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Introduction

The 2024 Regional Human Development Report (RHDR,
2024) for Asia and the Pacific, published by the United Na-
tions Development Programme (UNDP), foresees a turbu-
lent development landscape in large part due to existential
threats from climate change.' The stakes are exceptional-
ly high for the Asia-Pacific region, as the rate of tempera-
ture increase in Asia is twice the global average. By the
mid-century, sea level rise is projected to impact nearly a
billion people in the region (Era Dabla-Norris, 2021); in ex-
treme cases, rising waters may submerge a whole coun-
try. This threat is particularly pertinent for island countries
and critically for the atolls. Widespread displacements due
to climate-induced natural disasters have already caused
thousands of people to suffer not only from livelihood loss
and consequent poverty, but also from a fear of losing their
spatial identity.

While these threats and associated actions have impli-
cations for all, those in their youth today will face more
climate-induced turbulence in their lifetime than their
forebears. Even if temperatures stay below 1.5°C above
preindustrial levels, children born in 2020 will experience
extreme climate events at a rate two to seven times higher
than those born in 1960.2

The effects of climate change on young people of the Pacific
deserve special attention for three key reasons. First, youth
make up a significant portion of the population in this re-
gion (18% to 75%). Second, young people are more suscep-
tible to the consequences of existential threats, as they are
expected to live longer than older individuals, and climate
risks will keep rising unless addressed. Third, maximizing
inter-generational development outcomes is crucial in the
Pacific region, where strong family ties are highly valued.
Climate-related disruptions can limit young people’s access
to healthcare, education, and opportunities for growth, ex-
acerbating existing socioeconomic inequalities. According
to World Health Organization (WHO) estimates, Pacific Island
nations are expected to witness around 250,000 more fatal-
ities each year between 2030 and 2050 due to the effects
of climate change. Those who are young today are at in-
creasing risk of this fatal consequence.®

Pacific youths have much to say on how the existential
threat of sea-levelrise is transforming their relationship with
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This applied research paper seeks to ex-
plore what human development entails
for young individuals in Pacific Island

countries and territories (PICTs) when
their individual and collective choices
are restricted by resilience-dependent
uncertainties and insecurities.

lands and oceans, and how communities are experiencing
the decay of millennia-old practices essential to cultural
identity (Gusman, 2022). Efforts have been made to em-
power young people to contribute to course correction on
fossil-fuel-dependent growth and better adaptation. How-
ever, these efforts have not been situated in a comprehen-
sive human development context and, therefore, are not
sensitive to the differential impact of existential threats on
Pacific youths nor to the required policy response.

This applied research paper seeks to explore what human
development entails for young individuals in Pacific Island
countries and territories (PICTs) when their individual and
collective choices are restricted by resilience-dependent
uncertainties and insecurities. More specifically, the paper
will delve into how insecurities around multifaceted identi-
ties, evolving from the existential threats of climate change,
impact those choices. The paper suggests how national pol-
icies could aid in building agency among Pacific youth to
adapt to eventualities, find solutions, and generate appro-
priate responses to challenges they face to their well-being.

RHDR, 2024, has classified the existential threat as one of the three inter-

connected clusters of risks in this region’s ‘evolving development landscape’.

The other two clusters consist of challenges to economic growth and job
creation, as well as risks to reform and implementation.

2 https://www.mprnews.org/story/2021/09/28/npr-children-born-after-2020-ex-

treme-climate-events

® https://www.who.int/westernpacific/activities/protecting-the-island-
ers-from-climate-change-and-environmental-hazards
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Methodology and
scope of the paper

The issues discussed in this paper are pertinent to the fol-
lowing Pacific Island countries and territories:* the Cook Is-
lands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Na-
uru, Niue, Palau, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Samoa,
Solomon lIslands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu.
According to the International Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), the Pacific small island states and territories that
are among the most vulnerable to climate change, season-
al-to-interannual climate variability, and sea-level rise are
the Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Tuvalu, Tonga, the Federated
States of Micronesia, and the Cook Islands (Ash & Camp-
bell, 2016). Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Marshall Islands, low-ly-
ing archipelagoes deep in the South Pacific, are among the
first countries to face the total onslaught of climate change
(The Economist, 2021). Though the other islands and terri-
tories are not at risk of full submerging, most of their pop-
ulation lives on low land and close to the sealine, and are
exposed to extreme weather conditions, frequent natural
disasters, cyclones, ‘king tides, and more, leaving them at
risk of displacement.

BOX-1: Income and Human development status of PICTs

Fiji, Palau, Tonga, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and
Samoa fall under the high human development category of
the Human Development Index 2023-24, while the Feder-
ated States of Micronesia, Nauru, Kiribati, Tuvalu, Vanuatu,
and the Solomon Islands belong to the medium human de-

velopment category. Regarding income level, Fiji, Marshall
Islands, Tonga, and Tuvalu are upper-middle-income coun-
tries, and Samoa, Kiribati, Federated States of Micronesia,
Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu are lower-middle-income
countries. Kiribati, Solomon Islands, and Tuvalu are catego-
rized as Least Developed Countries. (Appendix Table A-1).

In this paper, existential threats refer to those extreme con-
ditions that generate uncertainties and insecurities among
people regarding various future identities, such as eco-
nomic, spatial, and cultural identities, and ultimately affect
their well-being.

The term “youth” in this paper refers to the statistical defi-
nition provided by the United Nations, which encompass-
es individuals aged 15-24.°> However, some countries use
different age ranges to define the cohort. For instance, in
Fiji and the Solomon Islands, the official age range for the
youth cohort spans from 15 to 35. In the Vanuatu National
Youth Development Policy 2012-2022, “youth” is defined
as individuals below the age of 30 years. Therefore, in
some discussions in this paper, country examples may infer
relevant country-specific definitions of youth with respect
to a given topic. Moreover, the paper uses the terms ‘youth’
and ‘young people’ interchangeably, referring mainly to
this age cohort.

According to the United Nations definition, youth comprise
18% of the population in the Pacific region, with minimal
variation among countries (Table A-2). The youth share is
much higher if the age cohort is extended to 35 years.” For
example, following country-specific definitions, the propor-
tion of youth is 60% in Fiji, 75% in Solomon Island, and 68%
in Vanuatu.

The analysis presented in this paper mainly draws upon
secondary data sources and interviews with professionals
working on youth development issues. It sets the frame-
work for further analysis of the impacts of climate-in-
duced insecurities on human development and on youths’
well-being. There is scope for youth-focused surveys in
PICTs, particularly engaging academia from the region and
local leaders that can inform future programming.

4 They are chosen based on the presence of UNDP activities. Unless other-
wise mentioned, whenever PICTs are referred to in this paper, they will cover
these countries and territories only.

5 UNESCO, https://www.unesco.org/en/youth

¢ Pinning down a precise age-based delineation of “youth” in Pacific settings
is a challenge. Local conceptions of youth vary across different locales, albeit
with some consistent attributes. These attributes converge around a defi-
cit-driven mindset, signifying that an individual is still regarded as a non-adult
within their community. Frequently observed indicators of transitioning from
youth to adulthood include marital status, parenthood, and the attainment of
stable, remunerative employment. Within the realm of policy and program-
ming, the notion of youth in the Pacific region generally extends until the 30-
35 age range, acknowledging that numerous individuals do not achieve the
culturally recognized milestones of adulthood until their early thirties (https://
pina.com.fj/2022/05/18/youth-in-fiji-and-solomon-islands/).

7 World Population Prospects, United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs (DESA) Population Division.
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Existential threats from
climate change in the
PICTs and their effect on

youth well-being

Globally, all small island developing states (SIDS) are highly
susceptible to climate vulnerabilities due to their remote-
ness, economic concentration, and dependence on exter-
nal flows such as remittances, foreign direct investment,
and tourism revenues (Assa & Meddeb, 2021). However,
compared to other regions, the situation in the Pacific is
more devastating. The top five SIDS in the UNDP Multidi-
mensional Vulnerability Index (MVI),2 and seven out of the
top ten SIDS, are located in the Pacific. Compared to the
Caribbean, and Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South China
Seas (AIS) regions, the Pacific region, on average, is far
more susceptible in all MVI sub-indices, with substantially
higher environmental and geographic vulnerabilities (Fig-
ure 1).° Many of these Pacific Island Countries and territo-
ries (PICTs) are far more vulnerable (due to climate change
threats) than their income level would suggest (Appendix
Table A-1).

The severity of climate vulnerabilities in the PICTs are es-
pecially apparent in two components of the UNDP MVI:
environmental vulnerability (EV) and geographical vulner-
ability (GV). As seen in Figure 1, relative to SIDS of other
regions, Pacific SIDS are vulnerable in terms of the percent-
age of the population affected by disasters (a component
under EV), and the percentage of the population residing
in low-lying coastal areas (a component under GV). The re-
moteness of PICTs further compounds climate vulnerability
by limiting adaptability.”

In the middle of this century, an average sea level rise of
between 25 cm and 58 cm could be seen along the coast-
lines of Pacific Island countries, which would be devastat-
ing for the islands. Under a more hostile climate change
scenario, the sea level would rise by a meter, rendering the
islands unstable in the next 20 to 40 years and exposing
many human communities to intolerable levels of risk by
the year 2060 (Parsons, 2022). The susceptibility of young
people to climate vulnerabilities depends on the severity

of those vulnerabilities and the intensity of insecurities they
generate.

FIGURE 1: Vulnerabilities of SIDS in different regions: AlS, Pa-
cific, and Caribbean
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Source: The UNDP Data Platform for SIDS, latest available data . Pacific
for various countries until 2022." In this database, the Pacific ' AlS
region includes a few more Pacific countries and territories in .
addition to the PICTs discussed in this paper. @ Carribean

8 The MVI combines economic, environmental, financial, and geographic vul-
nerabilities. The MVI for SIDS is explained in detail at https://sids.data.undp.
org/development-indicators/mvi-ldc-LECZ-Index/recentValue/bars

9 In the UNDP SIDS Data Platform, the average for the Pacific includes Papua
New Guinea and Timor-Leste, which are not part of the current analysis.
Without those two countries, average vulnerability would be even higher. (The
UNDP SIDS database does not allow for customized calculation of averages).

© A trade-weighted average of a country’s distance from world markets.

" https://sids.data.undp.org/vulnerability/mvi-index/spider
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PICTs are exposed to climate vulnerabilities of varying in-
tensities and impacts. For example, in Kiribati, Marshall Is-
lands, and Tuvalu, 100 percent of the population lives in
areas with an elevation of 5 meters (Appendix Table A-3).
Moreover, except for Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu,
everyone in the PICTs featured in this study resides within
a 10km radius of the coastline.”” According to the Victims
of Disaster Index of 2021, over 75 percent of the PICTs
population are affected by disasters.”® The proportion is
even higher in Vanuatu (95.8%), Micronesia (94.4%), Tonga
(91.6%), and Fiji (91.5%).

Climate vulnerabilities have both physical and emotional
impacts on people in this region, affecting their wellbeing
and limiting their ability to lead fulfilling lives. According
to the 2021-22 Human Development Report, having the
freedom to make choices and control one’s life is crucial
for achieving well-being. Mental discomfort or distress is
exacerbated by various uncertainties and insecurities, in-
cluding significant Anthropocene™ events such as climate
change, which can impact overall mental well-being. This
poses a significant hindrance to human development, as
mental distress hampers individuals’ capacity to effectively
utilize resources, realize their full potential, and lead lives
that hold personal significance. Young people are particu-
larly vulnerable to such a situation.

Several recent surveys have highlighted the sensitivity of
young people towards climate change. For example, UN-
DP’s People’s Climate Vote, the survey of public opinion
on climate change, revealed that individuals under the age
of 18 are most inclined to view climate change as a glob-
al emergency, with nearly 70 percent of the respondents
from the age cohort 14 to 18 expressing this belief.® These
concerns have had a detrimental impact on the emotional
and psychological well-being of young people. A compre-
hensive study encompassing 10,000 youths from various
regions of the world found that over 50 percent of partici-
pants experienced emotions such as sadness, anxiety, an-
ger, powerlessness, helplessness, and guilt in relation to
climate change (Caroline Hickman, 2021). Furthermore, in
the same study, 45 percent reported that their sentiments
regarding climate change had a negative effect on their
daily life and overall functioning. The gradual progression
of global climate change, including phenomena such as
global warming, rising sea levels, alterations in landscapes,
and the loss of familiar environmental features, may dis-
proportionately impact individuals who are particularly sen-
sitive to weather patterns and atmospheric occurrences
(Paolo Cianconi, 2020).
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One way to gauge widespread distress in a society is
through the occurrence of mental stress-related disorders
among individuals. In the Pacific region, self-harm, which
entails purposefully inflicting bodily harm on oneself, re-
sulting in injury or death, is alarmingly prevalent. According
to data from 2019, a total of 11,885 instances of self-harm
were reported in the PICTs across all age groups. Among
these, the highest number of cases occurred in Kiribati, fol-
lowed by Micronesia and Solomon Islands (Table A-4 and
Figure A-1in Appendix). Generally, the inclination towards
self-harm is most pronounced among young individuals
aged 20 to 24, both regionally and globally, causing ap-
proximately 10.1% of all deaths in the age group in 2019
(IHME data).™ Mathieu, et al. (2021) suggests that the Pacific
Islands are undergoing a rapid and complex social transfor-
mation, which includes a loss of culture and spiritual con-
nection resulting from the effects of climate change, linked
to feelings of helplessness, poor well-being, and suicidal
behavior, particularly among young people.

Studies have indicated that the direct consequences of cli-
mate change disproportionately affect children and young
individuals due to their ongoing psychological, physical,
social, and neurological development. The Boe Declara-
tion on Regional Security reiterates that climate change
remains the foremost threat to the livelihoods, security,
and well-being of the Pacific people.” Additionally, findings
from the World Economic Forum’s Global Risk Perceptions
Survey 2024 reveal that, worldwide, younger people ex-
press more concern about environmental and climate-re-
lated issues than do older individuals (WEF, 2024).

2 https://sdd.spc.int/mapping-coastal

8 Victims of Disaster Index measures the share of population who are victims
of disasters, defined as people killed or affected (i.e. requiring immediate
food, water, shelter, sanitation, or medical assistance) UN DESA (included in
Development Indicators - UNDP SIDS Data Platform)

' As elaborately discussed in the Human Development Report 2020 and also
in Human Development Report 2021-22, the Anthropocene is the age of hu-
mans, in which humans’ impact on the planet is so stark that it is driving dan-
gerous planetary change. The Anthropocene has been formally proposed
as a new geological epoch. Humans are now shaping planetary trajectories,
and the dramatically changing baselines—from global temperatures to spe-
cies diversity—are altering the fundamental frame of reference humans have
been operating under for millennia.

5 United Nations Development Programme and University of Oxford. (2021).
People’s Climate Vote. Results. Available at: https://www.undp.org/publica-
tions/peoples-climate-vote.

6 https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-results/
7 https://www.forumsec.org/2018/09/05/boe-declaration-on-regional-security/
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Insecurities around the
multifaceted identities and
well-being of Pacific youths

Existential threats from climate change lead to insecurities in
the life and livelihoods of the people of PICTs. For young peo-
ple, these can include insecurities around various identities.

1. Insecurities around economic or
professional identity

Young people build their economic or professional identi-
ties based on employment and skills development oppor-
tunities.” The empowerment of young individuals is closely
tied to their ability to exercise agency, a process in which
economic identity plays a crucial role. Given the unique
geographic characteristics of PICTs, which hinder their
competitiveness in global markets except in specialized
areas like tourism and natural resource extraction, PICTs
populations — youth especially — face considerable chal-
lenges with unemployment and underemployment (Daon,
Dornan, Doyle, & Petrou, 2023). The PICT youth unemploy-
ment rate stands at 23 percent, rising to 46 percent in the
Solomon Islands and 63 percent in the Marshall Islands,
significantly higher than the global average of 13 percent
(Boccuzzi, Jalal, Sandra, & Sloane, 2021; Wilson, 2020).
Moreover, evidence suggests that underemployment and
precarious informal working conditions may pose more se-
vere problems for youth than open unemployment.”® The
effects of climate change exacerbate this issue (Boccuzzi,
Jalal, Sandra, & Sloane, 2021).

Much of the Pacific region’s young population harbors am-
bitions of securing employment beyond the confines of
their respective country or territory. This inclination can be
attributed in part to the more favorable prospects available
abroad, as well as limited local employment options, subpar
working conditions, and long-term uncertainties associated
with climate change’s impact on their nations or territories.
Additionally, internal migration from rural to urban areas or
displacement caused by disasters and the looming specter
of extreme climate conditions are commonplace.

These factors combine to subject young people to a mul-

titude of uncertainties concerning employment. Conse-
quently, their efforts to maximize their prospects for sus-
tainable employment may be at odds with their desire to
live among people who share their cultural identities. The
dearth of job opportunities in their home countries or re-
gions, coupled with their lack of confidence in their pros-
pects, raises the risk of social instability as young Pacific
Islanders migrate to densely populated areas.?°

Some youths opt for temporary migration through skilled
and seasonal worker programs, such as those offered by
Australia and New Zealand. But those lacking the neces-
sary qualifications for employment abroad may face limited
professional success and feelings of unease.?’ Moreover,
there are often discrepancies between the skills required
by the home country job market and those required in the
country of temporary employment. As a result, individuals
may find themselves squandering at home the skills they
have acquired abroad.

There is insufficient information on how migrants readjust
to the job market upon returning their home countries.
Some choose to go overseas again after a period, yet it
remains unclear how adaptable they are in transitioning
between different skill sets as required. Given this context,
young individuals may find themselves unsettled when
planning their skill development.

'® For more on the concept of “identity economics,” which captures the idea
that people make economic choices based on both monetary incentives
and their identity, see Akerlof, G. and R. Kranton, “Economics and Identity,”
Quarterly Journal of Economics CVX (3), August 2000, pp. 715-753.

' International Labour Organisation, Youth Employment Policy Brief: Pacific
Island Countries, (APYouthnet, Bangkok: ILO, 2013),

20While towns and cities in the Pacific Islands have developed since the
mid-twentieth century, permanent long-term migration from rural areas to
urban centres is a relatively recent phenomenon, notably since the 1970s.
Over this 40-year period, the urban areas of the Pacific Islands grew expo-
nentially, from fewer than 850 000 people, to an estimated 2.03 million in
2011 (Wilson, 2020).

2! Two studies by the Center for Global Development highlight Australia’s de-
mand for mid-skill workers, projecting a gap of two million roles by 2050 that
are unlikely to be automated or offshored. A new Pacific Skills Visa has been
introduced to facilitate migration from the Pacific Islands. (https://www.cgdev.

org/blog/australia-needs-more-pacific-mid-skill-migration-heres-how-facilitate-it)
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2. Insecurities around spatial and cultural
identities

Islanders in the Pacific have engaged in movement for cen-
turies in response to many factors, including changes in
social and environmental conditions. However, there has
been a recent uptick in the pace of migration, primarily due
to the escalation of climate change, which has resulted in
resource depletion, extreme weather conditions, and re-
duced livelihood opportunities in PICTs. Health concerns,
such as an increase in malaria and various waterborne and
heat-related diseases, have become a main driver of re-
location or migration in PICTs (Campbell & WarricK, 2014).
Voluntary migration, whether temporary or permanent,
is viewed as a potential strategy for adapting to climate
change in the Pacific. Projections indicate that there will
be a substantial rise in the number of migrants originating
from the Pacific Islands within the next 40 years (Ash &
Campbell, 2016).

As a result of geographical proximity, historical colonial
connections, and existing social networks, Australia, New
Zealand, and the United States of America are the primary
destination countries for Pacific migrants. Current migration
pathways to these countries stem from family reunification,
educational aspirations, and employment opportunities.
In addition, many PICTs have visa-free access to the USA
through the Compact of Free Association, which includes
the Federated States of Micronesia, Palau, and the Republic
of the Marshal Islands. Similarly, the Cook Islands, Tokelau,
and Niue have access to New Zealand. Pacific Islanders from
selected countries? can pursue long-term migration to New
Zealand through the Pacific Access Category Scheme (Daon,
Dornan, Doyle, & Petrou, 2023; Ash & Campbell, 2016).

Although the absolute numbers of migration in the Pacific
region are relatively small compared to other parts of the
world, the significance of Pacific migration in relative terms
cannot be overlooked. The diaspora of Tongan individuals,
totaling 53,247 people, represents more than half of the
resident Tongan population (105,139). Similarly, the Samoan
diaspora accounts for approximately 46 percent of the pop-
ulation (or more, depending on the measurement method),
while for the Federated States of Micronesia, the figure ap-
proaches 40 percent (Daon, Dornan, Doyle, & Petrou, 2023).

In recent years, there has been a remarkable increase in
Pacific migrant workers. The number of approvals for vari-
ous categories of work visas to Australia and New Zealand
surged by 2.4 times between 2019 and 2022, mainly for
temporary migration. In the first half of 2023 alone, Austra-
lian approvals exceeded those for the entire year of 2022

A Turbulent Future: How Climate Change Impacts Young People in the Pacific

by 14 percent (Tinio, 2024). Temporary migration schemes
for Pacific Island migrants are a recent development in
both Australia and New Zealand, but have become an es-
sential source of employment and remittances for Pacific
Island countries.?®

Meanwhile, at home in the PICTs, the impact of emigration
has resulted in contradictory outcomes. While migration
brings remittances, it also leads to local labor shortages.
Some countries have tightened regulations to discourage
brain drain, yet emigrant worker remittances have increased
by 23% as of 2021. Monthly remittances per worker are near-
ly 1.8 times higher than the average earnings at home, sup-
porting daily living expenses, home improvements, and ed-
ucation for numerous households. However, the shortage of
manpower hampers economic activities and ultimately has a
detrimental impact on the country’s development.

To address labor shortages, some Pacific nations are re-
sorting to recruiting foreign workers as a temporary solu-
tion. Local businesses have demonstrated a high demand
for employing young individuals (often with lower skill lev-
els) to meet immediate needs.

Young individuals in Pacific Island nations, particularly
those confronting the imminent threat of existential perils
due to rising sea levels, are also exposed to loss of their
spatial identity by relocating within the country (or territory)
or by migrating to another country. They may even face the
risk of loss of their national identity, under certain circum-
stances. According to current regulations in several Pacific
Island nations, citizens who relocate or migrate abroad as a
result of climate change run the risk of forfeiting their abili-
ty to transmit citizenship to their offspring. This conclusion
is based on an examination of the legal stipulations of 23
PICTs (Michelle Foster, 2022). People can obtain a different
nationality under the citizenship laws of various PICTs, but
doing so may prevent them from keeping or passing down
their original nationality. Citizenship laws in the Pacific vary,
with common routes to naturalization including residence,
marriage, descent, and re-application for citizenship. Some
PICTs, including the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji,
Kiribati, and Vanuatu, allow for withdrawal of nationality
based on changing allegiance, which can result in state-
lessness (Michelle Foster, 2022).

22 A total of 650 places are available through the PAC annually (250 for Tonga,
250 for Fiji, 75 for Tuvalu, and 75 for Kiribati).

23 |n particular, Australia’s Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) and New Zea-
land’s Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme grant Pacific workers
preferential access to undertake low-skilled seasonal jobs for a duration of
7 to 11 months each calendar year. By 2021, the SWP had employed 54,000
Pacific Islanders, while the RSE had employed 94,000.
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These intricate laws contribute to young people’s insecuri-
ties, as they can render individuals stateless merely for relo-
cating to a different country. What happens to a person’s re-
lationship with their native land if they have to contemplate a
possibly permanent move away? The question is intricately
linked to significant social, cultural, and spiritual issues.

On the one hand, the risks posed by climate change are
rendering the Pacific Islands uninhabitable, forcing a signif-
icant portion of the population to relocate (Ligaiula, 2022).
On the other hand, the sociocultural conditions of a host
country can influence the well-being of migrants from this
region (Tiatia-Siau, Underhill-Sem, & Woodward, 2018).
Whether relocation occurs within the country (or territory)
or involves migration abroad, any form of loss of spatial
identity is inseparably linked to the loss of cultural and so-
cial traditions, because Pacific Islanders view the land as
more than just a place to live: it is the basis of their cultural
and spiritual well-being. The ancestor spirits reside in the
land and hold the stories of the origins, traditional rituals,
and values that bind communities together. This distinctive
interconnection with the land and environment shapes the
Pacific Islanders’ sense of identity and collective belonging
(Kolendo, 2023). The fear of losing spatial identity gener-
ates anxiety among the Pacific people, including youth. For
some Tuvaluans, for example, the fears of prospective cul-
tural loss prompted “worry, anxiety, and disrupted sleep”
(Gibson, Haslam , & Kaplan, 2019).

A Turbulent Future: How Climate Change Impacts Young People in the Pacific
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Policy support for Pacific
youths: addressing insecurities
around multifaceted identities

The human development agenda for young people in the
Pacific region includes education and skills development,
health and well-being, employment and livelihoods, civic
engagement, gender equality, environmental sustainability,
culture identity, and peace and security (The Pacific Youth
Development Framework 2014-2023, Pacific Community).
The youth development programs also focus on addressing
challenges of substance abuse and social exclusion. Apart
from country-specific development plans, notable intergov-
ernmental organizations upholding development issues in
the wider Pacific development agenda include Pacific Com-
munity (SPC), formerly known as the South Pacific Commis-
sion; Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) and Pacific Islands Develop-
ment Program (PIDP) and Pacific Islands Development Forum
(PIDF). Several United Nations agencies are actively involved
in supporting Pacific youth development as well.

Nonetheless, the youth development agenda has only limited
focus on identity crises and their interlinkages with emotional
and psychological well-being. Targeted interventions aimed
at climate change adaptation, together with future-focused
skills development planning to address insecurities around
economic identity, spatial identity and cultural identity, can
build resilience among PICTs youth to existential threats of
climate change.

The following initiatives can support youth agency in contrib-
uting to solutions to alleviate the impacts of climate-induced
risks, while prioritizing youth well-being.

1. Centering youth well-being in national
policymaking

Consensus has grown that a crucial element for minimizing
challenges posed by climate change is to ensure young
people’s meaningful participation in climate negotiations,
policymaking, implementation, monitoring, and account-
ability processes. Some initiatives have specifically empha-
sized the integration of climate action into peacebuilding
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endeavors, recognizing the value of investing in youth
leadership to tackle challenges related to peace and cli-
mate security. This includes strengthening still-weak part-
nerships between young peacebuilders and climate activ-
ists.?* The human development agenda must center youth
agency and well-being, equipping young people with the
skills and opportunities to act on their values and address
insecurities around their social, cultural, and economic en-
vironments (G. DeJaeghere, McCleary, & Josi, 2016).

Given that addressing the threats of climate change re-
quires collective action, young people need the confi-
dence to collaborate effectively with others. Policies and
measures should therefore link youth engagement in cli-
mate action to the well-being of young people everywhere,
recognizing their diverse experiences and realities. In
this regard, it would be important to acknowledge and to
demonstrate a deep appreciation for the cultural heritage
and strengths of the Pacific region, such as strong fami-
ly and community bonds, the vibrant expressions of lan-
guage, and a keen sense of belonging. Reflecting these
components in the human development agenda can build
Pacific youth resilience to address cultural insecurities.

More advocacy is needed for educational investments and
reforms that prioritize climate resilience, cultural preserva-
tion, and skills development relevant to the evolving needs
of Pacific youth, aligned with evidence-based practices.?®
Both public and private investment should be leveraged
towards mental well-being programs for young people.

24 For example, on the International Day of Peace 2022, the UNDP Youth
Global Programme and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) brought
together young climate activists and peacebuilders with development prac-
titioners, partners, and stakeholders to highlight how youth engagement can
be supported across the humanitarian-development-peacebuilding nexus
and in decision-making processes relating to peace and climate at local and
national levels. (https://www.youth4peace.info/system/files/2022-10/Key%20
takeaways%20-%20YPS%20and%20climate%20event%20SEP%202022.pdf)

25 For example, the Pacific Centre for Environment & Sustainable Development
(PaCE-SD) of the University of South Pacific works with all schools across the
University to offer postgraduate programmes in climate change.
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2. Supporting flexible, future-focused capacity-
building to withstand labor market changes

For the Pacific region, youth empowerment is key to over-
coming challenges in achieving sustainable development
priorities. This view was strongly expressed in stakehold-
er consultations in preparation for the Fourth Internation-
al Conference on Small Island Developing States.?® The
draft Pact for the 2024 Summit of the Future (SOF) also
recognizes the importance of youth engagement in deci-
sion-making processes, and proposes the creation of dedi-
cated national youth consultative bodies, a global standard
for meaningful youth engagement, and avenues for youth
to engage in UN decision-making processes.?’” The SOF
pact also encourages the establishment of national youth
consultative bodies to formalize youth engagement in na-
tional policymaking and decision-making processes.

As previously discussed, while temporary migration is high-
ly prevalent in the Pacific region, the value of the skills ac-
quired abroad are contingent upon migrants’ ability to ap-
ply them upon returning home. Current skills development
and capacity-building efforts in the PICTs should therefore,
prioritize market adaptability of skills both domestically and
internationally, particularly in destinations where the Pacif-
ic people migrate. A significant knowledge gap remains to
fully understand the implications and potential benefits of
temporary migration in the Pacific, including the types of
skills development programs that can optimize opportuni-
ties abroad while ensuring skills relevance at home.

Youth innovation and entrepreneurship can be supported
through business incubators, financing for young entre-
preneurs, and entrepreneurship training. For example, the
creation of the Young Entrepreneurs Council (YEC) in the
Pacific’s national employer organizations has given young
entrepreneurs a platform to express their concerns and de-
mand improvements to the entrepreneurial ecosystem.?® Of-
fering young entrepreneurs lower interest rates and start-up
grants can help stimulate innovation and economic growth,
as can connecting them through the private sector to lead-
ership and entrepreneurship development opportunities,
especially those aligned with a green growth agenda.

3. Supporting adaptability through digital
transformation

According to Digital Economy Report, Pacific Edition 2022
(United Nations, 2023), digital technologies and platforms
can enhance productivity and offer new opportunities for
entrepreneurship, innovation and job creation. The report
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states that the digital economy’s impact in the Pacific, while
unpredictable, is likely to cause disruption. To tackle this,
digital inclusion must be prioritized, not only in terms of more
internet usage but also as part of a broader effort to achieve
economic, social, and cultural rights and human rights.

The Pacific Regional E-commerce Strategy and Roadmap
2021 (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat-2021, 2021) points
out that with adequate infrastructure and digital litera-
cy, young people can start their own online businesses
through e-commerce platforms and reach distant markets.
More digital platforms should be established to offer flexi-
bility in skills transfer through sharing information and on-
line skills training.

Some Pacific Island countries are preparing for virtual state-
hood. Tuvalu’s 2021 Future Now Project (Te Ataeao Nei Proj-
ect) sets out a plan to digitize all government services and
archive Tuvalu’s history and culture to create a ‘digital nation’
that would retain its sovereignty, even if the entire popula-
tion were to move to other countries. Such an initiative can
help address youth insecurities around spatial identity.

4. Safeguarding identity through legal reforms

As previously discussed, the prospect of Pacific Islanders
needing to leave their homes permanently in response to ex-
treme climate conditions raises questions as to their subse-
quent connection with their home countries. Under current
laws in several countries, some may risk losing citizenship
or becoming stateless, losing voting rights and government
access, and suffering emotional or psychological harm.

Protecting connections between people and place requires
innovative approaches to citizenship, especially as climate
change threatens to leave some states uninhabitable. The
lack of discussion on this issue is a significant source of
anxiety for youth. More discussions on prevailing citizen-
ship laws will help shape young people’s climate response,
recognizing that many youths consider relocation as a last
resort.?° Pacific countries with stricter migration laws should
make greater effort to incorporate youth perspectives into
discussions leading to a comprehensive solution.

Migration pathways and protections should be offered to
displaced youths in the event that they are compelled to

26 https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2023-08/Pacific%20Regional%20Snap-
shot.pdf

27 https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/sotf-co-facilitators-zero-draft_pact-
for-the-future.pdf

28 National Platform for Young Entrepreneurs, https://www.ilo.org/suva/pub-
lic-information/WCMS_638502/lang--en/index.htm

2° https://www.sprep.org/news/global-inaction-pushes-tuvalu-to-take-innova-
tive-steps-to-prepare-to-become-a-digital-nation.
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move. The more comprehensive and flexible the legisla-
tion, the greater the contribution towards alleviating youth
anxiety around identity loss due to migration. Given the cli-
mate change threats in PICTs and the changing migration
facilities in Australia, New Zealand, and the USA, reducing
the emigration trend from PICTs will be difficult. Therefore,
PICTs may consider initiating elaborate discussions on pro-
viding emigrants the right to pass citizenship on to their
kin. Implementing flexible citizenship laws in Pacific coun-
tries can mitigate spatial insecurities by allowing for easier
movement and relocation in response to climate change
and disasters. More discussions and studies are needed
on how PICTs’ immigration policies can be tailored to better
support youth mobility and skill development, while ensur-
ing a balanced labor supply at home. Youth participation in
such discussions is essential to creating effective policies.

Regional and national consultations conducted under the
Pacific Climate Change Migration and Human Security pro-
gramme (PCCM-HS)*® from 2020 to 2022 recommended
that a regional framework be developed to address climate
mobility in the region. The framework should create safe mi-
gration pathways for communities that have no choice but to
move, uphold the human rights of migrants, and recognize
the need to preserve culture and identity (IOM 2021a).3"

5. Empowering youth agency through policy
support to combat identity crises

As noted earlier in this paper, incorporating well-being into
the human development agenda is crucial to ensuring that
young people have the foundation for agency. With re-
spect to youth agency in the design of appropriate climate
change responses, the full spectrum of available policy
options pertaining to spatial, economic and socio-cultur-
al identity threats should be explored and best practices
pursued to elicit solutions that safeguard young people’s
sense of identity and mental well-being.

Issues related to skill development planning are closely
linked to youth well-being and thus have implications for
their empowerment and agency. Without policy support
from the government, young people may struggle to make
informed decisions. The 2016 Framework for Resilient De-
velopment in the Pacific recognizes the need to ensure
action on climate change and disaster risk reduction, in-
tegrate human mobility into national policies, and protect
vulnerable communities. To help young people make deci-
sions, comprehensive strategies need to be integrated into
education and skills development programs.
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UNDP’s guidance on tools for engaging youth (Aiming High-

er: Elevating Meaningful Youth Engagement in Climate Ac-
tion, 2022) proposes the inclusion of “positive impacts on
youth well-being and climate” as an indicator for evaluating
the level of meaningfulness in youth participation.® The
youth embody the frontline of climate change losses and
damages for the Pacific communities. Only by listening to
their voices, amplifying their messages, and acting on their

recommendations can a viable climate-resilient future for

the Pacific be forged, one that centers and preserves their
well-being throughout the journey to climate adaptability
and resilience. Young people should be provided with more
opportunities to participate in discussions and engage in

policymaking related to issues crucial for their future.

With the importance of youth agency in devising climate
change responses now well established, the next step is to
embed relevant action programs within the mainstreamed hu-

man development agenda. More robust youth representation
is needed in PICTs climate and human development agendas.
Institutional frameworks should be adjusted accordingly.

6. Considering local contexts in youth

policymaking

A comprehensive understanding of the historical and con-
temporary contexts is critical in shaping youth develop-

ment approaches (Peteru, 2007). In Pacific societies, which

are largely gerontocratic, the right to speak out is tradition-
ally not afforded to those on the edge of adulthood (Far-

ran, 2016). It is essential, therefore, to account for cultural

context in tailoring approaches to empowering youth voice
and agency. Furthermore, youth development agendas
should be customized according to regional differences in
demographics, culture, economy, and society. National pol-

icies should leverage youth representation in local councils
and create platforms for their voices to be heard in commu-
nity decision-making.

30 The program is implemented by the International Organization for Migration,
the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific, the International Labour Organization), the Office for the High Com-
missioner for Human Rights along with the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat,
and the Platform on Disaster Displacement.

31 https://www.un.org/humansecurity/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PCCM-
HS-Updates-IOM-Nov-2020.pdf

32 This, according to the guideline, refers to the impact that youth participation
has on positive youth development, i.e., personal, cognitive and social skills
on the individual or group level deriving from their experience of participa-
tion. But it also includes the impact of the policy performance that was the
object of youth participation in climate action and youth development. This
impact is sometimes difficult to assess; still, there is a need to incorporate
indicators to assess impacts. Another consideration is that the performance
of policies and projects should prioritize outcomes for the most vulnerable
and marginalized youth groups.
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Additionally, Pacific Island youth development initiatives
should consider the issue of gender relations, which are
traditionally guided by social relations in family, community,
culture and external factors such as economic and political
power.2® Most islands are patriarchal societies except for
some countries, such as Nauru, the Republic of Marshall Is-
lands, and some parts of Fiji, Vanuatu, and Solomon Islands,
where land ownership is also traced through matrilineal
lines. Gender inequality is widely noted in most patriarchal
societies in the Pacific, where women and girls are among
the most vulnerable groups due to gender-specific roles,
unequal power relations in decision-making within house-
holds, and lack of access to and control over resources and
information (Andreas Kopf, 2020).

Although there is little gender-disaggregated data on cli-
mate change insecurities among PICTs youth, Pacific wom-
en, in general, are more vulnerable, which implies that
female youth are more vulnerable as well. Women in the
Pacific have limited representation in elected positions and
are subjected to high rates of violence (Hukula, 2023). In
the Pacific regions, women and girls experience violence
at over double the global average rate, partly because vi-
olence is often legitimised as an expression of male pow-
er (Power, 2023). Therefore, empowerment, agency, and
well-being for youth need a gender-sensitive agenda, in-
formed by additional gender-disaggregated data on Pacif-
ic youth. This data should examine climate vulnerabilities,
insecurities, and well-being.

13

A Turbulent Future: How Climate Change Impacts Young People in the Pacific

33 “GENDER RELATIONS IN THE PACIFIC- CASE STUDIES Lessons learnt from
the International Climate Initiative (ICl) capacity building program. “ Cited at
https://www.gendercc.net/fileadmin/inhalte/dokumente/4_Our_Work/past_
projects/Pacific_Islands/Gender_relations_in_the_Pacific_case_studies.pdf
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Conclusions

The imperative to address the multifaceted insecurities
faced by Pacific youths in the context of existential threats
from climate change remains urgent. By empowering young
individuals to navigate uncertainties, preserve their iden-
tities, and adapt to environmental challenges, PICTs can
pave the way for a more resilient and sustainable future. It
is essential to integrate youth voices and agency into policy
frameworks, ensuring that their well-being and development
are at the forefront of climate action strategies.

Collaborative efforts and inclusive decision-making pro-
cesses are crucial to supporting Pacific youths in over-
coming identity insecurities and building a more secure
and prosperous future amid climate change. The ongoing
efforts to achieve this by giving them a voice in policy-mak-
ing processes now need to be further geared up by inte-
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grating youth development programs in the PICTs with the
mainstreamed human development strategy that anchors
well-being as the core theme.

Fostering skills-building and entrepreneurship among Pa-
cific youth, and advocating for educational investments
that prioritize climate resilience and cultural preservation,
are pivotal. Collaboration between public and private sec-
tors is essential in advancing mental well-being programs
that address climate insecurities. Tailoring strategies to
local contexts and acknowledging societal diversities will
promote inclusive and sustainable development. By em-
bracing these forward-looking strategies, we can nurture
resilient and empowered young people, leaving no Pacific
youth behind.
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Appendix

TABLE A-1: Development and vulnerability status of Pacific Island countries and territories

Human Development Environmental Geographical
Countries and territories Status National Income Status vulnerability index Vulnerability indexindex
Cook Islands No data Upper-middle-income No Data No Data
Fiji High Upper Middle Income 5915 47.81
Kiribati Medium lower-middle-income 3878 62.43
Marshall Islands High Upper Middle Income 56.20 59.92
Micronesia Medium lower-middle-income 67.59 4725
Nauru High High-Income Country 1.20 4317
Niue No data High-Income Country No Data No Data
Palau High lower-middle-income 46.60 32.03
Samoa High lower-middle-income 37.83 37.94
Solomon Islands Medium lower-middle-income 64.49 45.05
Tokelau NA Lower Middle Income No Data No Data
Tonga High Upper Middle Income 63.43 4772
Tuvalu Medium Upper Middle Income 52.53 62.60
Vanuatu Medium Lower middle-income 67.46 39.51

Source: Human Development Report 2023-24; World Bank country classifications by income level: 2022-2023 (for some countries, national documents have been utilized
for the income status as those were not listed in the World Bank database); UNDP Multidimensional Vulnerability Index data (vary for different countries between 2020 to
2022 depending on data availability).

TABLE A-2: Youth population in the Pacific (2022) ((according to the United Nations’ definition of youth)

Proportion of youth

Indicators, Pacific Island Countries and territories Population 15-24, units Total Population, units (15-24), percent
Cook Islands 2505 15406 16
Fiji 146458 901603 16
Kiribati 22015 122735 18
Marshall Islands 12420 54446 23
Micronesia (Federated States of) 19493 105987 18
Nauru 2143 11928 18
Niue 232 1532 15
Palau 2282 17976 13
Samoa 37313 200999 19
Solomon Islands 152551 744407 20
Tokelau 269 1497 18
Tonga 18776 99283 19
Tuvalu 1748 10778 16
Vanuatu 56920 307941 18

Source: Pacific Data Hub (https://pacificdata.org/)
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TABLE A-3: Geographical and other vulnerabilities in PICTs

Share of population
in 5 meters coastal

Share of Population Share of Population
living within 10 KM who are disaster

Countries and territories zones (2022)? Coastline victims (2022)° Remoteness®
Cook Islands N/A 100 No Data No Data
Fiji 5218 91 94.16 91.25
Kiribati 100 100 36.8 8274
Marshall Islands 100 100 81.62 79.75
Micronesia, Federated States of 66.34 100 95.29 75.42
Nauru 47.31 100 No Data 8219
Niuec N/A 100 No Data No Data
Palau 351 100 89.12 60.98
Samoa 2515 100 60.37 88.66
Solomon Islands 51.04 98 /2855 841
Tokelau N/A 100 No Data No Data
Tonga 49.99 100 91%79 9316
Tuvalu 100 100 89.23 878
Vanuatu 28.89 99 97.48 89.63

Source: UNDP MVI data and Coastline population data from https://sdd.spc.int/mapping-coastal.

Note: ® The population living in low-elevated coastal zones is the percentage of the total population living in areas with an elevation of 5 meters. ® The share of population

who are victims of disasters, defined as people killed or affected (i.e. requiring immediate food, water, shelter, sanitation, or medical assistance). © Defined as a trade-
weighted average of a country’s distance from world markets.

TABLE A-4: Self Harm in PICTs (2019)

PICTs committed self harm (2019)
Cook Islands 583
Fiji 497
Kiribati 1459
Marshall Islands 173
Micronesia, Federated States of 1272
Nauru 1181
Niue 577
Palau 699
Samoa 665
Solomon Islands 1243
Tokelau 466
Tonga 247
Tuvalu 843
Vanuatu 980

Number of people who

Total in PICTs 11885
Total in all SIDS 22057

Source: Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) data, 2019 (cited in UNDP SIDS Data Platform)
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FIGURE A-1: Regional comparison of self-harm by people in all SIDS (number of persons in a particular year)
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TABLE A-5: Features of permanent visa categories in Australia and New Zealand for Pacific Islanders

Host country

Eligible Pacific Island
countries

Annual cap on number
of visas granted

Visa granting
mechanism

Age range

Status

Pacific Access Category

New Zealand

Fiji, Kiribati, Tonga, Tuvalu

250 Fijian citizens
75 Kiribati citizens 250
Tongan citizens 75
Tuvaluan citizens

Ballot system

18-45 years old

Suspended due to the
COVID-19 pandemic until
further notice

Source: Daon, Dornan, Doyle, & Petrou, 2023

Samoan Quota

New Zealand

Samoa

1100 Samoan citizens

Ballot system

18-45 years old

Suspended due to the
COVID-19 pandemic until
further notice

Skilled migration visas

Australia and New
Zealand

All nationalities

Australia: National and
state-specific quotas
New Zealand: uncapped

Points-tested system and
nomination-based system

55 years old or under

Active

Pacific Engagement Visa

Australia

All Pacific countries

3,000

Randomized selection

18-45 years old

Set to commence in July
20233

34 The inaugural Pacific Engagement Visa ballot will open on 3 June 2024
(https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/pacific/people-connections/people-connec-
tions-in-the-pacific/pacific-engagement-visa#People%20Connections%20
19 in%20The%20Pacific, cited on 1 May, 2024).



