome and Principe; assistance for relocation from 

coastal areas to the inlands of Samoa; and resettlement of populations in smaller islands in the 

Maldives to larger and better protected islands (Martin, 2009, p.365f). 

 

The discourse on climate change impacts on Pacific atoll countries has been dominated by 

displacement migration as the only type of climate migration (Hugo, 2010, p.13). In media, 

the PICs reach the headlines as “’sinking islands, vanishing worlds’, ‘climate refugees in a 

drowning Pacific’, ‘rising seas…washed an inhabited island off the face of the earth’” 

(Barnett, 2012, p.171). The risk of inundation has led to the image that the PICs cannot be 

rescued from climate change and that the inhabitants have no other choice than to flee. 

Another problem with this discourse is that it perpetuates a representation of SIDS that dates 

back to when colonial interventions were legitimised by the perception of islands being sites 

of insularity, backwardness, and weakness (Barnett and Campbell, 2010). Not only does such 

a discourse suggest a very simplistic understanding of migration but it also overlooks the 

potentials for adaptation to climate change impacts in PICs which are far from being 

exhausted.  

 

The context in Kiribati has been so heavily dominated by the image of displacement that it 

has become a barrier to other considerations of adaptation options such as in situ adaptation
2
 

and building community resilience (Hugo, 2010, p.24). The government’s Migration with 

Dignity concept instead offers a response that is rare in the often condemning discourse. The 

concept abstains from the image of helpless climate refugees (discussed in the next chapter) 

and encourages its people to be active and skilled migrants (Government of Kiribati, n.d.). 

This case study hopes to illuminate the debate and that the findings will untangle some of the 

contesting issues within climate migration research. 

 

The aim of this study is to understand how livelihoods in Kiribati are affected by climate 

change and how migration can enhance their adaptive capacity. This thesis examines the 

meanings behind the Migration with Dignity concept and the potential outcomes from skilled-

migration. The research question is:  

- Under what circumstances can Migration with Dignity enhance the adaptive 

capacity of livelihoods in Kiribati?  

                                                 
2
 in situ adaptation, actions that do not entail migration (McLeman, 2013, p.67) 
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3. BACKGROUND  

All world regions are likely to some extent experience the effects of climate change but the 

tipping point to inhabitability is each nation’s ability to adapt. 49 of the least developed 

countries in the world are said to be threatened by climate change, especially by rising sea-

levels. Concerns are well-justified since 44 percent of the world’s population live within 150 

kilometres of the coast lines. According to various attempts to estimate the number of people 

affected, by year 2050 anything between 25 million to 1 billion people might be forced to 

leave their homes because of environmental reasons (Laczko and Aghazarm, 2009, p.5, 14-

15).  

 

Changes in the environment have historically been a reason for people to move but during the 

recent decades, climate change-induced migration has been described as an unprecedented 

phenomenon (ibid., p.13). 20 years ago the topic of climate migration gained momentum, and 

in 1990 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) called it “The gravest effects 

of climate change may be those on human migration as millions are displaced by shoreline 

erosion, coastal flooding and severe drought” (cited in Raleigh and Jordan, 2010, p.105). The 

issue was framed as a security problem but after a while policy makers and migration experts 

lost interest. One reason for why it was discarded, and why it still today is politically 

contested, is because there is strong disagreement of whether climate migration is or can be 

recognized as a distinct form of migration. Hence, it has not been regarded as worth studying 

since some researchers argue that there is no explicit relationship between climate change and 

migration. The topic has however been revisited during the recent years at high level 

conferences and expert meetings where focus is put on the correlations and on how to address 

these in national, regional and global policy developments (Laczko and Aghazarm, 2009, 

p.14). While this research field is contested, it nevertheless adds another dimension to the 

need to govern climate change, namely governance of populations (Bettini, 2013a, p.7).  

 

This background chapter will start with a short overview of climate change projections in the 

Pacific from the latest fifth assessment report from the IPCC (2013a; 2013b). The chapter 

then moves on to present some key issue regarding the debate on climate migrants and finally 

it ends with presenting the current state of research on climate migration and the different 

theoretical perspectives. 

 

3.1. Climate change projections in the PICs region 

Globally, the oceans have over the period 1971 to 2010 increased in near surface temperature 

(upper 75 m) by 0.09 to 0.13°C per decade. The IPCC states with high confidence that ocean 

warming accounts for more than 90 percent of the energy stored in the climate system 

between 1971 and 2010 (IPCC, 2013a, p.6). Changes in temperature in the PICs follow those 

of the global mean changes. During the 20
th

 century the PICs have experienced a decadal 

temperature increase of 0.1°C to 0.2°C. The IPCC projects in its fifth assessment report that 
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air and sea surface temperature will increase on average 1°C to 2°C by 2055 for all PICs in a 

high emission scenario (IPCC, 2013b, p.8). 

 

The main forces that affect climate variations in the PICs are El Niño-Southern Oscillation 

(ENSO), South Pacific Convergence Zone, Intertropical Convergence Zone and the Western 

Pacific Monsoon. How they respond to greenhouse warming will affect precipitation changes 

in the region. The changes will however not be uniform. Overall it is projected that there will 

be increases in precipitation during all seasons although to varying degrees (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, indications have shown that climate change is shifting convergence zones 

northward which results in less dependable precipitation in the next coming decades. During 

El Niño years the region experiences highest rainfall and La Niña causes droughts. Some 

projections suggest that average rainfall may increase but with greater variability and stronger 

episodes (Storey and Hunter, 2010, p.169-170). 

 

The warming also causes ocean thermal expansion and together with the loss of glacier mass, 

melting of Greenland and Antarctic ice sheet they contribute with high confidence 75 percent 

of the observed global mean sea level rise. Global mean sea level has risen by 0.19 m between 

1901 and 2010. The IPCC states with high confidence that the mean rate of global averaged 

sea level rise has been higher during the mid-19
th

 to the early 20
th

 century than the previous 

two millennia. It is also likely that the rate has continued to increase from the early 20
th

 

century (IPCC, 2013b, p.9). It is expected that global mean sea level rise will continue during 

the 21
st
 century. Projections regarding sea level rise in the Pacific have been difficult to 

discern due to strong interannual and decadal variability and also due to lack of observational 

records (2007a). Nevertheless, the IPCC describes:  

“Small Pacific Islands are the subject of much concern in view of their vulnerability to 

sea level rise. The Pacific Ocean region is the centre of the strongest interannual 

variability of the climate system, the coupled ocean-atmosphere ENSO mode”.  

A study on changes in sea levels in the Marshall Archipelago (Kwajalein) found that during 

ENSO events, interannual variations were greater than 0.2m. Since the mid-1970s ENSO 

events have been more frequent, persistent and intense which agrees with the trend of 

increased variability in sea level (IPCC, 2007b).  

 

The frequency of cyclones is also likely to increase due to the ocean warming and increasing 

evaporation. This will in effect cause more episodes of inundation. In the fourth assessment 

report, IPCC (2007c) stated that due to fewer models and limitations of the models, 

simulations of tropical cyclones were not sufficient to capture their characteristics. This 

results in greater uncertainties about projections for frequency and intensity of tropical 

cyclones. Moreover, the occurrence of tropical cyclones in southern Pacific is greatly 

influenced by ENSO. Uncertainties about future ENSO behaviour further contributes to 

uncertainties about tropical cyclones.  

 

To summarize, the main climate change impacts that will affect the PICs, however with 

various degrees of certainty, are changes in temperature and sea level, frequency and intensity 

of cyclones and inter-variability in rainfalls and droughts.  
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3.2. Defining Climate Migrant 

Since the conceptual work on climate migration is disputed and polarized, the popular term 

‘climate refugee’ has become a “catch-all term” (White, 2011). The term climate refugees was 

popularized first in the 1970s and then again in the 1990s. It was used to describe persons 

who migrate because of environmental reasons. The term refugee is widely used in the media 

and has evoked an image that has managed to raise public awareness. However, many 

researchers reject the term because it can be misleading, too simplistic and one-sided. The 

term is not precise enough to encompass all forms of movements that can be linked to climate 

change.  

 

Furthermore, notions of climate refugees do not fit into the definition of refugees as defined in 

the 1951 Refugee Convention. Especially UN agencies refrain from using the term climate 

refugee since it has no legal basis and could undermine the international refugee law and 

protection of “traditional refugees” as referred to in the convention (Hartmann 2010, p.238). 

Biermann and Boas (2010) argue that the use of refugees is often rejected because of the legal 

rights that are entitled to refugees which evokes responsibilities of states both within its own 

territories and internationally.  

 

Moreover, both researchers and journalists who question the accuracy of the refugee label and 

apocalyptic projections have found that people from PICs reject the image that has been 

imposed on them. The word refugee does not even exist in some languages in PICs. To them 

climate refugee attributes lack of dignity and agency, passivity, and helplessness. The term 

climate refugee contradicts Pacific Islanders’ strong sense of pride in their countries, from 

where they have no desire to flee from (McAdam and Loughry, 2009). 

 

This has given rise to a number of other conceptual alternatives like ‘climate migrant’, 

‘environmentally displaced person’, ‘environmentally induced migrant’ and others. While 

most definitions refer to the same movement, they have different perceptions of the subject, 

purpose, conditions, rights etc. The problem with various concepts of climate migrant is that 

they are difficult to operationalize. Making quantitative projections of how many people will 

be displaced from climate change is one of the most debated issues within the field. There is 

no exact number of climate migrants due to the multitude of methods, scenarios, timeframes 

and assumptions that generate different projections. Nevertheless, the challenge that climate 

change will have on migration is unprecedented and the number of migrants is expected to 

exceed all known previous refugee crises (Biermann and Boas 2010, p.61; Hastrup and 

Olwig, 2012).  

 

One definition that has been influential within research on climate migration was coined by 

Myers and Kent (1995). Climate migrants are people: 

“…who can no longer gain a secure livelihood in their traditional homelands because 

of environmental factors of unusual scope, notably drought, desertification, 

deforestation, soil erosion, water shortages and climate change, also natural disasters 

such as cyclones, storm surges and floods. In face of these environmental threats, 
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people feel they have no alternative but to seek sustenance elsewhere, whether within 

their own countries or beyond and whether on a semi-permanent or permanent basis” 

(cited in Hartmann 2010, p.235) 

Myers and Kent’s definition implies that climate migration is something that is not voluntarily 

pursued but chosen because people’s living conditions are under great threats.  

 

While it is not this chapter’s intent to offer a definite definition of a climate migrant, the 

debate is still important to acknowledge since the conceptualization is not strictly limited to 

theoretical research but has implications on political and legal grounds internationally. When 

necessary this paper will use climate migrant with reference to Myers and Kent’s definition. 

For the scope of this paper it is not necessary to further clarify who constitutes a climate 

migrant since that will not give analytical value to this thesis. 

 

3.3. Climate Change and Migration 

Research on climate migration first became popularized in the 1970s and it seeks to 

understand the linkages and implications of climate change on human mobility. Rather than 

understanding the impacts of disruptive and extreme environmental events, many researchers 

focus on the gradual environmental changes such as desertification, coastal and soil erosion. 

Furthermore, it assumes that they will have much greater effects on migration. In fact, 

between 1979 and 2008 the number of people who were affected by storms was 718 million 

and the number of people affected by droughts was 1.6 billion. Over the past 30 years, the 

numbers of droughts, floods, and storms have tripled and we have witnessed devastating 

effects in particularly the developing countries and its vulnerable communities (Laczko and 

Aghazarm, 2009, p.5-6, 15). Degradation of ecosystem-dependent livelihoods (e.g. rain fed 

agriculture, fishing and herding) is believed to be the primary driver of long-term migration 

for the next two or three decades. This does not mean that natural hazards and extreme 

weather events are negligible. They are major drivers of short-term displacement and will 

continue to be so, but as climate change increases the intensity and frequency of natural 

disasters so will the number of people forced to migrate (Care, et.al. 2009). 

 

Whether climate change can be seen as the primary driver of migration is highly contested. 

Many researchers, especially from migration studies, reject this singular causal relationship 

between the level of climate change risks and the likelihood of population movement. The 

decision to migrate is a complex process where environmental factors can make up one 

among several other socioeconomic and political factors that influence the decision-making. It 

is therefore impossible to single out populations or individuals whose relocation has been 

uniquely determined by climate change (Bettini, 2013a, p.27). Some principal distinctions 

that are made are whether the move is voluntary or forced (displacement), result of dramatic 

sudden impacts or slow onset changes, and motivated by perceived or actual threats (Hugo, 

2010, p.16). This is why the traditional approach to migration studies using push and pull 

analysis is not sufficient to understand the full context. 
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In order to make a brief review of climate migration research I divide the current state of 

research into four distinctive fields. Central to each are specific vested interests and an ethical 

dimension to consider especially for the potential policy implications these perspectives may 

have.  

 

Alarmist perspective 

The first perspective takes on an alarmist or humanitarian narrative where climate migration is 

seen as the only resort. This critical perspective sees climate migration and related 

implications as human consequences of anthropogenic climate change, especially failures of 

mitigation and adaptation policies. It paints migrants as helpless and innocent victims of 

climate change that have been externally caused by Western unsustainable production and 

lifestyles. Hence, the transformations of their livelihood are externally imposed upon them 

and moving to seek refuge is seen as the only viable option. The underlying intention of this 

perspective is to mobilize policymakers and sometimes the public too. These activists and 

scholars attempt to draw blueprint conventions for legal protection, human rights and right to 

humanitarian aid for climate refugees which is why researchers often adopt a rights-based 

approach to studying climate migration (Felli, 2013, p.340; Bettini, 2013b, p.66-7).  

 

It is from this perspective that the popular understanding of PICs is rooted from. This 

narrative has turned PICs from low interest, at least economically and politically, to popular 

figures in the global politics of global warming. Barnett and Campbell (2010, p.155) writes 

that:  

“In many ways, representations of the islands as being vulnerable to climate change 

have been helpful in leveraging international support: the construction of the small 

islands as Davids fighting against the industrial and newly developing Goliaths has 

considerable popular appeal in the developed world.” 

The authors argue that climate change has strengthened and reproduced a representation of 

island vulnerability that dates long back in history. This representation may cause more 

damage than help and support, which is the well-meaning intention of many activists. The 

picture of islands being so extremely vulnerable may have contributed to the illusion that 

adaptation is pointless and therefore little attention is given to local capacities and 

solutions. A distinction must be made between vulnerability of ecological systems and 

vulnerability of human communities and the tendency of the alarmist perspective and 

others is to be environmentally deterministic in explaining climate change impacts in the 

PICs. Nevertheless, the language of vulnerability is a powerful tool to engage international 

responses (ibid., p.163). 

 

Security perspective 

The security perspective also depicts climate migration as a future crisis with “unrestrained 

mass flows of climate migrants coming from the Global South”. Words like ‘catastrophe’, 

‘urgency’ and ‘threats’ are often used (Bettini 2013b, p.63).While the alarmist perspective 

focuses on human security and sees climate refugees as victims, the security perspective is 
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concerned with state-centred security and is greatly influenced by neo-Malthusian 

assumptions (Hartmann, 2010).  

 

Climate migration is assumed to be a spill-over effect across international borders caused by 

climate change, resource scarcity and political instability in poor regions. Global warming is 

hence seen as a trigger to a series of security problems. When Al Gore and the IPCC was 

rewarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007, the Nobel committee warned that “climate-induced 

migration and resource scarcity could cause violent conflict and war within and between 

states” (Ibid., p.234).  

 

The fear is that “climate-displaced surplus population” will bring destabilizing effects to host 

countries and propel conflicts, environmental degradation, and food insecurity and this 

narrative motivates stricter immigration (Hartmann, 2010; Bettini, 2013b, McGregor 1994, 

p.120). Hartman (2010, p.234) calls this the ‘degradation narrative’ where population growth 

is identified as a cause of migration as well as cause of poverty and environmental 

degradation. Climate migrants are even known as “population pressure” refugees. In this 

perspective climate migration is seen as both an environmental and security threat. 

 

Capitalist perspective 

The third perspective is described as capitalist where climate change is believed to have 

devastating economic and social effects in most parts of the world. As history has shown, this 

can lead to regional conflicts and disruptive population movements. Climate change 

perpetuates existing inequalities and the relative income differential between North and 

South, and this further causes large-scale migration to increase. Capitalist perspective sees 

that this has obvious spill-over effects on the developed countries. Hence, it can cause 

disruption to security and global trade. Lack of development is seen as one root cause and the 

number of people who will be displaced depends on the level of investment and resources that 

a government has in order to plan and provide food aid and public services to its people. In 

fact, some studies on ‘sinking islands’ record narratives from citizens who do not regard 

themselves as potential climate migrants. They see that there is a need for economic 

development and adaptation strategies for climate change (Bettini, 2013b, p.66-67; Felli 2013, 

p.338). 

 

The perspectives presented above all perceive climate migration as a failure to adapt to 

climate change (Laczko and Aghazarm, 2009). A more recent turn within climate migration 

research is the one that has come to view climate migration as an adaptation strategy. Since 

this adaptation perspective is the focus of this thesis it will be reviewed in a separate chapter. 

 

3.4. Migration as an adaptation strategy 

When it comes to correlations between migration and adaptation, climate migration is 

primarily understood as an outcome of adaptation. From this perspective, adaptation is the 

underlying rationale behind the decision to migrate and may be used to reduce the potential 
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harm or loss associated with climate change (McLeman, 2013, p.63). In contrast to what the 

above perspectives assume, studies on historical resilience against environmental changes 

have shown that people have not abandoned their islands but stayed even though adaptation 

might have been traumatic. Small-scale and short-term migrations, induced by environmental 

extremes or labour incentives, have however always been present. In especially remote 

communities, isolation has forced people to diversify their livelihood incomes beyond island 

boundaries. Working on recruiting ships far away from home is a common occupation. 

Because of community networks between islands, people have been able to migrate for work 

and send remittances to their home communities. These networks have offered assistance 

during times of extreme natural disasters and socio-economic hardships. Post-disaster 

recovery, as well as pre-disaster resilience, is heavily dependent on these remittances (Birk, 

2012, p.88-9; Raleigh and Jordan, 2010, p.116).  

 

The adaptation perspective identifies migration, itself, as a livelihood strategy used to face 

economic and environmental changes. Voluntary migration can enhance sustainable 

development by building financial, social and human capital (Barnett and Webber, 2010). 

This newer perspective is described as being underlined by neoliberal philosophy where 

climate migrants are framed as entrepreneurial individuals whose relocation is based on 

rational decision-making. Climate migrants are seen as agents who take action to resolve 

problems. In this light migration is believed to be a strategy that can help individuals protect 

and create better conditions for themselves and for their communities. The strategy is 

considered a “triple-win” scheme that brings benefits to the individual, to the community of 

origins and to the host country by supplying wage labourers contributing to industrial 

production (Felli 2013, p.350-351).  

 

Few researchers have attempted to explain how migration can be used as a strategy to enhance 

the adaptive capacity of home communities. The premise is however that governed migration 

can constitute an adaptation strategy (Bettini, 2014). Many see that if climate migration is not 

carefully planned then it can even turn into maladaptation and people will be left more 

vulnerable to climate change (ADB, 2012, p.47).  

 

Some recognized benefits of migration are that it alleviates ecological pressures in home 

countries such as access to natural resources and environmental degradation caused by dense 

populations and human behaviours. Remittances can complement funding for adaptation and 

spread information learnt at the destination country. At the household level, the diversification 

of income is seen as a way to increase the resilience of families (ADB, 2012). Many policy 

recommendations argue that migration should be included in adaptation strategies and that 

policy measures should facilitate migration as ensure the rights of migrants, especially for 

socio-economic protection (Care, et. al. 2011; Foresight, 2011).  
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4. KIRIBATI  

Kiribati is a small and remote country in the central tropical Pacific Ocean. Kiribati consists 

of 32 coral atolls
3
 and one raised coral island, called Banaba. The atolls are spread over 3.5 

million km
2
 that encompasses Kiribati’s exclusive economic zones (EEZs). However, the total 

land area of Kiribati is only 811 km
2
. Kiribati is a low-lying country and only on Banaba does 

the land elevate more than 5 m above sea level. The width of liveable land on each island 

ranges between 5.2 km
2
 to 321 km

2
. Only 21 of the 33 islands are inhabited and the total 

population is approximately 113,000. The country extends over both sides of the equator. 

Three island groups make up the Republic of Kiribati; The Gilbert Islands, Line Islands and 

Phoenix Islands. The capital atoll South Tarawa is located in the Gilbert Islands chain, 

halfway between Australia and Hawaii (Government of Kiribati, 2013).  

Figure 2. Map of Kiribati 

(Source: Government of Kiribati Office of the President, 2012) 

 

Kiribati became independent from British rule in 1979 and is today a parliamentary 

democracy. Kiribati’s political culture is characterized by a “fundamentally egalitarian socio-

political structure and ethos”. The Constitution was founded through a process of public 

                                                 
3
 atoll, a ring-shaped coral reef or a string of closely spaced small coral islands, enclosing or nearly enclosing a 

shallow lagoon (Dictionary.com, 2015) 



Sandra Duong, MSc Thesis Stockholm University | 4. KIRIBATI 16 

 

consultations and involvement of representatives from all islands and cross-sectorial groups, 

including the unimwane
4
, churches, unions, women and other interest groups. Egalitarian 

values and the strong sense of national identity among the I-Kiribati have contributed to the 

political stability of that the young country has enjoyed since its independence (ADB, 2009, 

p.36).  

 

The local governance is divided between 23 island councils. The councils’ role is to consult 

with local communities and meet local needs and priorities. The responsibilities of local 

councils are wide-ranging and cover anything from agriculture and fisheries to education, 

town and village planning, and to drought and famine relief. The unimwane and churches are 

still politically influential today, especially at community level. Each island even has a Botaki 

ni Unimwane, which is an association of male elders and traditional leaders who exert 

powerful influence on island affairs, albeit informally. In fact, informal rules have a stronger 

influence on the behaviour of politicians than formal ones, especially the tradition of bubuti
5
. 

There is a general fear of going against traditional norms of mutual support and communal 

responsibility. While corruption is not as widespread in Kiribati as in other PICs, bubuti 

pressures people in political offices to take care of their kinsfolk and even those who have 

sponsored their election or voted for them (ibid., p.40-41, 45).  

 

4.1. Economy 

Kiribati is a least developed small island state with its gross domestic product (GDP) of 180 

million US$ (in 2014) (CIA, 2015). The rent-based economy is characterised by MIRAB 

which means that it is dependent on “Migration which stimulates substantial Remittance 

flows. Alongside remittances, Aid is a significant source of income, and these sources have 

contributed to the emergence of an urban Bureaucracy” (ILO, 2010, p.5).  

 

A natural explanation of its high dependency on remittances and aid is that the country has 

few natural resources and thus a narrow economic base. Kiribati only has 2.5 percent arable 

land and is subsequently dependent on the oceans for natural resources. While exports are 

limited to copra
6
, fish and seaweed, Kiribati is highly dependent on imports for food items, 

manufactured goods, machinery and equipment, and fuel. The lack of production activities 

has skewed the occupational structure towards the public sector, non-agricultural production, 

and overseas employment. 34 percent of GDP comes from foreign aid mainly from Australia, 

Japan, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, EU and UN agencies. Remittances from the 

estimated 1,100 seafarers and fishermen, who work on foreign vessels, account for more than 

9 million US$ each year and equal to approximately 15 percent of GDP. While only around 

5,000 visitors make their way to Kiribati each year, tourism generates a fifth of the country’s 

GDP and is the only sector with potential to grow. Meanwhile, Kiribati has the highest 

government spending in the region as it spends around 115 percent of GDP. Government 

                                                 
4
 unimwane, male elders and traditional leaders (ADB, 2009, p.36) 

5
 bubuti, a request from a relative of friend that cannot normally be refused without damaging the relationship 

(ADB, 2009, p.41) 
6
 copra, dried kernel of the coconut from which coconut oil is extracted (Dictionary.com, 2015) 
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finances are dependent on the Revenue Equalisation Reserve Fund which is around 3.5 times 

Kiribati’s GDP. Banaba used to have the richest phosphate resources in the region but the 

British exploited the island of all its reserves. The fund has been built up by the pre-

independence taxation of phosphate mining. However, if Kiribati’s high fiscal deficits 

continue then it is expected that the fund will be depleted by 2030. The second largest source 

of state revenue (25 percent) comes from selling fishing licences to foreign vessels (ADB, 

2009; Barnett and Campbell, 2010; CIA, 2015; DFAT, 2010; ILO, 2010; Utrikespolitiska 

institutet, 2013). 

 

Since 2011 Kiribati has experienced economic growth after downturns in early 2000s. New 

infrastructure projects have opened up for developments in the private sector and a financial 

sector. This has attracted some foreign investments and set up new industries. Apart from the 

remoteness from international markets, economic development is in addition constrained by a 

shortage of skilled workers and weak infrastructure (CIA, 2015; ILO, 2014).  

 

4.2. The I-Kiribati 

I-Kiribati is both the name of the people of Kiribati and the language. The native people are 

ethnically Micronesians but archaeological evidence shows that Austronesians, Fijians and 

Tongans have also settled on Kiribati. Christianity was introduced by missionaries in the 19
th

 

century and has almost completely forced back traditional religions of the islands 

(CountryWatch, 2015). 

 

Kiribati has a labour surplus economy and a very youthful population. Around 2,300 young 

people leave school each year and those who do not undertake further studies compete for the 

500 jobs that exist in the cash economy (DFAT, 2010, p.4). The median age is 23.6 years and 

life expectancy at birth is 65.5 years (CIA, 2015). Only one in four persons of working-age 

(15<59 years) have wage-earning occupations and two thirds of the working group were men. 

Most people, especially on the outer-lying islands live a subsistence lifestyle (ADB, 2009, 

p.15, 32). 

 

Kiribati has a population density of 127 inhabitants/km
2
 and a population growth of 1.5 

percent. Almost half of the population reside on the capital atoll South Tarawa where the 

population density exceeds 3000 inhabitants/km2 (ADB, 2009, p.14, 15; Utrikespolitiska 

Institutet, 2013). Increasing urbanisation has attracted people from the outlying islands to 

move to South Tarawa in search for opportunities for wage employment, better access to 

health care and education, and also the attractiveness of urban lifestyle. This in-migration has 

caused a spread of urban settlements in slum-like conditions on South Tarawa. The population 

in South Tarawa grew by 9.8 percent between 2000 and 2005. North Tarawa which is closest 

to South Tarawa grew by as much as 26.8 percent and Kiritimati Island which accounts for 

half of Kiribati’s total land mass increased by 49.1 percent. The problem is however that most 

rural migrants lack the skills and knowledge needed for paid employment which is dominated 

by the public sector. Another consequence has been that the lack of living space forces people 
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to give up their traditional ways of making a living because there is no space for subsistence 

agriculture. Consequently, only half of the labour force on South Tarawa are able to engage in 

formal employment and those who manage to find jobs end up in low-paid professions like 

wholesale and retail, repairmen of motor vehicles, and manufacturing (ADB, 2009, p.30, 34; 

ILO, 2014). 

 

4.3. Migration with Dignity 

The government of Kiribati has acknowledged that relocation may be unavoidable. As a 

response the government has decided to prepare its people for “eventual migration in 

circumstances that permit them to migrate with dignity”, although they are very clear about 

that relocation is only an option of last resort. What is meant by Migration with Dignity is that 

relocation shall as little as possible become a burden to the receiving countries. The people 

willing to migrate, should do so as attractive, qualified, and sought after migrants in order to 

create a win-win situation for both Kiribati and the receiving countries. To clarify the concept 

is not yet a policy but rather a set of ideas that the government wants to integrate into a new 

labour migration strategy (Government of Kiribati, n.d.). 

 

The Migration with Dignity concept is the foundation of Kiribati’s merit-based relocation 

strategy that the government offers as an option for its people, especially for the pool of 

unemployed youths. The government has steered its policies towards creating a more 

qualified workforce by prioritising education and aiming to provide basic education and 

professional skills to improve functional numeracy and literacy (DFAT, 2010; ILO, 2014). 

The second priority is vocational training. Training is hosted in Kiribati, New Zealand and 

Australia through scholarships, public funding and partnerships. Some of the occupations that 

the government focuses on are teachers at Australia Pacific Technical College; carpenters, 

engineers, electricians, mechanics, accountants at Kiribati Institute of Technology; seafarers 

and fishermen at the Marine Training Centre; and nurses through the Kiribati-Australia 

Nurses Initiative (project completed in 2014). Through the relocation strategy, the 

government seeks to create better opportunities for migration by securing options for labour 

migration through the upskilling of especially youths (Maclellan, 2011). 

 

It is important to I-Kiribati people to be active and valued members of their community. Part 

of this long-term relocation strategy is to protect the I-Kiribati culture and traditions but also 

help the people gradually adapt to the new ways of life. Those who want to migrate early will 

help to build up I-Kiribati communities abroad. Gradually, this strategy would result in 

transitional resettlement and if the whole I-Kiribati population will have to relocate then 

extended family networks and communities would already be in place in their new homes 

(McAdam and Loughry, 2009, p.380). This thesis examines the Migration with Dignity 

concept from a livelihood approach and under the light of the perspective on migration as 

adaptation strategy. The most important questions to be raised are how the I-Kiribati feel 

about the concept and what they expect to be the outcome of skilled migration. 
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5. METHODOLOGY 

To study phenomena means to study “things-as-they-appear” to people. Human perception is 

the object of social research. To engage in phenomenology means that the task for the 

qualitative case study researcher is to document human perceptions and experiences while 

consciously using the researcher’s own perceptions during the process (Mabry, 2008, p.215-

216). My ontological position is idealism which sees the world and reality as being socially 

constructed. Social reality can thus not be separated from human interpretations. I therefore 

chose to adopt an interpretative research methodology which concerns itself with 

understanding what meanings people attach to phenomena and underline their beliefs, values, 

actions, and decisions. These are the building blocks for knowledge that each individual holds 

(Snape and Spencer, 2003).  

 

Philosopher Immanuel Kant (1781 in Snape and Spencer, 2003, p.6) argued that “our 

knowledge of the world is based on ‘understanding’ which arises from thinking about what 

happens to us, not just simply from having had particular experiences”. Distinctive to 

qualitative research is the aim to produce in-depth and interpreted understanding of the social 

world by learning about and from research participants’ experiences, perspectives, social and 

material circumstances, and histories. Hence, an explanation to a research problem can only 

be offered in terms of meaning rather than cause (Ibid., p. 23). The researcher’s task is to 

make meaningful interpretation of the relations between the elements of a theory. By using a 

deductive research approach I begin with the concept of migration as an adaptation strategy 

and search for empirical evidence to test the underlying ideas (Mikkelsen, 2005).  

 

5.1. Case study approach 

Debates on climate change and migration, and especially on climate refugees, are 

geographically manifested in SIDS. The literature review finally led this research project to 

Kiribati and the case study approach. Kiribati was chosen for this case study partly because of 

its high vulnerability to climate change effects, and partly because of its unique approach to 

adaptation with the Migration with Dignity concept.  

 

The case study method is used for empirical investigation of the properties of a bounded 

phenomenon. Compared to quantitative methodology, interpretivist case study distinguishes 

itself by the fact that the method does not seek to make grand generalization but rather to 

generate deep understanding about specific instances (Mabry, 2008, p.216). This thesis does 

not intend to make any generalizations on the relationship between climate change and 

migration, but rather acquire an in-depth understanding of how climate change impacts are 

uttered, and how migration can be used to respond to its implications. Context is fundamental 

to any phenomena and observing the actual context is critical to the understanding of it 

(Lewis, 2003, p.56f). Political, social, historical and other contexts shape the complexity and 

dynamism of a case (Mabry, 2008). The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) helps me to 
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examine the various contexts that livelihood capitals in Kiribati are dependent on, and thus 

help to understand what factors are crucial for change and especially adaptation.  

 

5.2. Interviews 

Primary data for this study has been collected through 14 semi-structured interviews in South 

Tarawa, the main atoll island in Kiribati. Rather than having the researcher entirely dictating 

the course of the interview, the semi-structured approach gives the opportunity for interviews 

to elicit information that is salient to the interviewee (Rosaline, 2008, p.119). This method is 

also appropriate for understanding motivations, decisions, and for exploring impacts and 

outcomes (Lewis, 2003).  

 

An interview guide was designed to gather empirical data (Appendix I). Semi-structured 

questions focused on three topics: 1.) Migration with Dignity concept, 2.) climate change 

impacts, and 3.) livelihood outcomes. During interviews, follow-up questions were directed to 

explore and elaborate upon any livelihood asset that was mentioned by the respondent. The 

questions were also mediating respondents in thinking about migration and its potential 

outcomes that can be related to adaptation outcomes. Open-ended questions permitted 

respondents to freely explain how climate change is perceived and what consequences they 

themselves put emphasis on.  

 

Purposive sampling was used to select the study population. It is the process by which 

participants are chosen because of their particular characteristics, roles, experiences, etc. Two 

principles follow purposive sampling. The first is that the selection of participants should 

ensure that all the relevant key constituencies of the research topic are covered. Secondly, 

even if the sample group was chosen based on key criteria it must still include some diversity 

so that different perspectives can be explored (Ritchie, et.al., 2003, p.78-79). Key actors 

working with climate change and/or community-based work were identified with the help of 

my field contact who is employed at the University of the South Pacific. I then invited the 

actors whom I found had most experience and insights on working with various livelihood 

capitals to participate in this study. The field contact was not involved in the research design. 

The number of relevant actors on South Tarawa is limited and the assistance from the field 

contact was valued since it is better to approach professionals by introduction. Especially 

within the government, it was important that the invitation to participate in an interview was 

given to the highest official.  

 

The study population of this research are the I-Kiribati and the sample group chosen consists 

of key informants and was chosen for their participation in their respective institution that 

makes up a wide range of functions in Kiribati society. Interviewees represent the government 

(6), civil society organisations (CSO) (2), development projects (2), institutions for education 

(3), and the private sector (1) (see Appendix I for list of interviews). The CSOs and project 

representatives in particular work close with the local communities in South Tarawa and the 

outer islands. Therefore, the sample group make up a good representation of the I-Kiribati and 
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of most aspects of Kiribati society and life. Equal number of participants was women (7) and 

men (7).  

 

Since this research builds on the data collected from the interviews I have chosen not to 

disclosure the name of the organisation or the interviewee represented. Given that the 

community of actors is small and are all located in South Tarawa it could be easy to deduce 

from whom the information in this thesis comes from and by so erase their anonymity. An 

informed consent form was given to each participant to sign. Through the form participants 

were made aware of the fact that they were being investigated and their acceptance was 

sought (Mikkelsen, 2005, p.337). The form carefully explained the purpose of this study, that 

I was in Kiribati independently, and that my work was not associated with the government of 

Sweden, Sida or any other organisation. It also clearly explained the premises for voluntarism, 

anonymity and confidentiality. I used a tape recorder during my interviews and the 

participants were informed that no records would be archived after they had been transcribed. 

Since I were told that the I-Kiribati typically do not like communication through papers, I 

started each interview by orally going through the consent form and allowing the interviewee 

to ask questions and raise concerns. 

 

All interviews were conducted by the researcher autonomously. The transcribed data was put 

into the SLA diagram based on the element that the data belonged to.  From the matrix 

linkages between different elements and themes could be identified. 

 

5.3. Observation 

According to Otsuka’s (2006, p.2, 5) paper on Taloan research, a specific research design in 

Fiji, cultural appropriateness is essential to Pacific Islanders and a culturally appropriate 

research design will provide more accurate and valid data and will also be more reliable and 

valued. Otsuka (2006) argues that establishment of a good interpersonal relationship with 

participants is necessary in order to bridge the gap between researcher and participants. This 

requires from the researcher awareness of cultural values and beliefs but also customs and 

practices. 

 

Observations and informal conversations in the field have therefore been complementary to 

the written material used in this thesis. By spending time getting acquainted with the different 

villages in South Tarawa, learning how everyday life works and seeing with my own eyes has 

been crucial to understand and interpret what my respondents have explained to me. The time 

spent on observations has enhanced my capability to ask the right questions during the 

interviews and to interpret the data. I also had the opportunity to visit two of the outer islands, 

North Tarawa and Marakei. Most people you meet in South Tarawa say that the real Kiribati 

and true Kiribati ways of life are in the outer islands, not in urban South Tarawa. From my 

visits to the outer island it became immediately clear that there are many contrasts, mainly 

urban-rural differences, between living there and living on South Tarawa. These trips have 

helped me to understand the references interviewees have made to life in the outer islands. 
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5.4. Validation 

Consistent with the ontological and epistemological positions in this thesis is the 

understanding of reality as multifaceted. Reality can be documented through observations 

from a specific setting and interviews. This means that there is an inherent subjectivity in the 

research project which challenges the scientific validity. However, subjectivity must not be 

equated with bias and it can be addressed with externality. Externality can promote credibility 

of research results. Externality suggests an absence of vested interest which is one typical 

source of bias. At the same time, externality can pose a risk to the data collection as Mabry 

(2008, p.219-220) argues: “externality implies limited lived experience of the case and the 

danger that case studies might fail to ‘get it right’”. For this reason observations have been 

crucial to this study. The sub-chapter below on limitations and ethical considerations 

discusses this issue in greater detail. 

 

Meanwhile, openness to reality and multiple interpretations helps the researcher to find deeper 

understanding in the process of meaning-making. An advantage of interpretivist case studies, 

compared to quantitative reductionism, is the flexibility to discover new sources and articulate 

new questions during the process. The datasets can therefore expand which gives the 

interpretivist researcher fuller access to a case’s contexts, meanings and conditionalities and 

fulfil the goal of deeper understanding about specific instances (Ibid., p.216). 

 

Another way to enhance validity is through triangulation and the effort to try to ascertain the 

accuracy of each data collected. This has been done by comparing findings from observations, 

interviews, surveys and literature reviews against each other and checking whether the 

information confirms or disconfirms to each other or whether the sources elaborate (Lewis, 

2003, p.61; Mabry 2008, p.222). 

 

5.5. Limitations and ethical considerations 

Out of Kiribati’s 33 islands, 13 are habited and spread over 3.5 million km
2
. Trying to cover 

entire Kiribati has not been possible due to both limitations in time and resources. Most of my 

interviewees were born in the outer islands but worked on South Tarawa. Sometimes their 

answers reflected the life in the outer islands more than in urban South Tarawa. Specific 

questions about life in South Tarawa and their personal experiences therefore had to be asked.  

 

Climate change attracts a lot of scholars, journalists and development workers to Kiribati and 

because of the spread of the islands, visitors concentrate in South Tarawa. There is a risk that 

people get used to the similar questions and that they repeat answers. Another risk is that 

answers are rehearsed to attract more funding from foreigners, raise a particular issue, or to 

give the answers they think the interviewer wants to hear. These limitations were noticeable in 

the interviews for this thesis, especially in the interviews with government officials who 

would give quite standardized answers. These risks have been addressed by focusing follow-
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up questions on the interviewees’ personal understandings and ask about examples from 

personal experiences. 

 

The data collection might have been influenced by the fact that English is neither the 

interviewer’s nor the interviewees’ first language. Misunderstandings can therefore easily 

arise due to language constraints and culturally different ways of communicating. I have tried 

my best to limit this influence by devoting time to listen and observe how the I-Kiribati 

informally communicate with each other and with me. Also during the interviews I tried to 

use a simple language and refrain from using academic or political terms in case the 

participant was not familiar with it. Words like livelihood, vulnerability, and others were 

clarified with an explanation so that the interviewee understood my definition of the word or 

concept. 

 

Furthermore, previously it was mentioned that using externality as a way to validate research 

findings implies both a limitation and a risk that the case study will not be able to get the full 

picture. The danger of new cultural encounters is that all people have preconceived notions 

and we see the world from our own culture, norms and values. It is important to realize the 

limitations of ethnocentric interpretations and not make value judgements of the information 

received (Mikkelsen, 2005, p.327). I informed the participants that the data collection is for 

my master thesis and that my main interest is to gain knowledge and improve understanding 

by learning from them. Furthermore, being a student from Sweden who has no prior 

connection or experience of either the PICs region – the nature, culture, languages, etc., nor 

personal understanding of living with the challenges climate change poses, I strived to be as 

open-minded and neutral as possible as a researcher and limit my own perceptions’ influence 

on the data collection and presentation of findings.  
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6. SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOOD APPROACH 

The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) (sometimes called the Sustainable Rural 

Livelihoods or Sustainable Livelihoods Framework) is an evidence-based tool for research 

and development projects. It has mostly been used to identify possible interventions for 

enhancing rural livelihoods and alleviate poverty. The concept of sustainable livelihood was 

first introduced in the Brundtland report “Our Common Future” in 1987. The definition used 

was: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. The concept helped 

to move from narrow ideas of poverty eradication that looked solely at economic growth and 

income. Today it is well recognized that development can only be achieved through 

economic, ecological and social sustainability (iisd, 2013., Krantz, 2001). 

 

The SLA is an integrated development method and is described as a holistic analytical 

framework that explains what is happening at a specific level (individual, household, 

community, or national), why is it happening and how can it be addressed. The SLA is used 

to develop an understanding of people’s current livelihood and to find ways to improve 

livelihood sustainability. The framework was developed partly to avoid unguided 

development projects that would give little positive impacts or even worsen existing 

conditions (Morse and McNamara 2013). Instead, the SLA seeks to support people in 

achieving their own livelihood objectives and priorities (DFID, 1999). 

 

One of the early definitions of sustainable livelihood that contributed to the development of 

the framework was:  

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) 

and activities required for a means of living: a livelihood is sustainable which can cope 

with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and 

assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next generation; and 

which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the local and global levels and in 

the short and long term” (Chambers and Conway 1992 cited in Krantz 2001, p.6).  

The definition was later modified to include that a sustainable livelihood should not 

undermine the natural resource base (Krantz 2001, p.8).  

 

The diagram on the following page shows the different components of the SLA and how it is 

configured to explain the nature of causality that links together needs, goals, conditions, 

processes and actions (DFID, 1999). The SLA consists of three elements; livelihood capitals, 

livelihood strategies, and institutional processes and organizational structures. This chapter 

will describe each element of the SLA and later explain how the SLA will be applied in this 

thesis to answer what impacts climate change has on livelihoods in Kiribati but also to 

understand how migration can contribute to adaptation to climate change. 
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Figure 1. Sustainable Livelihood Approach 

 

(Source: Morse and McNamara 2013, p.19) 

 

6.1. Livelihood Assets 

At the core of the framework are the five livelihood assets that underpin livelihoods. The first 

step in using the SLA is to identify and assess what essential capitals are present and needed 

for a means of living. These consist of: 

 Natural capital; natural resource stocks (soil, water, air) and environmental services 

(e.g. hydrological cycle, pollutions sinks) 

 Human capital; skills, knowledge, labour (including good health and physical 

capability) 

 Economic capital; capital base (cash, credit/debt, savings and other economic assets) 

 Physical capital; infrastructure (buildings, roads), production equipment and 

technologies 

 Social capitals; social resources (networks, social claims, social relations, 

affiliations, associations) 

The combined livelihood capitals make up the resource base that people rely on for making a 

living. Depending on which livelihood strategy is being pursued, different capitals will be 

cultivated and used. The access to capitals might as well determine what livelihood strategies 
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are available to the household but the availability of both can change over space and time. 

Often the primary aim is to identify what capitals are lacking and that are in need of 

enhancement (Krantz, 2001; Morse and McNamara 2013; Scoones, 1998).  

 

Apart from using capitals for making a living, they are also used to cope with hazards and to 

prepare people for future problems (Reed, et.al. 2013). A sustainable resource base can 

withstand shocks and permanent depletion of its capitals. It is essential to have a sustainable 

resource base in order for the livelihood system to maintain productivity during tougher times 

(Scoones, 1998, p.6). 

 

Other livelihood assets exist as well but are not as widely accepted as the ones mentioned 

above. There are disagreements about what capitals are important for making a living. Some 

examples of other assets are information, cultural/traditional values, and institutional assets 

(ibid.). 

 

In order to make a comprehensive understanding of how livelihoods are constructed the 

livelihood assets must be examined within the institutional context (political and legal 

environment) in which people live and in terms of their vulnerability to economic, social and 

environmental shocks. 

 

6.2. Vulnerability context 

Similar to the concept of climate migration there are multiple perspectives on vulnerability. 

In general it can be said that, vulnerability relates to what degree communities and ecological 

systems will be exposed to hazards like global economic crisis, hurricanes, soil degradation, 

and other pressures. The degree of vulnerability is determined by three functions: exposure to 

stress, sensitivity to stress, and adaptive capacity, i.e. the ability to respond by coping, 

recovering or adapting (Gabrielsson, et.al., 2013.; Reed, et.al. 2013).  

 

In the SLA, the vulnerability context is made up by the external environment in which people 

live. Examining the vulnerability context means identifying what trends exist both over time 

and space, and whether the livelihood suffer from particular shocks. These trends or shocks 

directly affect the availability of assets and normally people have limited or no control at all 

over them. This in turn affects people’s options and success in making a living (DFID, 1999). 

 

Trends have “important influence of rates of return (economic or otherwise) to chosen 

livelihood strategies” (DFID, 1999). They can have both positive and negative impact and 

they are predictable. Examples of trends are population growth; national or international 

economic trends; or trends in technology or in governance. Shocks on the other hand, are 

unpredictable and can damage assets directly. They are defined as sudden events that put 

pressure on livelihood during a short period of time. These can be anything from health 

related; natural or economic shocks; or outbreak of conflicts. For example, the occurrence of 
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a hurricane, locust swarm or drought can have serious consequences on natural capitals and 

on for example agricultural production. What is essential to the analysis is to understand 

vulnerability to short- and long-term pressures and whether the impacts extend over one or 

several capitals. Climate change is an important long-term trend that most agree will have 

transcending effects on livelihoods (DFID, 1999; Morse and McNamara, 2013, p.35).  

 

6.3. Institutional and policy context 

Institutions and policies bind together all the elements of the SLA. It is through institutions 

that sustainable livelihoods are achieved. Institutions are broadly defined as the formal and 

informal regularized practices, rules and norms of society. They are not fixed systems but can 

change over time through social negotiation. Institutions are embedded with power dynamics 

and by so they mediate access to many capitals and thus also people’s opportunities and 

choices. This means that they can have both positive and negative impacts on livelihood 

strategies and outcomes (Morse and McNamara, 2013, p.36; Scoones, 1998, p.12).  

 

While people have almost no control of their vulnerability to external trends and shocks, 

various institutions and policies can manage the vulnerability context by offering certain 

services and legal rights that make people become more resilient. The main goal of the SLA is 

to give support to interventions that can help people become better at capitalising livelihood 

assets and increase livelihood sustainability (DFID, 1999).  

 

6.4. Livelihood strategies 

When both the vulnerability and institutional context have been considered then it is possible 

to develop strategies for how to enhance livelihoods and so generate what is called livelihood 

outcomes. The premise is that planned outcomes will enhance livelihood assets and make 

them more resilient (Morse and McNamara, 2013, p.37).  

 

There is a great diversity of livelihood strategies available in different geographic areas, 

across sectors, and over time. The SLA suggests three different categories of livelihood 

strategies that can enhance livelihood sustainability and cope with economic, social and 

environmental trends and shocks; agricultural intensification/extensification, livelihood 

diversification and migration. Livelihood strategies can be described at the individual, 

household, community, and national level. When it comes to migration some expected effects 

that have been identified in the wider literature are: reinvestment in agriculture, building 

enterprises, and increase consumption at home or in the receiving country (Scoones 1998, p9). 

6.5. Livelihood outcomes 

Livelihood outcomes can explain what motivates people’s behaviour and informs what 

priorities people have. The element of livelihood outcomes is what makes the SLA 
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achievement-oriented and provides the basis for interventions. Some examples of common 

livelihood outcomes are; increased income; improved well-being (access to non-material 

goods, increased self-esteem, improved health, security, maintenance of cultural heritage, 

etc.); reduced vulnerability; improved food security; and environmental sustainability (DFID, 

1999). 

 

Central to the SLA and the definition of a sustainable livelihood is the ability to cope with and 

recover from stresses. Livelihoods that are unable to adapt to long-term stresses will 

inevitably stay vulnerable and not achieve sustainability. An understanding of the ability to 

adapt can be partly found in the experiences of historical responses to similar stresses, albeit 

all types of responses do not contribute to the adaptive capacity of livelihoods (Scoones, 

1998, p.6). 

 

6.6. Criticism of the SLA 

The SLA and especially the diagram have been critiqued for oversimplifying livelihoods and 

not succeeding in representing the complexity of lives. The main issue is how to accurately 

identify, measure and evaluate livelihood assets. Results risk becoming merely descriptive of 

what people do and have, rather than being able to analyse why people have what they have, 

and do what they do (Morse and McNamara, 2013, p.45). Related to the first weakness, is that 

SLA has been critiqued for having an inventive approach to trade-offs of capitals, mainly as 

being too flexible in relation to capitals’ power dynamics. Furthermore, the interactions are 

rarely followed by an explanation of what material motives and aims people have for 

exchanging capitals. The third problem deals with a tendency to underestimate the role of 

structures, institutions and processes (de Haan and Zoomers, 2005, p.33). 

 

Another issue regards the vulnerability context where critics argue that it is only possible to 

assess livelihoods’ vulnerability but it is not possible to predict it. The final critique that is 

important to recognize is that the people-centred approach risk being only rhetorical. 

Researchers tend to fail to engage participants in the methods and thus people become 

invisible in the results. Even if the researcher is able to include participants in the study, 

another problem arises with how to translate the study into interventions. Morse and 

McNamara (2013, p.44) explains: “The claim that the process is liberating for participants 

only holds if those same people have power to bring about change or indeed if they have 

options”. The danger is that the framework becomes the end in itself and is not used for more 

than published reports or academic journals. 

 

There is a risk that this thesis reflects the aforementioned weaknesses of the SLA. The scope 

of this thesis is not enough to apply the SLA in its entireness or be able to give a detailed and 

fully comprehensive analysis of all livelihood complexities. According to Scoones (1998, 

p.13), even the most extensive field research is insufficient to cover all the aspects of 

sustainable livelihoods at a given site. Instead, he writes that “the principle of ‘optimal 
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ignorance’ must always be applied, seeking out only what is necessary to know for informed 

action to proceed”.  

 

This study focuses on a few elements and tries to give an insight of how climate change is 

manifested in Kiribati. This study is people-centred in the way that it is the perceptions and 

experiences of the sample population that serve the foundation of what is being described and 

discussed in this thesis. These findings can be explored further in future studies and help to 

identify important aspects that should be considered in policy developments. 

 

6.7. Application of the SLA 

While the SLA primarily has been used for research and development projects relating to 

poverty reduction, the approach has been found to be useful to understand livelihood 

vulnerability to climate change. The SLA provides the analytical tool to analyse what key 

elements make up livelihoods and which contextual factors that affect their ability to cope 

with environmental change. In addition, the SLA helps to understand and explain the 

recognized linkages between climate change and poverty (Reed, et.al. 2013). 

 

To address some of the problematic descriptions of PICs and its people I have chosen to use 

the SLA to understand the challenges that climate change poses in Kiribati. The SLA is used 

to structure the thesis and analyse the findings. It was chosen for two reasons. Firstly, it offers 

a different approach to study migration that goes beyond the traditional perspective of push 

and pull factors. It will help me structure my analysis of what impacts climate change has on 

livelihoods in Kiribati, why those impacts occur, and how migration can be used to address 

them.  

 

Secondly, the choice of theoretical framework was also based on the fact that it is a people-

centred approach and so far limited research has been oriented towards understanding how 

people from PICs can adapt to climate change while continuing to live the lives that they 

value.  

 

The exposure of PICs to climate change risks has been a well-recognized issue within both 

research and policy for over 20 years. However, the field has been predominately problem-

oriented and concerned with the vulnerability of PICs and the environmental drivers of it 

(mainly sea level rise impacts on island ecosystems). Little emphasis has been devoted to 

understand the scope of adaptation and means of local solutions. Little is known about how 

local systems of knowledge can be used to find solutions that are appropriate for local values 

and needs. Not until recently has the social dimension been recognised for its influence. 

Various social factors can enhance but also reduce the risks associated with climate change. A 

new discourse is taking form and it is one that seeks to represent PICs and its capacities and 

potentials (Barnett and Campbell, 2010).  
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As mentioned above, the problem with the “sinking islands” discourse is that it denies Pacific 

islanders their agency and the space for them to define the situation in their own terms. 

Through this master thesis I hope to be able to contribute with more knowledge about local 

perceptions in Kiribati and how the people there want to adapt to climate change and sustain 

their ways of living. 
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7. RESULTS 

Figure 3. Sustainable Livelihood Framework of Kiribati 

 

The aim of this thesis is to understand how livelihoods in Kiribati are affected by climate 

change and how migration can enhance their adaptive capacity. This thesis identifies what 

expected livelihood outcomes the Migration with Dignity concept has the potential to 

generate. 

 

In this chapter the SLA is applied to the contexts studied in Kiribati and presents the findings 

from the interviews. The results from the SLA are illustrated in the diagram above. This 

chapter starts by describing what climate change related elements contribute to the 

vulnerability context and what other key livelihood issues are. The second part presents what 

impacts climate change has on livelihood capitals. The third part puts the SLA into the 
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context of existing institutional processes that enables migration. The final section identifies 

what the expected livelihood outcomes from migration are. The results are then analysed in 

the following chapter where the research question will be discussed and answered.  

 

7.1. Vulnerability context 

Part of this study is to understand how I-Kiribati experience climate change and what climate 

change related implications contribute to their sense of vulnerability. Six key factors were 

identified in the participants’ accounts. Three of the factors (4-6) do not relate directly to 

climate change but I have chosen to include them in this presentation of findings as they were 

recurrent in almost all interviews. Furthermore, many of the interviewees would argue that 

those development issues are connected to climate change because they increase the risks that 

climate change poses. The main factors include (in the order from strongest to least strong 

concern): 

1. Sea level rise 

2. Changes in temperature, rainfall and winds 

3. Lack of knowledge and access to information 

4. Overpopulation 

5. Lack of access to employment, land, and housing 

6. Food insecurity 

 

Sea level rise 

The interviewees were asked what signs of climate change they saw in Kiribati and all of 

them answered that they had experienced sea level rise. They explained that the problem with 

sea level rise is that during high tides and especially king tides the waves wash over land and 

cause extensive floods around the coastal areas. Sea level rise has also caused substantial 

coastal erosion. If sea level increases with one meter by year 2100, this could mean a loss of 

12.5 percent of Kiribati’s landmass. Land reduction poses a serious and real threat to 

Kiribati’s infrastructure, socio-economic activities and people’s safety since the landscape is 

both low and narrow (Burns, 2000, p.235-236).  

 

Moreover, interviewees would say that there are no mountains where people could find 

security if they needed to. There is neither proper infrastructure which interviewees saw as a 

problem for coping with sea level rise. Fukushima has come to be remembered as a time when 

people panicked and tried to climb up coconut trees, the mall or sports centre which are the 

only two buildings that are higher than two stores. 

“In 2011 there was a tsunami affecting Japan, we were here in the office. There was an 

alert advertised by the government. At that time we didn’t know what to do. Our people 

can see them, they were building a boat, some people went to the church, to maybe die 

there. One thing I’m thinking about is that we have to make them know what to do. 

Because who knows, time is changing, climate is changing. We believe that one day 

there will be a tsunami coming” (Government, A). 
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Changes in temperatures, rainfall and wind 

Rising temperatures was also mentioned as a noticeable climate change impact as well as 

stronger winds and irregularities in rainfall. Increased frequency and intensity of tropical 

storms could by 2050 cause the land area of the islands South Tarawa and North Tarawa to 

become inundated with 55-80 percent, respectively 25-54 percent (Storey and Hunter, 

2010:171). Life in Kiribati is already difficult and climate change will increase the 

vulnerability of this low-lying atoll country where land is not enough to inhabit its people or 

provide the food and economic activity that they need to support their families (CSO, A).  

 

Lack of knowledge and access to information 

One interviewee was sceptic about whether it is possible to attribute these weather events to 

climate change since it could just be a natural part of cyclical changes. However, the person 

recognized that they were a cause for concern since they had significant impacts in Kiribati 

(Education, B). Interviewees would repeat that climate change is real and that it is here, and 

admit that they previously did not believe the scientific information they received. But during 

the recent two years, weather events have become more intense and more frequent which has 

convinced people that climate change is happening. On the 19 February this year a king tide 

(Image 1) hit South Tarawa and it measured up to 2.9 m. This event seems to have startled 

people around South Tarawa and interviewees would bring it up for discussion during the 

interviews. One interviewee commented the king tide by saying: 

“Oh that never happened in my lifetime. People were saying that never happened in our 

lifetime and we all say: Oh, climate change!” (Government, C) 

People are starting to make a connection between the new events they experience and climate 

change, especially in the outer islands where access to information is very limited.  

“Many people in the outer islands they don’t know what’s happening. They hear about 

climate change but they don’t know. Now they are seeing these things and many of the 

people are […] Oh, is this what I hear on the radio on climate change coming up? They 

are thinking more with their hands and what they see than what they hear […]. But I 

think there is a big difference between people on Tarawa and there because we read 

more and we know more. I think if we can get good information, convincing enough, not 

scientific because it is hard for our people. I think another key priority is to educate our 

people.” (Government, C) 

 

Raising awareness throughout the country is an important adaptation priority for the 

interviewees. Lack of knowledge constitutes a crucial vulnerability factor because it inhibits 

people’s ability to adapt. Communities must be engaged and provided with options so that 

they can prepare for the environmental changes (CSO, B, Government, F).  

 

Overpopulation 

Climate change is far from being the only challenge that Kiribati faces. The I-Kiribati 

traditionally live a subsistence lifestyle but on South Tarawa urbanization has attracted people 

to move to the capital in search for employment and access to new social activities. Today 

half of Kiribati’s entire population lives in South Tarawa. The number of people in the 

working-age group on South Tarawa increased from 53,000 in 2005 to 80,000 in 2009. 
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Opportunities for wage employment are however dominated by the public sector which 

provides two thirds of all wage jobs (ADB, 2009, p.22-23). The reliance on few sources of job 

opportunities constitutes a significant source of vulnerability and it limits the prospects of 

youths’ ability to find work after finishing their education.  

 

Rapid urban population growth and uncontrolled urbanization are placing severe strains on 

South Tarawa’s limited land and other natural resources. Unfortunately, investment in 

municipal services such as access roads, water supply, sanitation, and wastewater and solid 

waste disposal facilities have not matched the strains that the unplanned settlements have 

created. Waste management is on the other hand particularly problematic for SIDS where 

even small volumes of waste cause major environmental, health and aesthetic problems. Cost 

effective systems for disposing solid and liquid wastes are often beyond the financial 

resources of SIDS. The option of exporting waste is neither feasible given high transport costs 

which results in that non-biodegradable waste from imported goods accumulate in Kiribati’s 

ecosystems (ibid., p.44; Barnett and Campbell, 2010, p.44). Furthermore, the government fails 

to provide the education, jobs and health care that people move to South Tarawa for. These 

living conditions greatly reduce people’s ability to cope and adapt to climate change. Climate 

change is described as a source of hardships that makes life more difficult through destruction 

of homes, roads, and crops. The limited access to land, population growth and change of 

lifestyle has created a dependency on money which did not exist before. 

 

Interviewees expressed frustration about the overpopulation. One interviewee explained that 

since there are no jobs for the rural migrants on South Tarawa, it would be better if they 

moved to the outer island where they could be of use and help to develop the rural areas 

(CSO, B). The interviewee saw a need for more people to go back to the traditional lifestyle 

and engage in more agricultural productivity that would help Kiribati to survive. Another 

respondent’s reflection was that climate change is worse on South Tarawa compared to the 

outer islands. The crowdedness and lack of living space increases the threats that climate 

change poses. The respondent was concerned about the access to food and fresh water and 

increased risk of fast spreading diseases (Government, D). 

 

Food insecurity 

Not only is the amount of arable land on Kiribati extremely limited, the quality of the soil that 

is mostly made up of coarse coral sand gives poor fertility for agricultural productivity. The 

nature of the soil restricts the variation of food crops and other flora that can grow on Kiribati 

(Government of Kiribati, 2013). The recent trend is that people are eating less local food 

because less people are catching their own fish and picking their own breadfruit or coconut 

from their lands. Instead people are increasingly depending on imported foods like sugar, rice, 

flour and tinned meat and fish. In the past, people could survive times of drought but today 

people worry about how they are going to support their families when monetization is 

increasing and the availability of land and natural resources is diminishing (Government, A). 

If prices on imported food would increase then food security would become a major problem 

on South Tarawa. 
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7.2. Livelihood capitals 

The following sub-chapters will describe in more detail what implications sea level rise, and 

changes in temperature and rainfall have on livelihood capitals in Kiribati. The implications 

are directly associated with the vulnerability factors described above.  

 

Natural capital 

Supply of fresh drinking water is the most significant and dangerous implication of climate 

change. Sea level rise and flooding can cause saltwater intrusion and contamination of 

household wells. Salinization of the fresh water damages the bwaibwai
7
 pits, and coconut and 

breadfruit trees causing them to die. This in return affects the food supply of households. The 

breadfruit trees’ leaves will turn orange after a few days and then the breadfruit will start 

falling to the ground (Government, B). Similar, the coconut trees have started to yield less and 

smaller coconuts (Government, A; F). Salinization and erosion also affect the already poor 

soil making it even harder for people to grow their crops (Project, B). The bwaibwai, coconuts 

and breadfruits are the main staple foods of the I-Kiribati especially in the outer islands. 

Particularly in South Tarawa, people are becoming more and more dependent on imported 

foods like rice, bread, tinned fish and meat and thus vulnerable to fluctuations in the already 

high prices on imported goods as well as the shipping which presently arrive to Tarawa once a 

month (Government, A). 

 

The primary fresh water source is fresh water lenses that float on salt water under the islands 

in porous sands. With just a 0.1 m sea-level rise it is estimated that small islands’ fresh water 

lenses could shrink from 25 to 10 m. It would also affect the quality of the water and further 

contribute to making the islands uninhabitable (Burns, 2000; Storey and Hunter, 2010, p.171). 

If the frequency of saltwater inundation increases to every few months rather than every few 

years, then livelihoods in Kiribati will be threatened by not having access to fresh water for 

drinking or growing crops. Women in particular will be burdened since they take the main 

responsibility for finding water and food for their families (CSO, A). Furthermore, the 

quantity of freshwater lenses depends on rainfall to recharge their content. Irregularities in 

rainfall and drought periods can also cause brackish water when the freshwater becomes too 

thin and thus mixes with seawater (Government of Kiribati, 2013, p.48). Drought is a 

particular problem for atoll environments because the fragile freshwater resources can quickly 

be depleted if precipitation drops (Barnett and Campbell, 2010, p.30). 

 

Apart from impacts on the fresh water lenses and loss of land from erosion, the sea and 

marine life are greatly affected by rising temperatures. People have noticed that during longer 

periods of warm weather they could not catch their fish at their usual sites which means that 

people cannot rely on their knowledge as much as before. But the problem is not only that the 

fishes are moving but also that people have experienced that there are less fishes and other 

marine species than before. The moving of fishes is attributed to changes in El Niño and La 

Niña, i.e. changes in currents and ocean temperatures (Education, C; Government, D; Project, 

                                                 
7
 bwaibwai, a kind of taro that grows in mud pits 
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A). If a temperature rise of 2°C is prolonged many coral species are weakened and do not 

endure. Heightened levels of CO2 contributes to the acidification of seawater and thus reduces 

calcium carbonate which affects coral species’ ability to form their skeletons (Weir and 

Orcherton, 2013, p.54-55; Burns, 2010, p.239). Apart from being a vital part of the 

ecosystem, coral reefs serve a critical function against coastal erosion and in reducing 

atmospheric carbon dioxide. Reefs are also inhabited by one-quarter of all marine species. 

Loss of coral reefs due to global warming seriously affects the food security of many PICs 

since fish makes up to 90 percent of the populations’ protein intake (Burns, 2000, p.237, 245). 

While coral bleaching has only been witnessed at very few sites in Kiribati, it indicates that 

this can be a cause of concern in the future (Government, D). 

 

Overall, the natural capital base is effected by climate change through the diminishing supply 

of water and quality of the water to be used for drinking, sanitation (discussed further under 

human capital), and growing crops. The changing weather patterns and especially rise of 

temperatures have an impact on the movement and availability of fishes. People have also 

raised their concerns for loss of land due to coastal erosion which partly means less land to 

grow their food (further discussed under physical capital). All these resources supply the 

fundamental needs of humans, namely water and food. As the following chapters will 

illustrate, the impacts climate change has on the natural resource base transcends to other 

important livelihood capitals needed in Kiribati. 

 

Physical Capital 

All interviewees respond that they are most affected by coastal erosion and that people living 

near the coastal areas are forced to either move their houses inlands or move elsewhere. 

However, coastal erosion has to date only been witnessed at some parts of the islands but in 

general people expect that coastal erosion will increase its coverage (Project, B; CSO, A). 

 

Another impact associated with climate change is the destruction of the causeway caused by 

sea level rise and high tides. In South Tarawa and most of the outer islands there is only one 

road that can take you all the way around the island. Damages that have occurred are washed 

up sand and debris onto the road, pot holes created by flooding and heavy rain, cracks in 

bridges and broken sea walls. Currently a road rehabilitation project, funded by the World 

Bank, ADB and Australian government, is taking place to improve the condition and safety of 

South Tarawa’s main road (The World Bank, 2014). However, weekly, almost daily, you can 

see that the work is delayed due to the fact that the damages mentioned above frequently 

occur.  

 

Cyclone Pam caused bad weather in Kiribati in March 2015 that lead to destruction of the sea 

wall on the one side of the bridge to the islet of Betio. Vehicles were not allowed to pass the 

bridge for three days due to unsafety. Since Betio is the only port on Tarawa, transport of fuel 

and imported goods could not be supplied to the other parts of the capital. 

 

The second impact on the physical capitals is destruction of homes (Image 2) during floods 

and storms. The typical local house is constructed with organic materials from coconut and 
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pandanus trees and strong storms and floods can easily destroy houses, which forces people to 

rebuild them. Indoor flooding ruins the foundation of the houses and often people must walk 

around in pools of water and muddy land until the sun dries the land (Government, B; Private 

Sector, A). One interviewee describes his past days after Cyclone Pam as:  

“I live right on the lagoon. I had water in every room in my house for two nights in a 

row. Waves crashing against my bedroom window. No sea walls, two thirds were 

destroyed. It’s hard not to recognize that something is going on” (Education, B).  

The strong impacts on living standards push people to try to move inlands or to other islands. 

In the end people will try to move abroad in order to survive (CSO, B).  

 

Economic Capital 

The most evident effect on the economic capital is on families who make a living of selling 

fruits and vegetables since the crops that they grow will yield less and smaller fruits and 

eventually parish. This puts pressures on families abilities to meet their basic needs, afford 

health care and pay the school fees, books and uniforms for their children (Education, A; 

Government, F; Project B). One interviewee said that climate change reduces families’ 

priorities to build a prospering future e.g. through education (Government, E).   

 

Furthermore, concerns for the copra production (Image 3) are often raised in the local 

councils. Kiribati depends heavily on the copra production which is not only the main export 

of the country but it offers many livelihoods a source of earnings and food for several 

generations (Government, C).  

 

Damages to the physical capitals create stressors for livelihoods and especially their 

productivity. Firstly, livelihood’s economic capital is exhausted by the continuous need to 

maintain or rebuild their home environments after storms and floods (Education, B). 

Secondly, destructions of the causeway and repair works cause stops in traffics and delay 

people from getting to work. After cyclone Pam, transport over the bridge to Betio was closed 

down and people were not able to get to work for days. Missing out on salary for those days 

can put a lot of stress on families who depend on the income for that month and also for any 

plans for larger spending that they may have. When people are not able to get to work it 

affects the productivity and business of companies and other work places as well. Since there 

is no public transport system, people must rely on the few private buses that exist on South 

Tarawa which today are unreliable as they operate at irregular times. When the road is rough a 

lot of private buses do not run because they do not want to damage the buses and therefore 

they wait until the roads have been fixed. During the following week after the cyclone only 

two buses ran and each bus can only take about 16 people (Government, F; Private sector, A). 

 

The volatility of fish stocks to impacts of short and long-term climate driven changes has 

grave implications for small-scale fishers and the national economy of Kiribati whereas 

selling access fees for foreign vessels to fish in Kiribati’s EEZs accounts for 25 percent of the 

state revenues. Kiribati risks losing that income and fishermen risk their jobs and ability to 

work near their homes (ADB, 2009, p.23; Education, C).  
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Many of the developing PICs spend 40 percent of their GDP on food imports. If the I-Kiribati 

cannot uphold their subsistence lifestyle it forces them to become more dependent on imports, 

which further constrains already fragile economies at livelihood and national levels (Burns, 

2000). The changing weather patterns and especially increases in frequency and intensity can 

have effects on the supply and demand of shipping goods. It can cause delays and increases in 

transportation costs and goods prices. One interviewee describes the situation as: 

“[…] you know everything is coming from ships from overseas so it will be more and 

more expensive and how will people pay for it? To have the economics to run you need 

to have a circle. You have someone who is selling something, then the ships to transport 

it, then someone here will sell it and then you need to have someone who can afford to 

buy those items. If there are no jobs for the people on the fishing boats, no one has any 

money to buy anything. So the chain has been cut down. You can offer something but 

there will be no one to buy. So that is how the country is going to die slowly. Without 

openings of new jobs, somehow it’s hard to see how people can survive” (Education, C). 

Meanwhile, the prospects for creating new jobs through attracting new investors are also 

challenged by climate change impacts: 

“What we are doing now is that we are trying to operate and encourage our business 

community to continue to work with their operations. But we know that […] if we are 

talking on the climate change that would not be very attractive to our foreign investors, 

especially our long-term investments. Because if Kiribati would be sinking in 50 years’ 

time, the foreign investors would not consider Kiribati as a probable place to invest in. 

We are very unfortunate for that” (Private sector, A). 

 

Human capital 

Climate change has been identified by the World Health Organization as “one of the primary 

threats to public health in the next century” (Burns, 2000, p.246). One interviewee describes 

the implication of sea level rise as:  

“Look at the rising sea level. We all drink from our wells. We get our main diet from the 

bwaibwai […], with the water coming in, you are destroying our water. You are 

destroying our bwaibwai. So life, it means reduced life. Reduced quality of life. When 

will we have water when there is no rain? And the sea water is in your world now. It’s 

pretty hard to get rid of it […]” (Government, C). 

The heavy in-migration to South Tarawa has led to heavy man-made pollution of the lagoon. 

This is partly caused by traditional practices like lagoon latrines and open-pit dumping (CIA, 

2015). The pollution results in immediate threat to the environment and health of I-Kiribati 

and puts the ground water at risk. Floods and storms help to wash up waste products from and 

into the sea and spread it around the living environments. Higher temperature, flooding, water 

shortages, and water and food contamination increase the risk of sanitary problems and 

diseases like cholera and diarrhoea. Diarrhoea outbreaks have been increasing in Kiribati, 

especially among children. When children suffer from diarrhoea they need to be urgently 

assisted and hydrated but there is a lack of knowledge about water safety, sanitation and 

preventable diseases. The problem with spread of diseases from polluted environment is 

attributed to South Tarawa where it is overcrowded (Education, A; Government B). 
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With rising temperatures and increased precipitation, spread of vector borne diseases like 

dengue fever and malaria can aggravate and cause epidemics. This occurs when changes in 

climate becomes more favourable to vectors that carry diseases and to their reproduction and 

incubation and hence increase their longevity (Burns, 2000, p.246) Kiribati has most recently 

experienced a new outbreak of the mosquito-borne viral disease chikungya. Chikungya can 

become a severe health issue for people who already suffer from other existing health 

problems (Education, A). 

 

The third climate-related health risk is dietary problems. As already mentioned, the limited 

fertile soil and climate-related risk of diminishing crops create dependency on imported foods 

like tinned meats, sugar, rice, noodles, and white bread that are lacking in nourishments. 

Another problem that causes health problems is that people add sugar to the drinking water 

from the well in order to get rid of the taste of salt. 

“Now when I go back to North Tarawa people come and stir in front of me with the 

sugar. I don’t want to drink sugar. Because here we drink sugar with Milo or 

something. Very sad. When I used to go holiday with my husband and my children, my 

father used to prepare all the food, local food. The toddy
8
 is there, the red toddy, the 

white toddy. But now we are depending on the shops. No fresh.” (CSO, B) 

The problem is also that a lot of people prefer to eat the imported foods rather than local food 

and vegetables in particular. This can also be an explanation why less people grow their own 

vegetables for the household on their lands. Furthermore, imported fresh foods like vegetables 

are highly expensive and thus inaccessible to many livelihoods (Education, A).   

 

The stresses on livelihoods described so far greatly affect people’s well-being, productivity 

and participation in the work force (Government, B). Moreover, the warmer temperatures 

have created more leisure time for some people because they cannot be productive during 

noon because of the heat compared to before when they were able to work from morning until 

evening. It is experienced as if “the sun is getting closer to our island” or that the sun is 

getting hotter (Project, A). People need to stay indoors because otherwise they will start 

feeling dizzy, warm, sleepy, and eventually sick (Government, D). 

 

Another important impact on people’s well-being is that climate change brings in an element 

of fear. As previously discussed, climate change is a rather new phenomenon but the 

observations that the respondents have made has led to a kind of social realization of climate 

change. 

“People have fear now. Wow, it is really affecting our lives. This psychological thing, I 

think is really strong. Because you know they are starting to panic. Let’s leave this 

place. How can you build a good family at the same at the back of your mind you have 

fear? So I think that’s a really bad element. And it is coming. It is in my mind as I talk 

with you. […] the instinct sort of affect their psychology and the psychology affects the 

way they think, the way they act and the way they look at the future. […] There is an 

instinct about surviving. It’s being touched now” (Government, C). 

                                                 
8
 toddy ,traditional drink made from the sap of coconut trees 
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10 out of the 14 respondents in this study expressed that they believed that Kiribati will be 

uninhabitable in the future. Many of them would make expressions like: “we are sinking”, 

“everything will be vanished”, “washed away", “we will drown”. Respondents answered 

that they feel unsafe, unhappy and worried about the future. There is also an anxiety about 

the uncertainty of whether the country actually no longer will exist and if so, what will 

happen to the cultural heritage? (Government, E; F) 

 

When it comes to impacts on skills and knowledge one interviewee said that from his work in 

communities, fishermen have been saying that their navigation skills have become poorer 

because they cannot make accurate predictions anymore. They are getting confused by the 

unpredictable weather patterns and that El Niño and La Niña are not occurring at expected 

times (Project, A). 

 

Most changes in skills and knowledge cannot be attributed to climate related effects but rather 

changes in lifestyles. It was however widely recognized that the traditional way of living 

offers greater capabilities to cope with environmental changes and disasters. Traditionally, I-

Kiribati rural households survived by being toamau
9
 because the household composition and 

division of labour ensured that there was someone to carry out all the essential subsistence 

activities (fishing, toddy cutting, growing copra, and cooking). The importance of toamau is 

diminishing due to increasing monetization, new aspirations and urban migration (ADB, 

2009, p.31). Partly why the I-Kiribati’s diet is dominated by imported food is that fewer 

people know how to fish for themselves, climb the coconut trees and husk the coconut, grow 

bwaibwai, etc. There are plenty of traditional adaptation measures that are not practiced 

anymore and unfortunately forgotten. For example, the use of traditional food preservation, 

agricultural diversification, and the taitai system. The taitai system was practiced within the 

village and led by the elders to cross-check that every family had basic listed items needed for 

times of hardships. The I-Kiribati society is based on egalitarianism and the taitai system 

ensured that every family had some basic wealth that would sustain them (Government, C). 

 

Inadvertently, loss of land from coastal erosion also has a cultural impact that affects the well-

being of people. The I-Kiribati culture and sense of identity in Kiribati is deeply connected to 

the land. Land is not bought and it is rare that people lease housing because they prefer to stay 

in places that are owned by the family, included extended ones.  

“It’s [the land] passed down from generation to generation by your ancestors. They give 

it to you, they leave it to you. We don’t buy it. It’s family lands. We do not know anyone 

who does not have a land. We say, he’s an I-Kiribati but he does not have a land we 

have big question and say: Why? That’s a very poor person. You lose your dignity if you 

are poor. […] Because land means you have a place for your family to live on. You 

have you house to build on it. You grow your food” (CSO, A). 

The cultural relationship I-Kiribati have to land explains the frustration people feel about 

the urban migration and overpopulation. 

                                                 
9
 toamau, having balance of age and gender among household members to enables necessary division of labor 

that meets household needs  (ADB, 2009, p.31) 
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Social capital 

There is a social capital which ties together all the other capitals. Central to the I-Kiribati 

culture is the extended family support system. Traditionally, the support system was used 

when a household was not toamau, i.e. did not have a person to do a particular subsistence 

activity. The family would then seek assistance from a relative (ADB, 2009). The strong 

social family ties still ensure a share and care system. This can for example mean giving 

support through money, resources or whatever skills or occupational services you can offer. It 

can also entail contribution in kind like caring for children or elders, let relatives come and 

stay with you, or raise others’ children. The commitment an I-Kiribati has to its extended 

family, along with the practice of bubuti, means that you cannot say no but have to help no 

matter what. Most often you can rely on getting support without even asking for it (CSO, A; 

Project, A).  

 

It is worth mentioning that livelihood capitals must not be understood in isolation or as static. 

Access to capitals is dynamic and they interact across space and time. Strong family ties 

facilitate the exchange of capitals which is also a way to cope with stresses (Morse and 

McNamara 2013, p.35). Even though 51 percent of the population live below the poverty line, 

none of the interviewees mentioned poverty as a pressing issue, most likely because of this 

traditional kin-based redistribution of wealth and because I-Kiribati have managed to live off 

subsistence lifestyles (ILO, 2010, p.4). Extended family support helps to sustain the culture of 

egalitarianism and that all relatives are looked after (Education, B).  

 

While people in general cherish the sense of family and communal ties, climate-related 

impacts puts pressure on these ties. People who are forced to move tend to go live on 

overpopulated South Tarawa together with relatives who have wage employments. This has 

started to create burdens for income takers. Families who lose earnings from e.g. selling copra 

will become more dependent on those employed and they themselves will have a harder time 

to support their own family (Government, E; F). The aggregate income is often not sufficient 

to meet daily needs as it is very common with households that have more than ten members 

but only one or two incomes. This increasing dependency from unemployed and affected 

families adds to the already high dependency ratio
10

 in Kiribati. In 2005, 74 out of every 100 

persons of working age were in the dependent ages (0-14 and >60 years) (ADB, 2009, p.30-

31).  

 

Regarding climate-related impacts on social claims, coastal erosion and loss of land can spur 

conflicts over land between neighbours (Government, F). Storey and Hunter (2010, p.168) 

found that rising sea level and coastal erosion create socio-cultural incentives in the way that 

it has forced people to relocate to the inner parts of the islands. The extreme overcrowding in 

South Tarawa forces people to reside in informal and unplanned settlements. This puts 

pressure on urban water reserves and cause heavy lagoon pollution from high levels of human 

                                                 
10

 dependency ratio, the proportion of the economically dependent population relative to the productive 

population (ADB, 2009, p.30) 
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and solid waste which further stresses the water and sanitation systems that turns into root 

causes of conflicts.  

 

7.3. Institutional processes 

This section aims to assess what institutional processes enable migration to be used to as a 

livelihood strategy. To date, no country has adopted a legislation that permits immigration 

from gradual climate changes that threatens to destroy people’s livelihoods (Martin, 2009, 

p.375). Unlike many other former colonial PICs, Kiribati does not have international 

migration access to the United States (e.g. Palau, Marshall Islands, Guam), New Zealand 

(Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa, Tokelau) or France (e.g. French Polynesia, New Caledonia) 

(Campbell, 2014, p.19). The options available to I-Kiribati migrants include the Australia 

Seasonal Worker Program (SWP) and New Zealand (Recognized Seasonal Employers 

Scheme (RSE). Both labour migration schemes aim to contribute to the economic 

development of participating PICs and fill seasonal labour shortages in viticulture and 

horticulture industries when positions cannot be filled with local applicants. Visas can be 

granted for I-Kiribati migrants for up to nine months and they can be approved to return in 

following seasons (Australian Government, 2015; ILO, 2015).  

 

While such seasonal labour migration schemes gives the I-Kiribati opportunities to participate 

in circular migration, they are limited since the schemes are open to other PICs as well. The 

benefit of the SWP in particular is that it offers add-on skills training to seasonal workers such 

as in basic English literacy and numeracy, and information technology skills. They also offer 

return migrants the opportunity to receive a certificate of competencies in the sector they have 

been working in (Australian Government, 2015). Obtaining a certificate or proof of skills can 

facilitate the migrant’s chances to find other jobs abroad or in Kiribati. 

 

The Pacific Access Category (PAC) offers 75 I-Kiribati residencies in New Zealand each year 

through a ballot. However, applicants who get picked in the ballot must meet certain level of 

English requirement and have a job offer from a New Zealand employer (Immigration New 

Zealand, 2015). 

 

Other than the aforementioned channels, I-Kiribati can migrate for studies and are offered 

scholarships to study abroad from the government of Kiribati, Australia, Cuba, Morocco, New 

Zealand, and Taiwan. Furthermore, Kiribati has agreements with German, Japanese and 

Taiwanese merchant companies that facilitates for I-Kiribati seafarers to work on foreign 

vessels (Education, C; Government, B). 

 

Considering the institutional processes that are available for I-Kiribati to migrate abroad it can 

be said that the opportunities for I-Kiribati to practically use migration as a livelihood strategy 

are very limited. Migration is therefore not a viable option for many households because of 

the limited number of channels, lack of skills and the requirement that the migrant must have 

a job offer before visa can be granted. Part of the Migration with Dignity concept is however 
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to establish more diplomatic relations and open up more pathways for I-Kiribati to migrate 

(Government, B). 

 

The informal processes, which are based on the extended family support system, have greater 

feasibility to mediate migration despite the limited number of bilateral agreements. Through 

the extended family support system people can get invitations to the destination country, send 

their children to study abroad and live with relatives, and find employment in family-run 

businesses. Families overseas serve as gateways for others to move. One interviewee says: 

“We would be happy there is a place to start off. It is good to have families overseas. I 

have two children overseas, one in Australia and one in New Zealand.  I think I am 

secured with my children. Because if the government says move, then there is a place to 

go, to start. Who else is going to look after me when I go there if I am going to be a 

stranger?” (CSO, B). 

The attitude is that being new in a developed country and not knowing anyone will be a 

struggle. Those who come after the first ones will depend on those who have been in the 

country longest to help them to survive there (CSO, A). It is possible to say that the 

Migration with Dignity concept reflects this attitude toward moving and tries to emphasise 

the need of building up strong communities that can absorb new arrivals. 

 

7.4. Livelihood strategy 

All interviewees were positive towards the Migration with Dignity concept because it enables 

people to move to places that are not as vulnerable to climate change impacts as Kiribati 

(Education, A). The positive aspect was that it helps people to prepare mentally and 

emotionally for permanent relocation in case Kiribati becomes uninhabitable in the future. 

The first part of preparation is that people need to be able to survive and live in harmony in 

the new country. People need to become sustainable and able to stand on their own feet.  The 

second part is that people are given a better position to maintain the customs and culture so 

that they can preserve their identity. Even if people are sceptic about whether permanent 

relocation will become necessary, it is not worth the risk so it is better to prepare (CSO, A; 

Project, A). One respondent recalled when climate change first was introduced in Kiribati and 

the respondent attended a conference where a person stood up and said:  

“’How can you people talk about climate change and bring fear to our people? Are we 

going to live in fear all of our lives? Because of this climate change? No, take it easy.’ 

That’s why I think this Migration with Dignity is good. It is taking it easy but 

preparing” (CSO, A). 

 

There is a strong sense of pride in the I-Kiribati culture and love for the people and the 

country. People therefore have fears about having to migrate and be treated as refugees or 

second-class citizens. When it comes to employability in particular, the I-Kiribati want to be 

able to have the same opportunities as the people in that country so that they can be just as 

competitive in the labour market (Government, A; Project, A). People do not want to become 
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a burden to their new society but instead they want to be someone, be a good and responsible 

citizen, and also contribute to the economy of the destination country (Project, B). 

 

There is however a widespread awareness about the limited opportunities in Kiribati 

especially for school leavers and this has created a high youth unemployment bulge 

“They try and get unskilled jobs, local, which are very few. They suffer quite frankly. 

[…] I’ve seen it first-hand. It’s very depressing for them. The second they come out of 

school, haven’t done badly in school, all of the sudden there is a brick wall, there is not 

the opportunities. […]. The only thing that can happen is that they will grow, grow, 

grow, start having social problems” (Education, B). 

Considering that climate change will make the already difficult life harder, a lot of families 

emphasize the need for youths to educate themselves, acquire a skill, and increase their 

opportunities to go overseas. Often parents are the ones deciding for their children and one 

reason for that is a growing concern about the future of their children and grandchildren.  

“[…] they don’t want to lose their culture mainly the old men, our old citizens, because 

they are born there, they grew up there, they rather want to die. Maybe if we look in our 

young generation they have no choice, so I think they should, that’s positive because 

they have no other place” (Government, A). 

Another interviewee says: 

“I fear that sometime in the future, this place will no longer be. I am fearful about my 

grandchildren. I thought it would be better to, what’s the point of staying in a place that 

is going to be flooded?” (Government, C). 

Even though most of the respondents said they believed that Kiribati will become 

uninhabitable in the future, most of them said that they did not want to leave Kiribati; 

“Because I love my country. I want to sink with it. But I encourage my children to move. 

It’s better.” (CSO, B). 

The I-Kiribati have a strong love for their country and want to spend their lives on their own 

lands where they are born, working for their country and family (Government, D). One 

interviewee claimed that the I-Kiribati are not typical Pacific islanders who like to go 

overseas and stay, but rather prefer to return to Kiribati (Education, C). Many quickly feel 

homesick when they are abroad and do not feel happy, comfortable or secured with other 

people than their own. People fear that they will not be respected by other people and prefer 

to be in Kiribati where people know who you are (Government, E). 

 

7.5. Livelihood outcomes 

The reason why people migrate is mainly for economic reasons and to search for better 

opportunities and higher incomes overseas. Other reasons for migration is an interest in 

getting new experiences, explore new places and get a better way of living (Education, A; 

Government, A). In this final part of the SLA, the expected livelihood outcomes are listed and 

discussed in terms of how they could improve the I-Kiribati’s adaptive capacity. 
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Alleviation of population pressure 

The most immediate outcome of migration would be alleviation of population pressure in 

South Tarawa. The crowdedness causes a lot of environmental degradation from human and 

solid waste, lack of green areas to grow food, contamination of waters, and stresses on public 

services. Out-migration from Tarawa would improve the urban environment and thus improve 

the well-being of the urban residents. Several respondents expressed frustration with the 

crowdedness and in-housing of unemployed relatives. They would prefer if those who are not 

working on South Tarawa would go back to the outer islands where there is more space and 

more local food (Government, E). In particular, people are concerned about the increasing 

social problems around South Tarawa. The social problems are caused by unemployment and 

the fact that people live idle lives whereas they drink during the nights and cannot work and 

be productive during day time (Government, A; Project, A). 

 

Education  

Education is also mentioned as an important reason for migration since the quality and range 

of education in Kiribati is low (CSO, A). Having a degree from overseas will be more 

recognized and it will make it easier to find jobs. Furthermore, English is difficult to learn 

properly in Kiribati so many families send their youths overseas to learn English so that they 

can have better chances of finding employment. Culturally, people are shy about speaking in 

English in front of other I-Kiribati because they fear people will laugh at them. This cultural 

behaviour hinders youths from being granted scholarships to Australia and New Zealand as 

they fail the spoken part of the entry examination (Government, B; F). 

 

The main challenge with education overseas is that there is limited number of scholarships 

offered in Kiribati. Scholarships are offered from the government of Kiribati, Australia, New 

Zealand, Cuba, Morocco and Taiwan. However, the government is trying to get more 

international scholarships into the country (Government, B). Ideally, it could benefit Kiribati 

if scholarships were given for education in fields that are needed in Kiribati e.g. agricultural 

production (develop knowledge in how to adapt techniques and diversify seeds suitable to 

grow in atoll environment), or climate proofing (engineering, architecture and construction) of 

public space but also private homes.  

 

Emphasis on migration risks loss of human resources especially of qualified people within 

health care and technical occupations that are needed in Kiribati as well. Brain drain should 

be avoided since it is hard to find other people with the same training to replace those who 

migrate. Meanwhile it is difficult to retain people with higher education as they recognize the 

prospects of higher income abroad than in Kiribati. Domestic capacity building within 

institutions can help to uphold quality and efficiency in Kiribati (Education, C; Government, 

B). The challenge is truly to find a balance between up-skilling of people so that they can find 

jobs overseas but also so that they can help develop the country. 

 

Within the school system in Kiribati, the government is trying to develop the curriculum and 

include climate change to partly increase awareness, and partly educate children in how to 

preserve the environment. If people are educated overseas they can access knowledge that is 
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unavailable in Kiribati on e.g. ecological conservation or sustainable development then they 

can bring back expertise needed to develop the country (Government, A; Project, B). 

Migrants have a lot of potential to be agents of change if they return to Kiribati. They can take 

up leading positions and help to develop policies, create better relations with governments, 

organisations, and companies abroad, and bring back skills which in the end would help 

Kiribati build up its capacities within different sectors. Considering the love most I-Kiribati 

feel for their country, migrants would want to contribute because: 

“I would say that they because this is part of their country and they have their heart and 

they want to help their country survive as long as possible” (Project, B). 

 

Extended family support 

People are very positive and encouraging towards people migrating abroad. Through the 

commitments one I-Kiribati feels to his or her extended family, that person will be able to 

support two or three other people. The greatest advantage people see is that that person will be 

able to invite other people to come and stay abroad. Those people in return will then help 

other relatives on their own and thus create more opportunities for the extended family to 

receive economic or social support (Government, A). Since there are very few opportunities 

in Kiribati more people will try to find their ways overseas. It is therefore important that 

people have enough English skills and other capacities to be able to find a job. The risk is 

otherwise that dependency is created on those already established in the foreign country. If 

people are going to migrate they should be able to stand on their own feet (CSO, A).  

 

The Migration with Dignity concept needs to be used in a realistic manner so that the 

government is able to manage people’s expectations: 

“[…] not finding ways for young I-Kiribati to find employment, is sometimes much more 

cruel than letting them migrate unskilled” (Education, B).  

The danger is that people will focus their efforts and years on trying to educate themselves 

and develop skills and in the end face the same destiny as in Kiribati, - not being able to 

migrate or find jobs overseas. If Kiribati is going to be able to realize the Migration with 

Dignity concept, then progress must be made in diplomatic efforts so that the I-Kiribati can go 

through more flexible migration schemes (CSO, B; Government, F).  

 

Knowledge 

The other benefit from migration is that migrants are exposed to new environments and 

experiences from which they can gain a lot of knowledge and skills. The problem is that 

returning migrants might not have enough money to make use of those skills which leads to 

missed opportunities (Education, C).  

 

Migrants should be encouraged to try to pass on their knowledge to the communities. One 

interviewee informs that when she went abroad for her studies she learned new simple things 

like sanitation, cleaning, look after oneself, and how to take care of children (CSO, B). 

Furthermore, many migrants are exposed to healthier lifestyles overseas and they learn that 

diets consisting of sugar, rice, noodles, and bread increase the risk of non-communicable 

diseases (CSO, A; B).  
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Another useful skill that migrants learn from working overseas, that would be useful at the 

livelihood level, is safety and basic medical care. Those skills could save lives and reduce the 

need for public services that often are not even available in the outer islands like hospitals and 

fire departments. Developing skills can also help people to move on to other occupations. For 

example, sea farers get extensive training in security and this has enabled some seafarers to 

enter the police academy and become policemen on South Tarawa (Education, C). 

 

Remittances 

I-Kiribati seafarers send approximately 9,5 to 10,5 million US$ annually in remittances which 

reaches a considerable proportion of Kiribati’s population (ILO, 2010). Remittances are the 

main benefit from sending a household member to work elsewhere. Immediate families use 

their remittances for basic daily needs such as food, clothing, fuel and housing. The second 

thing that families prioritize are functions and community commitments with the manaeba
11

, 

church or schools (CSO, A). Remittances are most often requested by extended family 

members who need help with school fees, books, uniforms, school bus fares, or support for 

taking care of elders. Life on South Tarawa is congested and remittances can be used to help 

relatives be able to stay in the outer islands rather than having to move to South Tarawa and 

become dependent on relatives with employment (Project, A). People also tend to prioritize 

consumable goods like televisions, computers, movies, music, kitchen equipment, etc., as well 

as going out to drink kava
12

 or play bingo (CSO, B; Education, B). 

 

In general most respondents thought that remittances could be used in a more strategic way so 

that the money contributes to long-term possibility of families to develop an independent 

future (Education, B). A lot of people do not know how to use money since the I-Kiribati 

traditionally survived by subsistence living (Government, C). Money is therefore not an issue 

for families with their own food supply.  

“[…] when we do have our money we can’t keep it. We just want to spend it until it is 

finished and then we will relax. We don’t want the money to be in our hand. No savings, 

nothing. So when something happens we are trying to find help, go to the brother, the 

sister, the family member look for help.[…] It is going to change, but it will take time” 

(Government, E). 

If natural resources become scarce then more and more people will resort to finding wage 

employment and thus increase the need of money. Money must then be used wisely and 

people must learn how to save. Likewise, rather than having return migrants bringing back 

disposable goods they should bring back things that can help the family become more 

sustainable (Education, B). Some suggestions given were buying water tanks, tin roofs for 

water collection, and building houses with good infrastructure and then maintaining the 

houses as well.  

 

 

 

                                                 
11

 manaeba, traditional meeting place 
12

 kava, traditional sedative drink in the South Pacific made from a pepper plant (piper methysticum) 
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Small businesses development 

Some respondents think that private sector development is needed to adapt to climate change 

through the creation of more jobs that would enhance the sustainability of households 

(Project, A; Project, B). There is an open market for new businesses and remittances should 

be used to invest in small-scale businesses so that people can find new ways of becoming self-

reliant. Financial institutions could help people with micro-savings so that they can start 

thinking about investments for the future (Private sector, A). 

 

Some potential business areas could be within repair and maintenance, carpentry, baking, 

handicrafts, restaurants, and tourism. Floor tiling for example is a trade that is not capital 

intensive and it is a service that Kiribati needs. Similarly, new types of restaurants with good 

quality food and service are also missing in the country. Currently existing restaurants do not 

meet international standards or expectations and considering that there are many foreigners 

coming to visit or work in Kiribati there is potential for successful business if run properly 

(CSO, A; Education, B). If more people would use their remittances to invest in small 

businesses then perhaps less people would consider going abroad and instead stay in Kiribati 

and help develop the private sector (Private sector, A). 

 

The government cannot absorb more employees and it would be better to alleviate the 

pressure from the government to find work for its people. That is why people strongly believe 

in the need to create self-employments and become self-sufficient. One problem is however 

that since Kiribati has a communal society, people find it difficult to set up businesses based 

on sales. Fundamental to Kiribati society is the sharing of resources and people are not used to 

selling or buying from acquaintances. One good idea could be to set up micro-loans for 

people and implement island cooperatives because then the community would look at it as 

money and gains for the community and then they would support the sales (CSO, A).  
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8. DISCUSSION 

The findings in this study can best be described as changes in what Campbell (2014, p.4-5) 

calls life-support systems.  

“The effects of climate change […] may have impacts on land security, which is the 

physical presence of land on which to live and sustain livelihoods. Second, they may 

impinge on the livelihood security (especially food security) of island communities 

where the productivity of subsistence and commercial activities may be reduced; in 

extreme cases, the loss of productivity may be severe. Third the effects of climate 

change on small-island environments may result in declining habitat security, in which, 

despite the existence of land and livelihoods, other factors such as declining health 

bring about reductions in community well-being”. 

The presence of these three dimensions of security leads to the already recognized conclusion 

that climate change-related risks transcend all aspects of livelihoods. It calls for urgency to 

adapt but, the road to realizing the Migration with Dignity concept is long. The problem is 

that Kiribati’s current state of development cannot offer the right circumstances in which 

Migration with Dignity could be used to enhance the adaptive capacity of livelihoods at a 

large scale. Kiribati’s MIRAB economy does not provide the means necessary to absorb the 

bulge of unemployed youths and provide enough opportunities for them to migrate. Current 

standards of general education, technical training, and public health have fallen to levels that 

impede citizens’ efforts to improve their incomes and well-being (ADB, 2009, p.24). The 

main barriers for people to use migration as a livelihood strategy are not only insufficient 

English skills or lack of merits, but also the fact that people do not have the financial means to 

afford education and costs to migrate. In addition, even if more people had the competencies 

and resources to migrate, there are to date not enough institutional channels offered that can 

mediate migration. Migration opportunities are often least available to livelihoods in the most 

vulnerable circumstances and locations (Foresight, 2011, p.175). On the other hand, these 

issues are already under the process of being addressed by the government.  

 

Even so, migration should still be used as a strategy by individuals in Kiribati to enhance 

economic conditions and improve individual welfare (Bettini, 2014, p.186). The preceding 

sections showed that the expected livelihood outcomes from migration are small businesses 

development, increase of knowledge, remittances, alleviation of population pressure, 

education, and extended family support. These outcomes would probably not have any 

immediate impact on livelihoods’ resilience, but in the long term improved economic 

conditions could help families build up their adaptation capacities. Solutions for population 

density, environmental degradation, limited access to food, and preservation of I-Kiribati 

culture abroad will require government actions in order for those outcomes to be achieved.  

 

Furthermore, the capacity of a nation to respond to climate change depends on several factors 

such as financial resources, governance, infrastructure, technology and social resources to 

name a few (Barnett and Webber, 2010). Migration cannot in this sense be used as a strategy 

to adapt to climate change alone but, since migration is one of few available livelihood 

strategies in Kiribati, it has the potential to at least increase Kiribati’s social resources. What 
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is meant by social resources is the use of networking and bonding among people so that social 

responses to climate change can be cohesive, equitable and robust (ibid.). Kiribati’s 

government would gain from engaging its people in a collective response to climate change. 

Communal cooperation is not rare in I-Kiribati society. Because of its strong social ties and 

commitment to village communities and churches, there are many possibilities to mobilize 

people. Elders and the church leaders can therefore play an important role in encouraging 

active participation from its communities. For example, during the previous Kiribati 

Development Plan (2008-2011) 72,000 mangrove seedlings (Image 4) were planted in areas 

prone to coastal erosion thanks to volunteers and active community involvement (Government 

of Kiribati, 2012).  

 

Migrants can hence become potential agents of change through information sharing and 

engagement in policy discussion on future plans and strategies to cope with climate change. 

Livelihood capitals can be used to empower people to act, reproduce or challenge established 

rules, and to transform resources (de Haan and Zoomers, 2005, p.32). Debates about 

migration as adaptation or development are often too centred on remittances. As sought after 

by the interviewees, new skills and experiences that migrants gain should be transferred to 

communities and this requires fora where migrants can be able to share. Livelihood capitals 

should not only be understood as assets needed for survival. They also form the basis of 

agents’ power and thus the basis for individuals to fulfil their potentials (de Haan and 

Zoomers, 2005) 

 

The islands have always been dynamic environments. Their shapes, elevation and even 

locations are constantly changing. Inhabitants have always lived with gradual and rapid 

changes and adapted to them (Barnett and Campbell, 2010). As one interviewee reminded, the 

I-Kiribati have traditions like toamau that used to prepare them for times of hardships and led 

to the development of adaptation methods like food preservation and the taitai system. 

Moreover, migration has always been a part of PICs’ historical resilience against 

environmental changes (Raleigh and Jordan, 2010; Birk, 2012). It is therefore important to 

preserve both new and traditional skills and learn from past experiences.  

 

Nevertheless, remittances remain an important source of income in Kiribati and the gains 

from migration should be maximised. Remittances reduce livelihood vulnerability and are the 

main contributor to adaptive capacity of livelihoods and can sustain access to basic needs 

across seasons and in times of livelihood shocks. That extra household income helps to pay 

for the human, social, physical and natural capital that are needed to invest in others 

household members’ livelihood strategies (Barnett and Webber, 2010, p.44). Investments in 

rural commodity production in particular can help those I-Kiribati families, who do not want 

to migrate, stay on their lands and live the lives they value (Raleigh and Jordan, 2010, p.107). 

Remittances are also needed to stimulate local production and demand so that small private 

businesses can set off.  

 

In the literature review it was mentioned that the migration as adaptation discourse presumes 

that migration needs to be managed in order to provide benefits and avoid maladaptation 
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(ADB, 2012). Governance should orient towards ensuring that migration increases individuals 

and communities’ long-term resilience to climate change and contributes to 

“transformational” adaptation (Foresight, 2011, p.173). By raising awareness on the potential 

contributions remittances can have on household resilience and also national adaptation may 

lead to strategic decisions by migrants on how to spend remittances.  

 

Another approach to governance is to circularly link mobility, adaptation and development 

with the purpose of improving livelihoods, reduce poverty, fill labour shortages and 

strengthen economies (Bettini, 2014, p.186). A policy that integrates the Migration with 

Dignity concept should strategically address how to best achieve expected livelihood 

outcomes that reduce livelihood vulnerabilities. In other words, cohesion should be created 

within the entire livelihoods framework in order to enhance the contribution that Migration 

with Dignity can have on adaptation. Future migration policy development must be steered 

towards policy cohesion between the upskilling of the work force and finding international 

agreements that can accommodate the supply of labourers. For instance, Australia is the main 

development partner supporting the vocational training at Kiribati Institute of Technology, but 

the fact that Australia has not opened up other possibilities than the SWP for I-Kiribati to 

obtain jobs in Australia is a paradox.  

 

One way of creating a triple-win scenario is through strategic investment in different types of 

upskilling that are adapted to both labour shortages abroad and development needs in Kiribati. 

These common areas should be identified in cooperation between the government of Kiribati, 

communities, and international partners. Potential areas could be upskilling within sustainable 

agricultural production, fisheries, health and education sector, or sustainable energy. Such 

areas open up for entrepreneurship and private sector development that can be expanded to 

the outer islands and by so, alleviate the population pressure and environmental degradation 

on South Tarawa. For instance, the development of sustainable agricultural production could 

increase access to food and potential export commodities. These skills can generate income 

both in Kiribati and abroad (Government of Kiribati, 2012). Moreover, unskilled migrants 

face greater risks because of limited knowledge and capacities to cope with the new situations 

in the destination country. Human capital deficits can restrict adaptive capacity in home 

communities (Barnett and Webber, 2010, p.47). 

 

Furthermore, another aspect of governance is the importance of information spreading. 

Several interviewees raised concerns about the lack of knowledge about climate change 

especially on the outer islands. In order for the Migration with Dignity concept to be 

successful, public awareness must be raised. If migrants are going to make strategic decisions, 

they need to have knowledge about opportunities and risks of migration, correlations between 

climate change-related issues in Kiribati, and how they as citizens can contribute to adaptation 

both in host countries and in Kiribati. In fact, lack of public awareness has been a reason for 

government underperformance in the past (ADB, 2009, p.24). Both political administrations 

and public sector agencies have lacked the urgency and courage to carry out important 

developments. There is an aversion to risks and reluctance to change which has been 

demonstrated by an unwillingness to depart from accustomed practices especially when it 
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comes to expanding the economic role for the private sector (ibid.). If the public became more 

aware of societal issues then it is likely that more people would demand change which would 

further increase public engagement. 

 

To sum up, this thesis argues that migration should not only be seen as a means of 

diversifying income but also as a mean to enhance social resources and make use of Kiribati’s 

social and human capital. The most evident stresses climate change causes are those to 

livelihoods’ basic needs for survival, i.e. water, food, and shelter. However, the success of 

adaptation strategies depends on the integration of human and social capital. Wallmann 

(1984) argued that livelihoods are: “equally a matter of ownership and circulation of 

information, the management of skills and relationships and the affirmation of personal 

significance…and group identity” (cited in de Hann and Zoomers, 2005, p.32). The 

interviewees’ emphasis on traditional knowledge, extended family support, and culture of 

kinship show that livelihood needs are not just about material well-being.   
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9. CONCLUSION 

This study has described how climate change is manifested in Kiribati. Climate change will, 

and to some extent already is, have implications on all aspects of livelihoods. Without the 

right coping mechanisms, climate change risks threaten land, livelihood and habitat security. 

Kiribati is a least developed country and even if the country would have been spared from sea 

level rise and changes in precipitation and temperatures, livelihoods would still struggle with 

man-made environmental degradation and to meet the future needs of the growing population. 

 

By using the SLA, this thesis has attempted to explain how migration outcomes can increase 

the adaptive capacity in Kiribati. While the correlations are complex, the issues raised in this 

study point towards the fact that migration does not need to be either considered as an 

alternative to in situ adaptation, or seen as a measure of last resort (Campbell, 2014). 

Remittances increase livelihoods access to capitals that are needed to both cover basic needs, 

and to invest in livelihood opportunities for the next generation. Remittances make everyday 

life easier for families who stay back in Kiribati and contribute to the long-term capacities to 

cope with climate change-related stresses. The objective of the Migration with Dignity is to 

enhance opportunities for people to create sustainable livelihoods abroad where they can 

absorb other I-Kiribati members. If the worst case scenario would occur then the culture and 

traditions of Kiribati can be preserved. The concept’s strongest element of sustainability is the 

clear focus on creating better opportunities for future generations, mainly through ensuring 

land security and enhancement of economic and social capital. 

 

This study wanted to contrast the current debate on PICs, migration and climate change that 

describe the situation with alarming rhetoric. As introduced at the beginning of this thesis, the 

problem with the “sinking islands” discourse is that it denies Pacific islanders their agency 

and the space for them to define the situation in their own terms (Barnett and Campbell, 

2010). This master thesis provides some understanding of how I-Kiribati define the problems 

of climate change, what the local needs are, how they want to adapt, and what aspects of their 

own ways of living they want to sustain. Since PICs have survived environmental changes in 

the past, climate change should not be discussed as a tipping point from which social practices 

will be erased. On the contrary, local capacities often become undermined by non-climate 

related changes (economic or social) such as development programmes and urbanization 

(ibid., p.26).  

 

Barnett and Campbell (2010) suggest a more island-centric framing of the debate in order to 

provide an alternative way of thinking about adaptive capacity in PICs. Rather than thinking 

of PICs as small, isolated, and remote they should be known for their culture of reciprocity 

and kinship that bind together island communities across space and time. These values are the 

foundation of their adaptive capacity which has been evident in the past and should be an 

integrated part of future adaptation strategies. Migration with Dignity should nurture 

traditional knowledge and the value of kinship, while aim to create the space and 

opportunities for I-Kiribati to do what they always have done – adapt. Historically, migrated 

islanders have been seen as an extended part of island livelihoods. Island nations should not 
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be viewed as self-contained or locally bound communities but rather as community networks 

with economic and social ties that stretch far beyond their physical island boundaries (Birk, 

2012, p.90).  

 

The feasibility and success of the Migration with Dignity concept depend on the creation of 

institutional processes that can transform migration strategies into livelihood outcomes that 

are more responsive to the livelihood needs (DFID, 1999). This study has identified that the I-

Kiribati need greater access to natural capital for both survival and for turning them into 

livelihood strategies. Institutional structures need to manage migration so that remittances and 

new skills and knowledge can contribute to raising awareness, catalyse small business 

development, and make education available for future generations. However, more research at 

the household levels needs to be pursued in order to get a better understanding of people’s 

rationale behind climate change risks and migration as livelihood strategy, and what they 

want and need to gain from it. Otherwise, it is not possible to plan what institutional processes 

should be in place and what livelihood outcomes they should facilitate.  

 

The discourse on climate change and PICs is plagued by sinking island references that give 

little recognition of Pacific Islanders’ history and own perceptions. Rather than assuming that 

PICs will disappear, Kiribati has demonstrated that there is a will and determination to fight 

and not render as displaced climate refugees. There is scope to harmonise development, 

migration, and adaptation policies, and thus room to explore the possibilities of migration to 

increase adaptive capacities. There is a need to change the way PICs are represented, - a new 

perspective that recognises their capabilities and potentials, and that sees them as Rising 

Islands.  
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11. LIST OF APPENDIX 

Appendix I. List of interviews 

 

Government CSO Project Education Private 

Sector 

A A A  A  A 

B B  B  B   

C   C   

D     

E     

F     

 

 

Appendix II. Interview Guide 

 

Introduction (go through the informed consent form) 

- Introduce yourself (name, Sweden, university, why you are here) 

- Topic of thesis (climate change and migration, Migration with Dignity) 

- Procedure (interview formalities, ask for permission to record the interview on tape) 

- Confidentiality and voluntary condition 

 

First questions 

- Can you give me a short presentation of your department/institution/organization? 

- What is your position here? What are your main responsibilities? 

- Do you come from South Tarawa originally? 

 

Migration with Dignity 

- Can you tell me what you know about the Migration with Dignity concept? 

- Do you know how the concept is being implemented? (if so, by whom? How? When?) 

- What are the positive aspects of the concept? 

- Do you see any challenges or negative aspects of the concept? 

- Does your department/institution/organization work with anything that is related to the 

concept? 

- What does dignity mean to I-Kiribati? 

- Are people around Kiribati aware of the concept and the government’s relocation 

strategy? 

- What do you think are people’s main motivation to migrate? 

 

Climate change impacts 

- There are a lot of discussions going on about climate change, what is your understanding 

of climate change? (Ask elaborating questions) 

- Can you give me any example of direct observations of climate change effects in 

Kiribati? 
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- What implications do those climate change effects have on people’s livelihoods? That is, 

people’s ability to make a living, have a home, and provide for their household. 

- What do you think are key priorities for Kiribati to address climate change? 

 

Migration’s adaptation outcomes 

- When people migrate, do you think there are any benefits to their families and 

communities? (for example, what can migrants bring back to their families and 

communities) 

- What about when people leave and then come back to stay in Kiribati, what will they 

have gained from migrating? 

- Do you see any downsides with people migrating? 

- If migration from Kiribati increases, which is encouraged by the Migration with Dignity 

concept, do you think it can strengthen Kiribati in some way? 

- Some say that I-Kiribati might have to relocate in the future because of climate change, 

what is your opinion on that? 

 

Round-up questions 

- We are about to finish this interview. I want to ask you how you think life will be like in 

Kiribati in the future? 

- Is there anything else you would like to add to the discussion we have had? 

- Ensure the interviewee that the tape recorder has been turned off. Thank the interviewee 

for taking the time to answer my questions. 

 

12. LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
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Figure 2. Map of Kiribati). Government of Kiribati, Office of the President (2012)., p.15 
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13. LIST OF IMAGES 

Image 1. King tide in Betio. Photograph by Sandra Duong taken 2015-02-19. 

Image 2. The King tide in February flooded an entire village and destroyed people’s 

houses. Photograph by Sandra Duong taken on 2015-02-19. 
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Image 3. Copra harvest in a village in North Tarawa. Photograph by Sandra Duong, taken 

on 2015-02-27. 

Image 4. Mangrove trees planted along the costal lines to protect the paved road to the 

airport between Temaiku and Bonriki village. Photograph by Sandra Duong taken on 2015-

04-02. 


