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Overview

Land as a central 
component of 
managing the impacts 
of climate change

1. Land as the 
foundation 

Ambae volcano 
resettlement

2. Climate 
Change 
migration

Masters of modernity

3. Gendered 
negotiations 
over land



Gender and 
Climate 
Change 
project



Vanuatu National Disaster/ 
Climate Change Migration policy

• Vanuatu one of the first countries globally, and in Oceania, to 
develop this policy. So this is a potential blue print.

• Related to disaster and climate change AND also land conflicts, 
evictions and development-induced displacement. 

• Largely aspirational document. Application of the Sendai 
framework, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and 
human rights ideas.

• Broad policy framework with very little connection between the 
policy guidelines and actual practice. 

• Almost no attention to land arrangements.
• Problematic role of the Vanuatu State: assumes the State has 

capacity. Also: conflicts between being pro-development and 
supporting rights of displaced people.



Test case: Ambae 
displacement



Disaster/climate change 
migration: Ambae displacement

- A second state of emergency was declared by 
the Government of Vanuatu’s Council of 
Ministers (COM) on 26 September 2018. 
- This decision resulted in the compulsory 
evacuation of the whole population of Ambae
Island (11,000 people). Involved the use of state 
force: Vanuatu Mobile Forces.
- The Vanuatu Government issued a series of 
statements saying the preferred destination for 
the displaced population was Maewo island, 
instead most people (around 9000) relocated to 
Santo Island. 



Ambae displacement
• Land on Maewo and Santo is held under customary 

arrangements. 
• There were two sets of complex land issues: one over 

six areas of land on Santo island. And a second on 
Maewo as a series of customary agreements with 
Maewo chiefs.

• Policy engagement: Since November 2018 I have 
been advising the Vanuatu Govt, the NDMO and 
various INGOs about how best to progress the 
agreements on Maewo over eleven separate areas of 
land.



Disaster/climate change 
migration

• Displaced population on Santo 
located mainly in six locations, all 
with different tenure arrangements 
and complexities: on purchased 
land, on customary land, and 
hosted by the local community at 
the showground.

• Build long-term tenure security that 
recognise customary agreement 
making processes.



Gendered nature of land 
transactions

• Across Oceania transactions in the custom and 
formal system are dominated by ‘masters of 
modernity’.

• As we think through new strategies to support acts of 
Oceanic agency in the context of climate change, as 
we discuss aspects of resistance: such as food 
security, access to fresh water supplies, managing 
subsistence livelihoods. As we support Oceanic 
leaders to resolve issues of climate change migration 
and disaster displacement we need to understand 
both the centrality of land to these arrangements, 
and that these negotiations can be powerfully 
gendered. 
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