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INTRODUCTION

The plight of people who become uprooted worldwide as a result of environmental change has increasingly sparked debates at the international political arena. In recent years, Tuvalu has been popularly under the media spotlight with countless magazines, newspaper articles and documentary films flourished about this small archipelago in the South Pacific. Despite some storyline variations, they all depict very much the same story: a small atoll country whose very existence is threatened by sea-level rise, and its quest to accommodate its population abroad as ‘climate change refugees.’ Portrayed as an Atlantis in the making or a canary of global warming, Tuvalu has come to “epitomize the environmental catastrophe of worldwide climate change and sea-level rise” (Chambers and Chambers, 2007, 294).

This paper examines the main patterns and characteristics of migration from Tuvalu to New Zealand with experiences and voices from the Tuvaluan migrants to speak for themselves. New Zealand, and Auckland in particular, as the prime destination for Tuvaluans migrating abroad, has a growing Tuvaluan community with an estimated population of about 3,000 Tuvaluans. What role do environmental factors play in the migration decision-making? How do environmental factors interact with other migration factors, and what are the strategies developed to increase resilience? What have been the government policies, both in Tuvalu and New Zealand, to manage or facilitate these migration flows?

In order to answer these questions, this paper draws upon the Environmental Change and Forced Migration Scenarios (EACH-FOR) project in Tuvalu and New Zealand with fieldwork conducted both in the migration origin and destination areas, namely Funafuti Island in Tuvalu and Auckland metropolitan area in New Zealand. The first section provides an overview of Tuvalu’s geography, the present environmental challenges, and the migration patterns from Tuvalu to New Zealand. The methods adopted, including a standardised EACH-FOR questionnaire and key informant interviews, will be described and discussed in the second section. A third section presents the main findings from the fieldwork, both from Tuvalu and New Zealand, and these findings will be analysed in a comparative perspective in a fourth section. Finally, the conclusion section is devoted to a discussion on future research directions.

Tuvalu’S EnvrionmentAL CHALLENGES

Geographical characteristics of Tuvalu

Tuvalu is one of the only five countries comprised entirely of low-lying islands and atolls, which are ‘rings of coral reefs that enclose a lagoon’ (Barnett and Adger, 2003: 322). Despite a vast territory spreading over 750,000 square kilometres in the South Pacific Ocean, its land area is limited to only 26 square kilometres as the fourth smallest sovereign nation of the world, after Vatican City, Monaco and Nauru. Located north of Fiji and half way between Hawaii, the United States and Australia, the archipelago is comprised of 6 coral atolls and 3 reef islands. Funafuti, Nanumea, Nui, Vaitupu, Nukufetau and Nukulaelae are coral atolls, with a lagoon open to the ocean, whereas Nanumanga and Niutao are reef islands, with a landlocked lagoon. In addition, Niulakita is the smallest entity of Tuvalu without a lagoon. Tuvalu also comprises some 120 islets. None of these entities are separated by a distance less than 60 kilometres, and it extends 350 nautical miles between the most northern atoll, Nanumea, and the most southern island, Niulakita (Barton, 1977). 

One main characteristics of Tuvalu’s geography, and the one that draws most of the attention, is its low elevation. Tuvalu is topographically flat with an average elevation of one meter above sea-level with its highest peak only at 5 metres above sea-level. Due to its low elevation, Tuvalu is extremely vulnerable to sea-level rise and other climatic events 


(Barnett and Adger, 2003; Mimura et al., 2007; Lal et al., 2002) ADDIN EN.CITE . Furthermore, in the absence of any lake or river, resources of potable water depend exclusively on the rain water collected in water tanks. With frequent flooding, seawater inundation and coastal erosion, salinity of the soil has also been increased considerably, enhancing difficulties of local pulaka (taro) plantation. Moreover, the formation of Tuvalu atolls is primarily based on coral reef, which barely holds any soils making plantation on the atolls extremely difficult. Declining yields have forced Tuvaluans to rely increasingly on imported products for their diet, resulting in severe health problems, including diabetes. Natural mineral resources are unavailable. Tuvalu’s adverse agricultural condition makes it impracticable to grow any crops, apart from a newly established fruit and vegetable garden under intensive care and management by Taiwan’s agriculture technical mission. 

Effects of climate change in Tuvalu

Small island states are extremely vulnerable to climate change and sea-level rise, as stressed in the 4th assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC): 
“Sea-level rise is expected to exacerbate inundation, storm surge, erosion and other coastal hazards, thus threatening vital infrastructure, settlements and facilities that support the livelihood of island communities. […] There is strong evidence that under most climate change scenarios, water resources in small islands are likely to be seriously compromised. […] Climate change is likely to heavily impact coral reefs, fisheries and other marine-based resources. […] It is very likely that subsistence and commercial agriculture on small islands will be adversely affected by climate change” (Mimura et al.,  2007).

Sea-level rise is naturally a major concern for Tuvaluans, and small dikes were built by families to protect their dwellings. It is calculated that the average long-term relative sea level change at Funafuti would be at the rate of 0.8 +/- 1.9 mm per year, relative to the land (Hunter, 2002). However, Hunter also noted that uncertainties in the calculated trend remained “undesirably large,” and “sea levels are not now perceptibly rising” (Connell, 2003, 104). In the absence of reliable data, Tuvaluans turn to empirical observation for evidence of climate change. Two phenomena in particular attracted wide attention. The first one is the disappearance of Tepuka Savilivili islet in the Funafuti lagoon. The islet, which used to be abundant in coconut trees, has now been engulfed with only small piles of sand and coral (Shen, 2008). The second phenomenon is the occurrence of ‘King tides’ that swamp large parts of the atoll. King tides are above average high tides that come directly from the seas. Historical records showed that King tides used to occur once in every 5 or 6 years; however, they have now become more frequent, triggering the fears of some that this would eventually become permanent. 

In addition, as a result of climate change, increasing frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, such as hurricanes, also pose major environmental threats to Tuvalu. More cyclones are developed into hurricanes which then wander around in the Pacific Ocean. Several times during recent years, Tuvalu was hit by severe hurricanes, despite the fact that the most northern island group situated outside the ‘hurricane belt’. In 1997 Funafuti was hit by the 3 hurricanes, namely Gavin, Hina and Helly, which eroded half a square kilometre from the 26 square kilometres island state. Memories of the hurricane Bebe, which devastated Funafuti in 1972, remain vivid amongst the locals (Falani s.d.). It is the common fear that the atolls could be obliterated easily by a hurricane. Hurricanes might cause more significant impact than the anxiety associated with sea level rise, as there would be nowhere for Tuvaluans to shelter or evacuate in the case of an extreme weather event. In particular, the worst fear is when a storm surge or Tsunami coincides with a ‘King tide’. 

TUVALU’S HISTORICAL MIGRATION DEVELOPMENTS 

It is recognized that the whole Polynesian region is highly prone to migration. Migration is a significant pattern of lifestyle, and even a social routine at times (Connell and Conway, 2000). Labour migration first occurred to plantations in Samoa and Australia’s Queensland, and diversified onto the phosphate mines of Banaba (I-Kiribati) and Nauru. Shortly after World War II, there have been two significant Tuvaluan population movements occurred in Tuvaluan history: one is the external relocation from Vaitupu to Kioa, Fiji and the other is the internal relocation from Niutao to Niulakita. In 1951, elders from Vaitupu, under the impulsion of Donald Kennedy, an Australian expatriate who was also the headmaster of the boarding school, decided to purchase the island of Kioa, an outlier to Fiji (White, 1965). The main reason underlying the purchase was the fear that resources on the island would be too scarce to sustain population growth. A few dozens of families relocated to Kioa until 1983, and were eventually granted Fijian citizenship in 2005. British colonial authorities had similar thoughts about Niutao, then Tuvalu’s most-populated atoll, and decided to relocate some Niutao islanders to the uninhabited Niulakita atoll in 1949. From then on, Tuvalu, which literally means ‘cluster of eight’ standing together, would count nine populated atolls. Niulakita remains the least populated atoll, with only about 40 inhabitants.

These two historical movements reveal that the idea of resettlement was considered by some well before the threats of climate change were appeared. Most media reports tend to portray Tuvalu’s current possible relocation as unprecedented– these examples show that the very idea of relocation is far from being unprecedented, even if these resettlements were of a much smaller scale. Even before these resettlements occurred, the idea was considered in the 1890s in response to what was perceived as an overpopulation problem (Connell, 1983). It was also noted that this idea was born out of a Malthusian perspective that people feared that they would not have enough food unless the population was kept under strict control (Munro and Bedford, 1980, 3). Interestingly, this Malthusian perspective is still part of the rationale of the current governmental policy to encourage and facilitate emigration. 

RESEARCH METHODS

This research investigates different perspectives on environmental migration by drawing upon local Tuvaluan perspectives and personal field observations. Experiences and positions on the issue of environmental migration are presented from members of the Tuvaluan society, particularly from representatives of the state, the church, the NGOs and the public. These views are compared and contrasted in order to understand the interplays between ongoing trends of environmental change and Tuvaluan emigration to New Zealand. In Tuvalu, fieldwork consisting key informant interviews and participant observations was undertaken on the main atoll of Funafuti, which also serves as the political and socioeconomic centre of Tuvalu. The confined capital island area made it possible for the fieldwork to extend to the entire island of Funafuti. Practical conditions made it difficult to conduct fieldwork on Tuvalu’s outer islands, even though the perspectives on environmental change and migration might have been different. It should be noted, however, that Funafuti is home to more than half of Tuvalu’s population, and has been characterized by significant inflows of internal migration in recent years, allowing for interviews with respondents born in outlying atolls. Furthermore, it is the departure point for Tuvaluans migrating overseas. 

In addition, New Zealand also serves as the other important fieldwork area concerning Tuvaluans in the migration destination. The previous study (Mortreux and Barrett, 2008) has not investigated Tuvaluans’ main migration destination in New Zealand. With longstanding Pacific historical and unique Polynesian cultural connections, New Zealand has long been the primary migration destination for Tuvaluans, hosting one of the world’s largest Tuvaluan communities outside Tuvalu. In New Zealand, 25 Tuvaluan migrant families, represented by 12 female and 13 male reference persons from each of the Tuvaluan families, were randomly selected to complete the questionnaire. The western metropolitan region of Auckland, including the wards of Waitakere, Massey, Henderson and New Lynn is home to the highest concentration of Tuvaluan residents in New Zealand. The majority of the Tuvaluan questionnaire participants were drawn from this suburban region of Auckland with a few exceptions from other regions in New Zealand, including Hamilton and Wellington.

TUVALU’S INTERNAL AND INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION

Among the migrants interviewed, many had migrated several times during their lifetime with some of them up to eight times. Over the history, ‘migration has long been significant in Tuvalu’ (Connell, 2003, 94). Migration further expanded in size and directions after World War II, as Tuvaluans were trained as merchant seafarers for employment on ships of overseas lines, particularly the German ships (Borovnik, 2004). With the exhaustion of phosphate mines in Nauru, migrant workers were shipped back to Tuvalu, resulting in a significant decrease in remittances. In the absence of higher education in Tuvalu, Tuvaluans are also sent overseas for training, mostly at the universities in Fiji, New Zealand and Australia. Tuvalu is actively seeking migration opportunities in New Zealand, Fiji and Australia to address its major development concerns at home, including (1) alleviating the pressure of overpopulation from Funafuti, (2) increasing remittances, and (3) responding to the fears of the population regarding the threat of climate change. Tuvalu’s current major migration flows are detailed in the following:

Internal migration within Tuvalu

The first key pattern of migration in Tuvalu is internal migration across different atolls. Since receiving the donation of Nivanga boat from Australia in the late 1990s, migration and movement between different atolls have been expanded considerably. International aid not only eased the voyage between the atolls, but also provided a major ‘pull’ factor, as Funafuti underwent rapid development in the late 1990s to early 2000s. Foreign aid enabled the establishment of numerous facilities, including a new government administration building, the Princess Margaret Hospital, a telecommunication centre, a wharf, and the maritime training school on Amatuku atoll. With increasing migration from outer islands to Funafuti, the Tuvalu government is desperately implementing services and facilities on outer islands, in order to slow down such mounting migration flow.

Tuvaluan migration to Fiji

With the presence of University of the South Pacific in Suva, migration to Fiji for Tuvaluans is common and important. Tuvaluan students with sponsorships are able to bring accompanying families during the course of study. Moreover, another major source of Tuvaluan presence in Fiji is found in international and regional organizations, such as the local offices of UNDP or SOPAC. Tuvaluan civil servants working for these organizations typically settle in Fiji with their families. Finally, a limited, but sustained flow still exists between the atoll of Vaitupu and the island of Kiao, which was purchased from Fiji in 1951. However, migration flows between Tuvalu and Fiji have considerably slowed down since the introduction of a visa for Tuvaluans and other Pacific Islanders. Tine Leuelu, Tuvalu’s High Commissioner in Fiji, commented that Tuvaluan presence in Fiji remained strong and its community organizations were active and well-structured.

Migration to Australia and the United States

Migration to Australia or the United States is extremely limited, due to tight migration policies and controls. According to Tuvalu’s Ministry for External Affairs, there are no more than 300 Tuvaluan residents in Australia, mostly in the areas of Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne.

Migration to New Zealand

Migration from Tuvalu to New Zealand remains much more significant than any other destinations. It is common for Tuvaluans to apply through ‘Family’ or ‘International-Humanitarian’ migration streams. The ‘International-Humanitarian’ scheme grants up to 75 Tuvaluans per year for permanent residency in New Zealand. This migration policy is known as the ‘Pacific Access Category’ scheme, which allows selected migrants from Fiji, Tonga, Kiribati and Tuvalu. Although media rumours have suggested a nation-wide resettlement programme agreement made between Tuvalu and New Zealand, there has been no explicit policy to accept Pacific Islanders who have been environmentally displaced due to rising sea levels. An official of New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade asserted, “There is no link between the PAC quota and climate change” (Shen, 2007, 19). Under this scheme, Tuvaluans must meet very stringent requirements before qualifying for the migration selection ballot, including a good command of English, a confirmed job offer in New Zealand, and the undergoing of a rigorous and costly medical examination in Fiji. Once these migrants are settled in New Zealand, they may apply to bring other family members under the ‘Family’ migration stream. In addition, the introduction of Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme in 2008 also opens another migration possibility for Tuvaluans. The seasonal worker migration scheme allows Tuvaluans (and other selected Pacific Islanders) to work in New Zealand for 6 to 9 months, typically in the horticultural sector identified with labour shortages. It is yet too soon to assess how Tuvaluans will take advantage of this programme.

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE MIGRATION RESPONSES FROM TUVALU

Not all Tuvaluans share the same perspective on migration in relation to climate change. We classified these views into the following five groups:

1. Respondents with resignation and despair perspectives
The most commonly held view mixes resignation and despair. While acknowledging the reality of climate change, these respondents also expressed a deep attachment to their country, and asserted they would never leave, even if the island was entirely submerged by the ocean. “This is my country; I’m ready to die here.” “I don’t want to leave, if we all leave, Tuvalu is going to die, and I don’t want that.” “The international community needs to do something to help us. We’re not responsible for climate change, so our country cannot disappear. The other countries need to fix this problem.” Also, Tuvalu children were well aware of climate change and immediately connected it to sea-level rise, but were unsure about migration. One boy, in particular, despite being very scared by the prospect of sea-level rise, strongly refused the idea of migration.

2. Optimistic for adaptation and mitigation
Others adopted a more optimistic tone, and believed it was possible for the country to adapt, even though it would require international assistance. These mostly regarded migration as a defeat, and would only consider it if all other migration strategies had failed. Those holding this view were usually among the well educated, and in positions close to the government. “If we have enough resources to adapt, Tuvalu can be salvaged.” “There is no need to migrate, Tuvalu will not disappear.” This discourse, however, could sometimes appear as a self-fulfilling prophecy: a representative of the government held this discourse for about half an hour before admitting, off the record, that he was actually due to leave soon and had bought some land in Fiji.

3. Refusal to acknowledge climate change
Some refused to acknowledge climate change as a problem, and viewed sea-level rise as a natural process: “We are an atoll country, it is normal that the sea-level changes with the tides and the currents. One day it goes up, the other day it goes down.” Others reacted angrily to my presence, and claimed that climate change was only an invention of industrialized countries to scare island nations: “We didn’t have any problem before people like you came and started talking about climate change… Now the people are living for New Zealand because of you.” A small, religious minority remained convinced that a divine intervention would save Tuvalu at the 11th hour, because God had made the promise to Noah that there would be no more flooding on Earth. The Church is now considering the problem seriously, and has started raising awareness about the problem, as well dismissing Noah’s story as a metaphorical legend, not to be taken literally.

4. Migration as an option out of fear and worry
Among those considering migration as an option, two different views contrasted: the first group envisioned migration out of the fear that the island would be brutally flooded: “I don’t want to wake up one morning with the island washed away.’ ‘I prefer to leave now before I have no other choice.” “I don’t know what can happen to our country, so I will apply for the Pacific Access Category as soon as I will have enough money.”

5. Migration as a proactive fashion for Tuvaluan opportunists
Finally, some considered migration in a more proactive fashion, as a way to reduce environmental vulnerability and develop other projects in New Zealand: “The future of Tuvalu is uncertain, so I think I’ll be better off in New Zealand” “Life is better in New Zealand, there are no opportunities in Tuvalu.” “I think there is no future for my children in Tuvalu.” Environmental factors mixed with economic and social factors. Most of these would-be migrants had family in New Zealand already, and these family ties were a strong ‘pull factor’ as well. Migration was often considered in the interest of the children, and thus as a risk-reduction strategy for the family.

QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS FROM NEW ZEALAND

According to the latest Census (Statistics New Zealand, 2007), there are officially 2625 Tuvaluans living in New Zealand, comprising the 7th largest Pacific Island ethnic group in New Zealand, with 80.3 % of Tuvaluans residing in Auckland (see Figure 1). However, with the unreported and illegal overstayer Tuvaluans whose visas have expired, the total number could reach approximately 3000 Tuvaluans in New Zealand.
Overall, the migration of Tuvaluans to New Zealand could be regarded as a typical ‘rural-to-urban’ international migration, considering the differences in level of socio-economic development between Tuvalu and New Zealand. Funafuti, being the capital island of Tuvalu, may have been regarded as the urban area by questionnaire participants because of its distinctively privileged setting as the political centre of the nation which has a much higher socio-economic level in terms of living standards. However, it is impractical to differentiate ‘the urban’ from ‘the rural’ in a microscopic atoll where the dissimilarity between urban or rural can barely exist. The following section discusses questionnaire results.

Environmental problem as one migration driver 

Questionnaire results reveal that environmental problems had affected the respondents’ migration decision-making to move from Tuvalu to New Zealand. However, when asked at what point in their migration history that environmental problems affected their decisions to move, the response varied greatly. 18 responded that their move was in part because of environmental problems and the environment affected their initial decisions to become a migrant. Also considerably evident is that 11 responded that their move was followed by their family members who had already moved away because of the environmental problems. As multiple selections are allowed, 10 have opted for both of the above choices. This also confirms that island group or family kinship factors play a significant role, both in relation to and in addition to the environmental factors in migration decision-making. Relatively insignificant are the responses that their move is directly related to the construction of a development project, or the environment problems are present in the current place of residence. 

All responded positively that their family and friends were facing environmental problems in their former place of residence. In addition, all responses also show their relatives and friends have migrated away or resettled. All of these respondents expressed that their relatives and friends migrated in part because of environmental reasons and those mainly (96%) migrated to the respondents’ current place of residence in New Zealand. 

Environmental factors in migration decisions

Questionnaire participants were further instructed to detail their migration reasons specifically in the context of environmental problems. The responses were relatively identical. Sea level rise and climate change were the most repeated phrases expressed by the respondents. However, there was some variation when further questioned about how the rising sea level or climate change had affected their move. Seawater flooding was the most commonly known environmental problem noted by the respondents during the high tide. Also directly related to sea level rise are the accelerated coastal erosion and dying plantations caused by salinization. In addition, there are also several responses of indirect influences of climate change that are related to the changing fishing conditions and noticeable changing weather patterns. 

Of all the responses, the most intriguing reasons are the embedded emotional and psychological effects that lead to anxiety, disappointment, hopelessness and even resentment over the concerns of climate change and its unpredictability in affecting Tuvaluans’ atoll homeland and people. Although the wording of Tuvaluan migrants’ responses is different, the uniformity of environmental imperatives on migration decision-making is strongly evident. 

Environmental factors are undeniably one of the most significant impetuses that have affected Tuvaluan respondents’ decisions to migrate. Five environmental factors that emphasized the current environmental state of Tuvalu have all received high response rates, including poor water quality (80%), poor soil quality (84%), water shortage/ drought (88%), sudden natural disaster, such as flooding and storm surges (92%) and slow environmental degradation (80%). In addition, limited or no access to land and water are also possible causes of conflicts over natural resources in relation to their migration decision making. 

Without any rivers or lakes, the only source of fresh water across all of the atolls in Tuvalu is rainwater. Scarcity of water is further compounded by increasing island populations that demand for much greater water consumptions.. The formation of Tuvalu atolls is primarily based on coral reef which barely holds any soils, making farming on the atolls extremely difficult. This also translates to the high response rate of unreliable harvest. Furthermore, Tuvalu atolls continuously suffer twin problems of freshwater shortage and saltwater flooding. Low elevation of atolls makes it much easier for frequent storm surges. Other environmental factors, such as development projects and specific environmentally related health problems are relatively insignificant in the case of Tuvalu.

Tuvaluan migrants’ subsequent travel and relocation

As all 25 respondents identified environmental problem(s) as one of the reasons that affecting their decision to move, a follow-up question was asked if the respondents would return to Tuvalu atolls when the environmental situation of their former place of residence has improved. The result shows that 18 of 25 (72%) responded negatively, whereas 7 of 25 (28%) responded positively. Even though the respondents have already relocated to New Zealand from Tuvalu, 3 remained sceptical about the effects of environmental change in New Zealand. They expected that future environmental problems in New Zealand would make their families want to migrate again to a different location or country, whereas the majority answered ‘no.’ 

The explanations for subsequent migration are primarily related to the job opportunities and all of them have considered Australia as their next migration destination once they are qualified for New Zealand citizenship. The Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangements (TTTA), a non-binding immigration procedure applied and supported by governments of both New Zealand and Australia, which allows Australians and New Zealanders to travel to, live and work for an indefinite period in one another’s country without restriction (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2007). 

11 responded that they were not planning to move away, while others remained indecisive. The respondents decided to stay in New Zealand, as the adverse environmental push factors that affected Tuvalu were insignificant or not present in New Zealand. However, both expenses for a second or further move and well-settled extended island family in New Zealand are also the reasons.  

When asked to record chronologically all of the places or countries to which Tuvalu participants’ families have migrated, many have migrated more than once. The times of move averages 4 times (the highest of 8 times) from their first place of residence throughout their life. This also confirms the very unique and common ‘migratory’ nature of Tuvaluans. Their move may not be necessarily environmentally driven and could be due to other factors, such as schooling, marriage, employment, medical and familial reasons. Often, the environmental problems could be present in the place they migrated to. Even though the respondents were aware of the existing environmental problems in the migration destinations, but these problems might not always be the predominant concern. Due to limited opportunities and options in a confined island environment, environmental problems might have been downplayed in the migration decision-making.

Reasons for not returning to Tuvalu vary from family to family. However, the common responses include children were born, grew up and educated in New Zealand, difficulties of obtaining employment in Tuvalu, lower wages and living standards in Tuvalu compared with New Zealand and the unknown future environmental state of Tuvalu. In contrast, reasons of return emphasizes on a much closer family attachment to the islands where families, especially parents, are still living on the atolls as well as the obligations to land ownership, which are passed down as ancestral lands. However, it is important to note that many (86%) of those expressed an interest of return to Tuvalu were only for short-term visits rather than leaving New Zealand permanently.  

TUVALUAN MIGRANT COMMUNITIES IN NEW ZEALAND

Community-based culture is still evident among the Tuvaluan community here in New Zealand, mainly through their church activities, island celebration functions and sports events. However, such cultural activities are not as strong as back home in the islands due to different life style and financial pressures of living in New Zealand. Whilst the traditional Tuvaluan culture does still exist, it has been blended with New Zealand culture. The dispersed nature of Tuvaluan settlement in New Zealand has also made the community-based culture not as apparent as back in their home islands. In addition, Tuvaluans in New Zealand share a lot of common concerns with other Polynesian communities and the relationship with other Polynesian communities remain strong. All Pacific Island groups in New Zealand face similar struggles with housing, employment and health issues. It is also worthwhile noting that the inter-marriage between Tuvaluans and other Polynesians has further enhanced the strong ties between Tuvaluans and other Polynesian groups, such as Samoa, Tonga and Maori population in New Zealand. 

Tuvaluans who live in New Zealand share a common concern about the future of their island home in light of possible climate change disasters and are very aware of the trouble and difficulties of their families facing back in the island. Tuvaluans have clearly indicated their fear in the interviews that their island country is in danger or at risk of being submerged under the seas. However, this common fear is not limited to the young and educated Tuvaluans. The uneducated and elderly Tuvaluans also have shown their knowledge of the impacts of climate change on their islands and have heard from families and/ or have personally experienced flooding situations and coastal erosion on the atolls. It is a serious topic that Tuvaluans living in New Zealand have often discussed at their church gatherings and special functions.

CONCLUSIONS

This research attempts to understand the interrelationships between livelihoods, environmental change and migration in the context of Tuvalu migration to New Zealand. Overall, migration from Tuvalu to New Zealand is not as straightforward as it is portrayed by the media. There are multifaceted views on the subject, reflecting various interests and conflicting views on the effects of climate change in Tuvalu. Views on climate change in migration in Tuvalu remain contrasted and sometimes conflicting, while the research finding shows that motives of those who migrated to New Zealand are not purely environmental, but may well include economic, social, medical, family and educational factors as well. Climate change, however, is far from being the only environmental concern in Tuvalu. The shortage of freshwater poses a major living difficulty in Tuvalu. In addition, another emerging environmental problem concerns waste disposal and treatment on the atolls. The rapid population growth of Funafuti, as well as its increasing reliance of imported goods, has also led to serious problems of waste disposal (Noualhat, 2005). 

It is assumed that changes in environmental condition might have affected the ways that Tuvaluans support themselves and families. However, the findings suggested that hardly any of the Tuvaluan respondents’ livelihoods were directly affected by climate change. In contrast to other environmentally driven migration scenarios in other world regions, Tuvalu presents a unique case that the impact of environmental change has not affected the migration decisions because of the impacts on their livelihoods or making their living, as Tuvaluans’ primary source of income and employment is rarely based on environmental or natural resources, such as agriculture and farming or husbandry. However, climate change has impacted Tuvaluans indirectly through the living conditions and the resulted psychological effects as in fears, feelings or migration motivations in response to climate change and sea level rise.
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