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Most Australians believe that climate change is real and worry about its implications—for their future 

prosperity, their health, and their physical security.1  A majority of Australians do not believe their 

governments (state and federal) to be doing enough about climate change and want the Federal 

Government to provide leadership in this area.  Most Australians want an end to coal-fired power 

generation within twenty years, and blame privatisation, profiteering and a policy vacuum (rather than 

renewables) for increasing electricity prices.2  We must surely now be approaching a tipping-point where 

incumbent and aspiring politicians who refuse to take seriously the threat posed by a rapidly warming 

world become finally and irrevocably unelectable. 

As Clive Hamilton points out in his book on the emergence of a new (post-Holocene) geological epoch—the 

Anthropocene—it is indefensible in the face of profound change simply to dismiss it on the grounds that it 

cannot be reconciled with a preferred view of the world.3  Our relationship with the Earth has changed 

fundamentally.  “[T]here has been a phase shift in the functioning of the Earth System as a whole.”  We are 

in a “no-analogue state” and can no longer take refuge in the argument that resilient ecosystems will 

“‘bounce back’ from human disturbance.”4  The “Anthropocene rent in the fabric of the world . . . 

challenges our conceptions no matter which culture they are embedded in.”  There is no escaping “what is 

happening on Anthropocene Earth.  There are no more enclaves.”5 

Climate change and its current and likely future impacts on life on earth present Christians with a 

compelling example of humanity’s co-responsibility for the future of God’s creation.  In the encyclical 

Laudato Si, Pope Francis reflects on the global ecological crisis, and calls for a new, fully inclusive dialogue 

on the future of “our common home.”6  We are, says Francis, in such grave danger now because we have 

turned our backs on some fundamental, life-sustaining truths.  Everything is connected.  Humanity is one 

family.  As the Catechism says: “Creatures exist only in dependence on each other, to complete each other, 

in the service of each other.”7  We are stewards, not masters, of the world.  As human beings, “endowed 

with intelligence and love,” we have a responsibility to cooperate with God for the benefit of God’s 

creation.  Our sense of the transcendent has, however, been deadened by the dominant technological 

paradigm, which encourages the powerful to press on with their ruthless exploitation of the earth’s finite 

                                                           
1 The Australia Institute’s “Climate of the Nation” report for 2018 found 76% of respondents convinced of the reality 
of climate change, with similar numbers concerned about its likely impacts (more droughts, floods, and bushfires).      
2 “Climate of the Nation 2018.”   
3 Clive Hamilton, Defiant Earth: The Fate of Humans in the Anthropocene (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 38. 
4 Hamilton, 25. 
5 Hamilton, 38. 
6 Encyclical Letter LAUDATO SI On Care For Our Common Home, 
w2.vatican.va/content/Francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html, 
accessed 5 February 2018. 
7 Laudato Si, 86. 
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resources.  “The misuse of creation begins when we no longer recognise any higher instance than 

ourselves.”8 

Hamilton for his part believes the problem to lie not in our anthropocentricity but rather in the fact that we 

are “not anthropocentric enough.”   

Instead of accepting responsibility for the power we possess, we continue to exercise it rashly as if 
nothing else mattered. . . .  [T]his entrenched form of anthropocentrism is a kind of disavowal . . . 
an adolescent immersion in appetites without the adult understanding of the obligation that goes 
with the power to satisfy them.9   

Dedicated and intelligent people have been warning for decades of the risks posed by anthropogenic 

warming.  The international community signalled its formal acknowledgment of those risks more than a 

quarter of a century ago by adopting the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) which 

opened for signature at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992.  It is often easier, though, to agree 

on the general nature of a problem than it is on the specific means of addressing it.  And so it has proved in 

this case.  The global community has struggled to resolve a host of issues relating to responsibility for 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions; targets, the means of reaching them, and their development 

implications; transition costs; compensation, and more.  Much of this is readily understandable and 

important.  It is much harder to forgive those whose reluctance to embrace the evidence, and to act on it, is 

driven—as it has been very largely in this country—by short-term, and essentially personal, economic and 

political considerations.     

Mitigating and managing climate change are global responsibilities.  Some of us may like to think that this is 

not in fact the case.  After all, there are just 25 million Australians in a world of seven and a half billion 

people.  What difference can we be expected to make?  Let the big polluters fix things and leave us alone.  

There is, though, no escaping the fact that Australia, despite its relatively small population, is a big polluter.  

Australia is one of the world’s top five coal producers, and is seeking greatly to expand its thermal coal 

exports.  Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions are among the highest in the world and have returned to a 

rising trend since the carbon tax was repealed in 2014.  Under the Paris Climate Agreement, which Australia 

ratified on 10 November 2016, Australia is committed to reduce emissions by a modest 26 – 28 percent 

below 2005 levels by 2030, but is most unlikely to reach even this target.  While per capita emissions have 

come down as a result of population growth, Australia’s total emissions have risen five per cent over the 

                                                           
8 Laudato Si, quoting Pope Benedict XVI (2008), 6. 
9 Hamilton, 43–44.  
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past four years.  Greenhouse gas pollution levels are currently projected to be higher in 2030 than they are 

today.10       

But even if we were not making a significant contribution to anthropogenic warming in our own right, it 

would not matter.  There is only one Earth, and humanity as a whole—its technological sophistication and 

hubris notwithstanding—is now exposed to the truly awesome power of nature in a way it has not been 

since the end of the last ice age some 10,000 years ago.11  “There are no more enclaves.”  It is no longer 

possible to think of the Earth “as a collection of ecosystems, landscapes, catchments, and so on.”  The Earth 

is “a single, total functioning system” and, from this perspective, there are “no divisions between North and 

South or between nations, cultures, genders, and races.  There are only humans with more or less power to 

disturb it.”12  At the heart of what Hamilton calls “the new anthropocentrism” is an “amplified responsibility 

for the Earth,” which is human-centred without being either exploitative or controlling.13    

The “new anthropocentrism” is, however, going to require more of us than a simple curbing of global 

greenhouse gas emissions.  The climate is already changing and the world with it.  Sea levels are rising, the 

polar ice caps are melting, glaciers are retreating, sea-surface temperatures are warming, and extreme 

weather events are becoming more common, with droughts and floods increasing in frequency and 

intensity.  To this we must add other contributing and consequential elements: deforestation, 

desertification, declining biodiversity, dying rivers, coastal inundation, islands swamped by rising seas.  We 

can expect more conflict over scarce resources (fresh water, and productive land).  Population 

displacement is likely to be massive, even by contemporary standards.  Ambitious and sustained national 

action and international cooperation are required to limit global warming—an increase of 2 degrees in 

global average temperatures is not the same as 4, or 6, degrees of warming!—but its effects are already 

being felt and will have profound consequences, particularly for the world’s most vulnerable populations. 

How will Australians respond to these challenges?  What sort of people will we be in a post-Holocene 

world?  We could take a small step now in the right direction by providing open access to the Australian 

labour market for the people of Kiribati and Tuvalu as these countries struggle to adapt to climate change. 

As Richard Curtain and Matthew Dornan point out in their recent study of climate change and migration in 

Kiribati and Tuvalu, these tiny atoll nations (only one to three metres above sea level) are exceptionally, 

                                                           
10 Climate Council: “Australia needs new policy effort to get on track to meet its 2030 target,” 4 March 2019. 
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/joint-statement-australia-not-on-track-2030-target/ RMIT ABC Fact Check: “Are 
carbon emissions coming down in Australia?” 17 December 2018. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-12-17/fact-
check-are-emissions-coming-down-in-australia/  
11 Hamilton, 45. 
12 Hamilton, 34. 
13 Hamilton, 53. 

https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/joint-statement-australia-not-on-track-2030-target/
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and immediately, vulnerable to climate change.14  At the same time, minimal levels of outward migration 

set these countries apart from other small Pacific island nations whose citizens have ready access to 

“wealthy larger countries with which they have a special relationship” (New Zealand, for Niue and Cook 

Islands; the United States, for Micronesia), while a lack of post-school qualifications makes it hard for 

aspiring migrants to access skilled migration pathways.15  Curtain and Dornan suggest that: 

If we are serious about adaptation in atoll contexts, migration should form part of the discussion.  
The challenge is to work out ways that managed migration pathways can be fostered for more 
vulnerable households: pathways that benefit low-skilled workers, and which are accessible to 
those who want to migrate but lack the resources to do so.  Such pathways, combined with a larger 
diaspora residing overseas, will help those who are prepared to migrate.  As well, such migration 
pathways will benefit those who want to stay through the development of a safety net and more 
general support for those with family overseas.16  

A World Bank report, published in 2017, on long-term economic opportunities and challenges for Pacific 

island countries, sees climate change as their gravest threat.17  The Pacific island countries, it says, are 

already  

among those countries with the highest vulnerability to natural hazards, including tropical cyclones, 
volcanic activity, earthquakes, droughts, and flooding.  Climate change has the potential to raise 
the frequency and intensity of these threats and also brings new threats, in particular in the form of 
sea level rise. . . .  Under various climate change scenarios, there is a real possibility that atoll 
nations such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Marshall Islands may see a significant reduction in their 
habitable landmass and become ultimately entirely submerged.18   

Given their small size, low elevation, and remoteness, the atoll nations are both more exposed to negative 

climate change impacts and less able to adapt effectively to them.  Sea-level rise will, at the very least, 

increase the frequency of inundation by king tides and exacerbate the salinization of land and fresh water 

resources, thereby further reducing already poor agricultural productivity.19  

Both Kiribati and Tuvalu need better access to temporary and long-term employment opportunities 

overseas for their growing populations.  Given, however, their citizens’ generally low skill profiles and lack 

of financial means, neither is likely—in the absence of special arrangements—to be able to increase its rate 

of outward migration.20  Kiribati and Tuvalu currently have “very limited access to New Zealand, with 75 

                                                           
14 Richard Curtain and Matthew Dornan, “Climate change and migration in Kiribati, Tuvalu and Nauru,” ANU Devpolicy 
Blog, 15 February 2019. http://www.devpolicy.org/climate-change-migration-kiribati-tuvalu-nauru-20190215/   
15 Richard Curtain and Matthew Dornan, “Climate change and migration in Kiribati, Tuvalu and Nauru,” ANU Devpolicy 
Blog, 15 February 2019. http://www.devpolicy.org/climate-change-migration-kiribati-tuvalu-nauru-20190215/   
16 Curtain and Dornan. 
17 World Bank 2017. Pacific Possible: Long-term Economic Opportunities and Challenges for Pacific Island Countries, xv. 
Washington, DC: World Bank. Doi: – License: Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO  
18 World Bank 2017, xv. 
19 World Bank 2017, xxiii. 
20 World Bank 2017, 39. 
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places available each year for applicants selected by ballot.”21  Since 2015, Australia has provided an annual 

total of 250 places for people from Kiribati, Tuvalu, and Nauru to work here for up to two years.  But this is 

nowhere near enough, with simulations showing that Tuvalu needs to double its migration rate and Kiribati 

to increase its migration rate “more than ten-fold” in order just to keep their populations at existing 

levels.22 

The World Bank believes Australia and New Zealand should consider providing open access to their labour 

markets for I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans.  This initiative, it says, is likely to result in only “modest outflows” 

because, 

[w]hile surveys show that many households feel that migration will be a necessary strategy as a 
result of sea-level rise, most lack the financial means to migrate.  Under the assumption that real 
income remains stagnant, we estimate that only about 31,000 I-Kiribati and 2,200 Tuvaluans would 
have the financial means necessary to migrate.  If these numbers were to migrate steadily over a 
25-year time period, Australia and New Zealand would be looking at an additional average inflow of 
1,300 I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans annually, or the equivalent of 0.6 percent of their annual permanent 
migration program.23   

Unlike the World Bank, Curtain and Dornan appear to have in mind a program that would include at least 

some who do not have the financial means to migrate.  This could lift the Bank’s annual average inflow 

projections significantly in percentage terms.  But even if the numbers were to double, they would still be 

small.  These are very small countries. 

Open access to the Australian and New Zealand labour markets would provide some relief from climate 

change pressures and represents, as such, a measured and quite specific response to an existential threat.  

It is not a model for addressing the complex social and economic challenges facing the island Pacific as a 

whole—although more generous labour mobility provisions would clearly help meet those challenges.  In 

this particular case, an open labour market would, as the Bank says, “allow for gradual migration from the 

atoll nations and be less costly and preferable to a last-minute abandonment that would require a 

significant level of emergency assistance and be difficult to manage.”  In addition, it would facilitate the 

establishment in Australia and New Zealand of communities of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans whose presence 

would benefit new arrivals and help simultaneously to “maintain acceptable living conditions on the atolls . 

. . as the population progressively takes advantage of opportunities for relocation.”24 

                                                           
21 Curtain and Dornan. 
22 World Bank 2017, 39. 
23 World Bank 2017, 39. 
24 World Bank 2017, 89. 
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This should not be beyond us, and would help reassure those—including the many Australians—who have 

come to doubt our capacity for responsible, forward-looking, compassionate international action.  

Australia’s leaders have, though, clearly demonstrated, time and again, an almost obsessive determination 

to avoid setting possibly “unhelpful” precedents with regard to the movement of people.  This is especially 

hard to understand in a Pacific context.  We have long made a point of stressing the special nature of 

Australia’s relationship with the Pacific island countries—and have been credited with such a relationship, 

and with the special responsibilities that go with it, by our friends and allies.  There is absolutely no reason 

why Australia could not do something of a very specific nature for these tiny atoll nations and make this 

clear to the rest of the world.  It must also surely be preferable to put in place, now, arrangements that will 

allow us to manage the situation in a timely, gradual, cost-effective way, and to get some credit for doing 

so.  We might bear in mind, too, that Australia’s own climate change future is likely to prove as challenging 

as any.  Some day we may need the help of others, near and far away.  

In Laudato Si, the grounding ontological assumption is the impossibility of independent existence—

“everything in the world is connected.”25  Christians, says Pope Francis, must “regain the conviction that 

[they] . . . have a shared responsibility for others and the world”26 consonant with their faith in God’s good 

creation and with their concern for the future of humanity’s “common home.”  Climate change may well 

provide many a stern test of this conviction, and they will be tests that we, as human beings “endowed with 

intelligence and love,” simply cannot afford to fail.        

 

                                                           
25 Laudato Si, 16. 
26 Laudato Si, 229. 


