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Not drowning but fighting: Pacific Islands activists 
Hannah Fair

Focusing on climate-induced migration rather than mitigation can be at odds with grassroots 
demands and can make the future uninhabitability of some Pacific Islands appear as a 
foregone conclusion.

Eleven coal ships were due to collect their 
cargo from Newcastle in Australia during the 
daytime of 17 October 2014. Only one ship 
succeeded in doing so. The other ten were 
turned away because thirty Pacific Islanders 
and hundreds of Australians had decided to 
resist, sailing out, blockading and occupying 
the harbour using kayaks and traditionally 
built canoes. The action, organised by climate 
advocacy network ‘350 Pacific’, was part 
of the Pacific Climate Warriors campaign, 
designed to make the connections between the 
actions of the Australian fossil fuel industry 
and the impacts that anthropogenic climate 
change is having on many Pacific Islands. 

The Pacific Climate Warriors tour united 
activists from twelve different Pacific Island 
countries, received international media 
attention and followed Australian coal from 
the pits to the coast. It also targeted the 
company offices and banks that are facilitating 
the expansion of Australian coal, concluding 
with an exuberant eight-hour occupation 
of the global headquarters of ANZ, a major 
fossil fuel investor and the primary banking 
service open to many Pacific Islanders.1 

What can be learned 
from the sight of two 
brave men from the 
islands of Tokelau 
facing up to the might 
of the Australian coal 
industry in a wooden, 
hand-made canoe? 

Firstly, it can challenge us to re-think the 
relationship between climate change, 
displacement and Pacific island states, and 
recognise that while low-lying atoll countries 
are sometimes treated as foregone victims 
of climate change, already lost to sea-level 

rise, many communities in these countries 
have not given up the fight. Indisputably, 
there is a severe threat that people will be 
displaced, internally or internationally, 
and in the case of the Carteret Islands this 
displacement has already begun. Yet if we 
focus solely on managing displacement 
in these countries then we run the risk of 
making the loss of those homes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. The Pacific Climate Warriors 
did not stop ships in order to secure their 
future as climate refugees. Instead they 
issued a call for large polluting companies 
and states to take responsibility for their 
environmentally destructive actions and 
take mitigating action before it is too late.  

Secondly, the narrative of Pacific Islands as 
inescapably lost to rising seas is often tied to 
representations of the affected populations 
as passive victims of climate change. The 
Pacific Climate Warriors actively reject this 
stance and offer a positive alternative vision 
of climate-threatened communities – “We 
are not drowning, we are fighting”. Their 
campaign articulates a culturally grounded 
narrative of strength, agency and courage 
in the face of potential displacement. 

Thirdly, the actions of the Pacific Climate 
Warriors encourage us to think about whose 
voices we are listening to in relation to issues 
of potential climate-induced displacement, 
and where those voices can be heard. The 
growth of 350 Pacific indicates that grassroots 
civil society advocacy networks are an ever 
more significant force to be reckoned with. 

While it is still early days for their campaign, 
the Pacific Climate Warriors present a 
grassroots message of hope and agency, in 
contrast to narratives of inevitable climate-
induced population displacement. They 
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remind us that all is not lost in Oceania 
and that, with committed effective action 
on climate change, mass forced migration 
in the Pacific may never come to pass. 

Hannah Fair hannah.fair@ucl.ac.uk is a PhD 
candidate in the Department of Geography, 
University College London. www.geog.ucl.ac.uk 
1. For more on the Pacific Climate Warriors see  
http://world.350.org/pacificwarriors/.

Samoa: local knowledge, climate change and 
population movements
Ximena Flores-Palacios

The voices of scientists, academics, politicians and development practitioners dominate the 
climate change debate, yet local knowledge, values and beliefs are essential elements of 
navigating the way forward for affected communities. 

Samoa, located in the southern Pacific 
Ocean and with a population of around 
190,000 people concentrated on two 
main islands (Savaii and Upolu), is very 
vulnerable to climate change with at least 
70% of the population and infrastructure 
located in low-lying coastal areas. The 
village of Lotofaga on the south coast 
of Upolu Island has a population of just 
over a thousand which is decreasing due 
to significant levels of out-migration. 

Life in Lotofaga is largely guided by 
fa’a Samoa, the Samoan way of life, an 
umbrella term that encompasses the social 
structure of the village. Fa’a Samoa has 
remained strong, despite long exposure 
to Western influences. Land is held in 
accordance with Samoan custom and 
usage, and it represents identity, culture 
and community. Traditional coping 
mechanisms in times of hardship include 
customary safety nets, where remittances 
undoubtedly play a key role, and 
migration to diversify family income. 

It is clear that climate change is affecting 
people in different ways. Those who suffer 
the most are the most vulnerable, such as 
families who do not have access to remittances 
or enough support from family members, 
and people – in particular women and 
elders – who have to rely on themselves to 

sustain their livelihoods. There are also 
differentiated gender impacts as a result 
of women’s limited access to information 
and resources. In addition, in a situation 
of environmental stress women have 
reduced mobility because they are the ones 
who care for children and the elderly. 

“Some family members have gone away to 
America, New Zealand and Australia. They have 
gone away in search of fortune … and because 
of the change of weather and to look for work to 
help and support family, but no one cares, no 
one loves me and my small children. I would 
leave this place only if and when it is God’s will. 
But I can’t go away.” (40-year-old widow) 

Although the majority of people in Lotofaga 
are familiar with the term ‘climate change’, 
it is not clear for them how the ‘scientific 
information’ can be applied to their daily 
lives. In contrast, they are absolutely aware 
of the changes in their own environment 
and the effects that climate change has 
been having on their lives and livelihoods. 
Some people rely on their traditional 
knowledge to interpret the changes 
occurring in their environment and believe 
that climate change is part of a cycle, 
while others associate climate change with 
God’s will. In general, people in Lotofaga 
do not describe themselves as victims of 
climate change. They said they have been 
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