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Topic 002: Consequences of Climate Change Pertaining to 

Island Nations 

Introduction 

In recent reports, small island states are being identified as the most vulnerable             

countries of the world to the adverse impacts of climate change. The existence and              

prosperity of many small island states, particularly in the Pacific, are threatened by the effects               

of coastal erosion, saline intrusion, sea flooding, and land-based pollution over the next             

century and beyond. Pacific Islands risk permanent inundation and have already seen such             1

repercussions in dramatic revenue loss across sectors such as agriculture, water resources,            

forestry, tourism, among other industry-related sectors . The risk of small island states from             2

the projected impacts of climate change is unparalleled. The projected global rate of rise of 5                

mm yr1 (±29 mm yr1 ) is two to four times greater than the rate experienced in the past                         

century. The majority of island settlements, economic activity, infrastructure, and services           3

are located at or near coastlines.  

1  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), “Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability,,” 
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=671, (n.d.) 
 
2 International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “Climate Change 
Impacts - Pacific Islands,” http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf, (April 9) 
3 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, “Regional Characteristics,” 
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=621#1712, (n.d.) 

http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=671
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=621#1712
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As cities face a wide array of stresses, ranging from rising sea levels and floods to                

food and water insecurities, governments have encountered the need to adapt to these             

adversities by adopting robust recovery plans. Urban structures and systems are on the brink              

of evolution, and such transformations can be perceived as both a driver of sustainable              

urban development and an economic opportunity for local communities. Disaster resilience           

is also designed to reduce the high cost of conventional crisis response, through preemptive              

action that protects cities, populations, and economic assets from due risk. At the core of the                

mandate of this committee is the development of international and regional framework that             

will adjust natural systems or human infrastructure to reduce the threat of the consequences              

of climatic stimuli.  

Threat on Indigenous Communities 

Indigenous peoples often live in low-income, isolated rural environments and the           

low-lying margins of large towns and cities. They are significantly more exposed to social              

problems of economic insecurity, inadequate water and food resources, and lower health            

standards. The inadequacies in social safety nets indeed put them at greater risk of climate               

change-associated disasters and their effects.  

For many reasons, indigenous communities are uniquely vulnerable to climate          

change. For one, they are susceptible to natural disasters and related consequences, which             

increasingly correlate with climate change, because of inadequate physical, social and medical            

infrastructure and services. Native lifestyles are also very dependent on current climates,            

vegetation and wildlife. Changes that are consequential to climate change would threaten life             

as they know it and challenge them to make difficult lifestyle adaptions to secure their future.  

 

 

Impact on Natural Systems 

A 2014 IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) report identified the risk            

that up to 50% of Asia’s total biodiversity, and hence the ecosystem services they provide, is                
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imminently confronted with. Over the last 20 years, temperature rise and abnormal            4

precipitation patterns have initiated an increase in the intensity of forest fires and the              

burning of surrounding land area in South-East Asia. In mid and high-latitude islands,             5

higher temperature and the retreat and loss of snow cover could improve conditions for the               

spread of invasive species and forest cover. In the past 10 years, over 2 million ha of peat                  

swamp forests in South-East have been destroyed by forest fires, which instigates a positive              

feedback cycle on the account that peat swamp forests have about 30 times the carbon               

storage capacity of above-ground tropical rainforests, and disturbances can release the           

stored carbon into the atmosphere and cause increased warming and additional fires.   6

Similarly, climate change is expected to cause serious degradation of the coastal            

environmental and natural resources on which many depend. Pacific Islands are shown to             

be mainly vulnerable to coastal flooding and decreased extent of coastal vegetated wetlands.             

estimated impacts of sea-level rise on Pacific Islands’ costal communities are quantified in             

77,018 km of shoreline affected with direct costs of 1,419 million of USD per year at                

sub-regional level associated to a 30-50 cm of sea-level rise. The mangrove land area in the                7

Pacific Islands is expected to decline by 1% and 13% associated with an increase of 2 C° and                  

4 C° temperature increase respectively.   8

Sea-level rise remains by far the greatest threat to small island states relative to other               

countries, and it is projected that the effects of beach erosion and coastal land loss,               

inundation, flooding, and salinization of coastal aquifers and soils will be widespread. The             

devastating economic and domestic and trans-boundary pollution consequences aside,         

climate change-induced disturbances alters habitat quality and biodiversity by modifying          

4  World Wildlife Fund, “Climate Change in Indonesia”, 
http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/inodesian_climate_change_impacts_report_14nov07.pdf,  (November 7, 2014) 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid 
8 IFAD, United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “Climate Change Impacts - Pacific Islands,” 
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf, (April 9) 

http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/inodesian_climate_change_impacts_report_14nov07.pdf
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf
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ecosystem composition, to the impairment of wildlife species such as the orangutan            

population native to Indonesia.  9

Subsequent Impact on Human Health 

Climate change has an adverse impact on human health both directly, by            

deaths due to extreme weather events, and indirectly, from increased susceptibility to            

disease and resource deficiencies. Severe respiratory problems arise from an increase           

in the frequency of wildfires and the subsequent release of toxic gases such as carbon               

monoxide and hydrocarbons. Specifically, air quality in newly industrialized areas has           

deteriorated significantly and will contribute to widespread heat stress and          

smog-induced cardiovascular and respiratory illnesses. For example, malaria spread         

to higher elevations in island states such as Indonesia during the 1997-98 El Niño              

event, facilitated by warming temperatures and changing precipitation patterns.         10

Other health issues related to climate change include the surge of infectious diseases             

such as cholera, which is fostered by phytoplankton bloom growth and bolstered by             

warmer tropical sea-surface temperatures. Changes in precipitation, increased        

flooding, and sea-level rise also potentially degrades freshwater quality and          

contaminates drinking water with a suite of diarrhoeal diseases including salmonella           

and giardia.    11

Vulnerable Economic Sectors    

Ocean warming, frequent tropical cyclones, flash foods and droughts are likely to            

have dramatic impact on subsistence agriculture in Pacific Islands, which is vital to its locals.               

While subsistence agriculture provides local food security, cash crops (such as sugar cane,             

banana and forest products) are vital foreign exports. Projected impacts of climate change             12

will significantly pressure local livelihood and the competitiveness of cash crops. In            

9 World Wildlife Fund, “Climate Change in Indonesia”, 
http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/inodesian_climate_change_impacts_report_14nov07.pdf,  (November 7, 2014) 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 IFAD, United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, “Climate Change Impacts - Pacific Islands,” 
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf, (April 9) 

http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/inodesian_climate_change_impacts_report_14nov07.pdf
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/islands.pdf
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particular, key future impacts are related to extended periods of drought and, on the other               

hand, loss of soil fertility and degradation as a result of increased precipitation, both of               

which will negatively impact agriculture and food security. 

Furthermore, fisheries contribute significantly to GDP and rural poor livelihood on           

many of the Pacific Islands; consequently the socio-economic implications of climate change            

on fisheries are likely to exacerbate other anthropogenic stresses such as over-fishing. For             

example, more intense tropical cyclones and a rise in sea surface t° will negatively impact               

inshore fisheries and food supply, especially in rural areas.  13

However, not all effects of climate change on agriculture are expected to be             

detrimental. Specifically, climate warming in high-latitude islands is likely to ameliorate           

conditions for agriculture and enhance the resilience of local food systems. 

International Framework 

A number of ongoing UN processes are in effect to advance climate change             

adaptations and sustainable development. One example is the Ecosystem-Based Disaster          

Risk Reduction (Eco-DRR) enacted by the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP), which           

seeks to diminish the damage incurred from extreme weather events in developing countries             

by improving ecosystem and resource management. UNEP also supports the development           14

of criteria, relating to key sectors for biodiversity, agriculture and water, for assessing             

ecological and economic vulnerabilities to climate change and capacity for change at the             

regional level. The UN Development Programme (UNDP) focuses on resilience          15

development that remains risk-informed and sustainable, and reserves $1.7 million of its            

budget to help developing countries launch climate change adaptation programs and           

coordinate efforts on the ground.   16

13 Ibid. 
14 UNEP, “UNEP and Disaster Risk Reduction”, 
http://www.unep.org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/DisasterRiskReduction/UNEPandDisasterRiskReduction/tabid/54353/De
fault.aspx, (n.d.) 
15 NMUN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “Climate Change, an Overview”, (November 2007) 
16 UNDP, “Climate and Disaster Resilience”, 
http://www.cy.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/climate-and-disaster-resilience/overview.html, (December 7, 2015) 

http://www.unep.org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/DisasterRiskReduction/UNEPandDisasterRiskReduction/tabid/54353/Default.aspx
http://www.unep.org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/DisasterRiskReduction/UNEPandDisasterRiskReduction/tabid/54353/Default.aspx
http://www.cy.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/climate-and-disaster-resilience/overview.html
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The Kyoto Protocol, an international treaty extension of the 1992 United Nations            

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), commits State Parties to reduce           

greenhouse gases emissions and to which there are currently 192 Parties. The Protocol is              17

founded on the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, primarily on           

developed countries for their historic contributions to greenhouse gases emissions. The           

Protocol’s first commitment period ended in 2012 but was succeeded by the Doha             

Amendment, in which 37 countries have binding targets and 59 of a minimum 144 states               

have accepted to. From negotiations held in the framework of the yearly UNFCCC Climate              18

Change Conferences on measures to take after the Doha Amendment ends in 2020, the              

Paris Agreement was consequently adopted as a separate instrument under the UNFCCC. 

The 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Paris, also known as            

COP21, addressed the Paris Agreement, a global agreement on the reduction of climate             

change relevant to the representatives of 196 attending parties. The first-ever universal,            19

legally binding global climate deal adopted by 195 countries sets out a global action plan to                

limit global warming to well below 2°C and will enter into force by 2020.  

Best Practices and Emerging Solutions 

Limiting the consequences of climate change is a collective responsibility which           

requires an integrated approach of all levels of decision-making, from government to citizen             

groups to civil society. A key strategy is to assign accountability for resilient policy-making          

and mobilize community involvement. This will be effective in fostering social and physical             

resilience and foster a sense of ownership. In particular, marginalized populations should be             

significant actors in this process due to the diversity of factors that enhance their              

vulnerability and from their unique perspective of the socioeconomic effects of disasters.            

Several initiatives that help raise public awareness on the current capacity for climate-change             

17 United Nations Treaty Collection, “Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change”, 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-a&chapter=27&lang=en, (December 11, 1997) 
18 United Nations Treaty Collection, “Doha Amendment to the Kyoto Protocol,” 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-c&chapter=27&lang=en, (December 8, 2012) 
19 United Nations, Framework Convention on Climate Change, “Adoption of the Paris Agreement”, 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf, (December 12, 2015) 

https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-a&chapter=27&lang=en
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-c&chapter=27&lang=en
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09r01.pdf
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induced hazards include: sharing risk-assessment data, integrating disaster risk-reduction         

(DRR) into education curricula, establishing campaigns targeting vulnerable communities,         

implementing safety initiatives, and facilitating risk-reduction training and capacity building.   20

The counterpart to governance and mobilization is funding. While financing for           

preventative and resilient measures comes at a high initial cost, the pay-off is significant              

when considering the physical and thus economic devastation of extreme weather events.            

Budgets need to account for strategic urban planning and initiatives, and necessary financial             

resources can derive from venues such as city funds, national allocations, public-private            

sponsorship, international aid, and catastrophic bonds. However, it is imperative that           21

ecosystem management always takes priority over urban planning and threat management           

initiatives, because the most effective way to combat a threat is to strive to eliminate the                

threat altogether. 

Conclusion  

Small island states are significantly most vulnerable to the consequences of the threat             

of climate change to which developed countries are historically the greatest contributors.            

Pacific Islands have already suffered losses from the effects of extreme weather events and              

growing deficiencies in a variety of economic sectors, and a combination of financial and              

physical stresses will only escalate the deterioration of an already-delicate condition.           

Decision-making is on the brink of evolution, as governments and civil societies are driven              

towards sustainable implementations and disaster resilience. The international community’s         

primary mandate should be the reinforcement of sustainable ecosystem management          

enhanced by combative DRR measuresm with the significant cooperation of indigenous           

peoples and marginalized populations. Governing bodies should be seeking action-oriented          

guidelines that address poverty alleviation, climate change adaptation, and disaster risk           

reduction within a resilient urban and rural context.  

 

20 Jha, et al., “Building Urban Resilience: Principles, Tools, and Practice,” 2013, p.91. 
21 UNISDR, “How to make cities more resilient: a handbook for local government leaders, 2012, p.31.     
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Pertinent Questions 

How can resilience be reinforced within urban spaces to prevent socioeconomic inequities            

and unsustainable practices? How can this be done within rural spaces? 

What are the key lessons learned - either best practices or shortcomings - from current               

international policies?  

In what ways and direction can local governments address urban challenges such as climate              

change and disaster risk?  

What are the priority areas linked to regional space that have been addressed or overlooked? 

How can the United Nations evolve its treaties (and the associated process) to improve              

urban resilience and ecosystem management? 
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