OFFICIAL

Australia’s Submission to the United Nations Secretary-General’s report on
challenges related to sea-level rise and on ways and approaches to address sea-
level rise

RE: United Nations General Assembly Decision 78/558

Australia welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Secretary-General’s
report on challenges related to sea-level rise and on ways and approaches to address sea-
level rise, in accordance with General Assembly decision 78/558, adopted on

1 August 2024. At this meeting, Australia was proud to support the decision as a member
of the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF).

Australia has been active in developing and implementing initiatives to address
challenges related to sea-level rise, including in regional and multilateral forums, and
supporting adaptation responses. Managing challenges related to sea-level rise requires
international cooperation. Australia recognises and welcomes the contribution of all
States to these cooperative efforts, and urges the highest possible ambition from all States.

The worsening impacts of sea-level rise on economies, the environment and communities,
as well as the cost of adaptation, underscore the urgent need for ambitious mitigation of
greenhouse gas emissions. Australia is resolutely committed to the Paris Agreement, to
taking ambitious action to reduce emissions and transition to net zero by 2050. Australia
is decarbonising its own economy and building new industries to export reliable,
renewable energy to create jobs, support economic growth, help the world decarbonise
and address the climate crisis.

Impacts and challenges related to sea-level rise

4. The impacts of sea-level rise on the international community, and particularly on coastal

and low-lying States, are profound. Sea-level rise poses major risks to the safety, security,
and sustainability of many low-lying islands, populous coastal megacities, large tropical
agricultural deltas, and Arctic communities. The UN Security Council has recognised that

sea-level rise may pose risks for the maintenance of international peace and security
(S/PRST/2011/15).

The geographical impacts of sea-level rise result in coastlines shrinking or shifting
shoreward, land being submerged and displacement of populations. Sea-level rise is
impacting coastal communities, and assets and infrastructure may need to be relocated or
upgraded to maintain critical infrastructure and supply chain connectivity.

In the coming decades, Australia is projected to experience rising sea levels, increasing
the risk of inundation and damage to coastal infrastructure and communities. This
includes in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, which, like many small islands, are extremely
vulnerable to the effects of climate change and sea-level rise, with serious concerns of
erosion and inundation. Projections in the Pacific region also show water and food
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insecurity, loss of settlements and infrastructure, health degradation, and serious losses of
livelihoods and wellbeing for people across the Blue Pacific Continent.

Ways and approaches to address the challenges of sea-level rise

@D Preservation of maritime zones, statehood and protection of human rights

Australia has been proud to work with its Pacific partners and others in taking steps to
preserve maritime zones, statehood and protect the human rights of persons affected by
climate change-related sea-level rise. Together, the 2021 and 2023 PIF Declarations (see
below) set out regional positions with respect to the legal issues raised by climate change-
related sea-level rise.

Australia is committed to transforming these initiatives into concrete action. This was
reflected in the Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union Treaty (see further below), which
recognised for the first time in a legally binding instrument Tuvalu’s continuing statehood
and sovereignty, notwithstanding the impact of climate change-related sea-level rise.

Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) Declarations

PIF 2021 Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face of Climate Change-Related

Sea-level Rise (the 2021 PIF Declaration)

9.

10.

Australia reaffirms that the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)
is the comprehensive legal framework within which all activities in the ocean and seas
must be carried out, and which provides the basis for national, regional and global action
and cooperation in the ocean. The General Assembly emphasised this understanding in
the text of the oceans and the law of the sea resolution (79/144) which was adopted on

12 December 2024.

Adopted on 6 August 2021, the 2021 PIF Declaration outlines member States’ views on
the interpretation of the UNCLOS in the context of sea-level rise caused by climate
change. The Declaration affirms that once a State establishes its maritime zones in
accordance with UNCLOS, those zones and the rights and entitlements that flow from
them shall be maintained, notwithstanding climate change-related sea-level rise, and that
this is supported by both UNCLOS and its underpinning legal principles.

PIF 2023 Declaration on the Continuity of Statehood and the Protection of Persons in the

Face of Climate Change-Related Sea-Level Rise (the 2023 PIF Declaration)

11.

Adopted on 9 November 2023, this Declaration affirms that international law supports a
presumption of continuity of statehood and does not contemplate its demise in the context
of climate change-related sea-level rise. It declares that the statehood and sovereignty of
PIF members will continue, and the rights and duties inherent thereto will be maintained,
notwithstanding the impact of climate change-related sea-level rise. It further declares
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that PIF members are committed to protecting persons affected by climate change-related
sea-level rise, including with respect to human rights.

Pacific Regional Framework on Climate Mobility

12. At the 52nd Pacific Islands Forum Meeting in November 2023, members endorsed the
Pacific Regional Framework on Climate Mobility. The Framework was an important
milestone in the development of a regional approach to climate change-related mobility,
setting out principles and non-binding commitments to guide a regional response to the
movement of people as a consequence of climate change.

Falepili Union

13. The Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union Treaty was signed on 9 November 2023 and entered
into force on 28 August 2024. The treaty formalises Australia’s support for Tuvalu’s
efforts to enable its people to continue to live and thrive in their territory and retain their
deep, ancestral connections to land and sea. Under the treaty, Australia has recognised for
the first time in a legally binding instrument that the statehood and sovereignty of Tuvalu
will continue, and the rights and duties inherent thereto will be maintained,
notwithstanding the impact of climate-change related sea-level rise.

14. The Falepili Union reflects a shared commitment to ‘mobility with dignity’ as the impacts
of climate change worsen. It establishes the Falepili Mobility Pathway providing
Tuvaluans the opportunity to live, work and study in Australia, temporarily or
permanently. The pathway allows circular mobility so that Tuvaluans can take new
education, skills and experiences back to Tuvalu and contribute to their communities. The
pathway doesn’t have job, age or disability restrictions, and is conducted through a
random ballot to ensure a fair distribution of places. In recognition that mobility with
dignity means ensuring people have a genuine choice to stay, Australia is also enhancing
its investment in Tuvalu’s development, supporting health, education and
telecommunications efforts, as well as AUD38 million in commitments towards the
Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project (TCAP). TCAP will provide 22 hectares of safe, raised
and habitable land in Tuvalu. Australia and Tuvalu are also working together to encourage
further investment in Tuvalu’s climate adaptation needs.

Adyvisory Opinion of the International Court of Justice

15. Australia welcomes the delivery of the unanimous Advisory Opinion of the International
Court of Justice (ICJ) on the Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change as an
important contribution to the obligations of all States to respond to the climate
emergency. Australia is carefully considering the ICJ’s opinion on this most important
topic, and is pleased that the world-leading PIF initiatives on climate-change related sea-
level rise, including the 2021 PIF Declaration relating to maritime zones and the 2023 PIF
Declaration relating to statehood and the protection of persons, were favourably
considered by the Court. In particular, the Court noted that the 2021 PIF Declaration had
received support in 2022 by the member States of the Organization of African, Caribbean
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and Pacific States, and that the Court considered this practice was relevant for the
purposes of the interpretation of UNCLOS.!

The Court noted that: “the provisions of UNCLOS do not require States parties, in the
context of physical changes resulting from climate-change related sea-level rise, to update
their charts or lists of geographical co-ordinates that show the baselines and outer limit
lines of their maritime zones once they have been duly established in conformity with the
Convention. For this reason, States parties to UNCLOS are under no obligation to update
such charts or lists of geographical co-ordinates".? The Court also declared that, once a
State is established, the disappearance of one of its constituent elements would not
necessarily entail the loss of its statehood.’

International Law Commission Study Group

17.

18.

19.

Australia welcomes the important and timely work of the International Law Commission
(ILC), in particular, by the ILC Study Group on the topic of ‘Sea-level rise in relation to
international law’. Australia supported the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) submissions to the
ILC and the work of the Study Group, including:

- PIF submission No. 1 to the ILC, dated 30 December 2019 (Attachment 1)

- PIF submission No. 2 to the ILC, dated 26 February 2021 (Attachment 2)

- PIF submission No. 3 to the ILC, dated 31 December 2021 (Attachment 3)

- PIF submission No. 4 to the ILC, dated 1 August 2023 (Attachment 4)

Australia notes that many of the elements of the PIF submissions in response to the ILC
Study Group’s request for information were favourably considered by the ILC in its final
report. In particular, the Study Group report noted widespread support for the 2021 PIF
Declaration among States, highlighting a general practice aimed at preserving baselines
and maritime zone limits notwithstanding sea-level rise, in the interests of maintaining
legal stability, certainty and predictability.

(Il)  Supporting marine spatial mapping and maritime boundaries

Through Australia’s Southeast Asia Maritime Partnerships, Australia delivers tailored
assistance in marine spatial mapping to provide countries with improved certainty and
visibility of the geography of their coastlines, seabeds, and features to allow better
management of their maritime jurisdictions. Working with environmental and
hydrographic government agencies, the assistance is aimed at transferring technology and
data that depict national-scale coastline changes over the past four decades, along with the
technical and policy frameworks for marine spatial mapping and the accurate
representation of coastlines and littoral zones on nautical charts.

' ICJ Advisory Opinion, paragraph 360.
2 ICJ Advisory Opinion, paragraph 362.
3 ICJ Advisory Opinion, paragraph 363.
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Pacific Maritime Boundaries Programme

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Australia has contributed to a regional effort, coordinated by The Pacific Community
(SPC), to assist 14 Pacific island countries to establish their maritime zones under
international law, specifically UNCLOS. Since 2011, 75 per cent of shared boundaries in
the Pacific have been negotiated, and countries have been supported to establish their
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) limits, and lodge claims for areas of extended continental
shelf in accordance with UNCLOS.

(IIl)  Adaptation, finance and resilience in relation to sea-level rise

Australia has supported a broad range of adaptation, finance and resilience activities in
relation to sea-level rise. Australian climate programs help Pacific peoples remain in their
communities where they are better able to retain their social and cultural identity. Over
recent years, 77 per cent of Australia’s climate finance in the Pacific has supported
adaptation. Australia is committed to quality climate and disaster resilient infrastructure.
Australia was the first development partner to support the Pacific-led Weather Ready
Pacific initiative to enhance crucial early warning systems, contributing AUD30 million
over five years. This helps communities respond to more extreme weather, while staying
in place.

The Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific (AIFFP) prioritises
projects that assist countries to respond and adapt to climate change risks and impacts.
The Pacific Climate Infrastructure Financing Partnership expands on an already strong
climate focus within existing AIFFP investments, including setting airport runway heights
to account for sea-level rise.

In the Green Climate Fund (GCF), Australia is advocating for a more effective response
to the distinct challenges faced by those most vulnerable to the existential threat of
climate change, particularly Small Island Developing States and Least Developed
Countries, including in the Pacific. The GCF supports projects to combat sea-level rise by
funding coastal adaptation, ecosystem restoration, and resilience-building in vulnerable
countries, particularly in SIDS. Projects like the Tuvalu Coastal Adaptation Project
(TCAP) with funding from the GCF and co-financing from other governments (including
Australia), focuses on improving coastal protection on several islands in Tuvalu to protect
communities from rising sea levels, storms, and erosion. Australia notes the GCF has
significantly invested into the UN Secretary General’s Early Warnings for All initiative, to
accelerate investment to address countries’ vulnerability to climate change by improving
early warning systems and enhancing resilience.

Australia also contributes to the Global Environment Facility (GEF), which provides
financial resources and implements projects in developing countries to help communities
adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change, such as increased coastal flooding and
erosion from rising sea levels. The GEF also helps communities implement early warning
systems and build protective infrastructure to cope with inundation from rising waters.
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Australia is backing Pacific leadership in relation to climate resilience through our
foundational contribution of AUD100 million to the Pacific Resilience Facility. This
longstanding Pacific priority has been designed to address the challenges the region faces
accessing climate finance, and will provide grants for climate adaptation, disaster
preparedness, nature-based solutions and projects which respond to loss and damage,
including to account for sea-level rise.

Example of Australia’s domestic approach: the Cocos (Keeling) Islands

26.

27.

In relation to the Cocos (Keeling) Islands (CKI), the Australian Government has
partnered with the Western Australian Government to develop a Coastal Hazard Risk
Management and Adaptation Plan for CKI, informed by extensive community
consultation. This Plan will support the development of a strategic pathway for how
government will respond to climate change risks on CKI to manage risks, costs and
community expectations.

The unique and distinct social, cultural, religious and historical circumstances of the
Cocos Malay community will be at the core of decision-making to develop adaptation
measures. Preservation of the community’s sense of identity, belonging, connection with
family, friends and the community, and culture is essential to the long-term success of any
adaptation measures impacting the civilian population, including a managed retreat.

(IV)  Utilising established multilateral frameworks, bodies and initiatives

Adaptation Committee of the UAE Framework for Global Climate Resilience

28.

Australia has supported the utilisation of various multilateral frameworks, bodies and
initiatives to address challenges related to sea-level rise. Under the Paris Agreement’s
United Arab Emirates (UAE) Framework for Global Climate Resilience, target 9d relates
to ‘Ecosystems and biodiversity’, including coastal buffers to rising sea levels. As a target
with soon-to-agreed indicators, coastal considerations will continue to be a high-profile
climate risk and adaptation priority for affected parties. The Adaptation Committee is a fit
for purpose UNFCCC-mandated body to potentially take work forward on this matter,
subject to capacity and priorities in its flexible workplan.

Executive Committee of the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage

29.

The Executive Committee of the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage
(the WIM ExCom) serves as the main vehicle in the UNFCCC process for catalyzing
knowledge, action and support for addressing loss and damage associated with climate
change impacts in developing countries that are particularly vulnerable to the adverse
effects of climate change. Australia has been an active member of the WIM since its
establishment. The WIM expert group on slow onset events is one of five thematic expert
groups under the WIM. In 2025 this expert group produced a technical guide on sea-level
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rise to help to establish a common understanding of how to systemically manage the
impacts, and anticipate the risks, of slow onset events.

The Fund for responding to Loss and Damage

30.

31.

The Fund for responding to Loss and Damage (the Fund), established at COP27, will
provide finance for addressing a variety of challenges associated with the adverse eftects
of climate change, such as climate-related emergencies, sea-level rise, displacement,
relocation, migration, and insufficient climate information and data. At COP29 Australia
pledged AUDS50 million to the Fund and is a member of the Board of the Fund.

(V)  Knowledge, data and science to inform sea-level rise risk assessments and
decision-making

Because climate and ocean systems are interconnected, regional collaboration is essential.
No single country can address the complex, shared risks of climate variability, sea-level
rise, and extreme events in isolation. Pooling regional resources and skills is more
effective. Australia has been pleased to contribute to these collaborative efforts.

Climate and Oceans Support Program in the Pacific

32.

33.

34.

For over 30 years the Climate and Oceans Support Program in the Pacific (COSPPac) and
predecessor programs have provided essential climate information, enabling communities
and governments to make informed decisions that protect lives, livelihoods, and
infrastructure. The program strengthens Pacific climate and ocean resilience by equipping
National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHSs) with the data, tools, and
capability they need to deliver accurate forecasts and early warnings. Australia has
supported COSPPac for over 30 years.

The data has real world impacts. COSPPac supports the development of products and
services that inform better decision making. For instance, allowing the fishery industry to
use ocean predictions to manage fishing effort and locations, thus supporting sustainable
fisheries management, and allowing the shipping industry to use real-time tide and sea
level data to help ports and shipping companies optimise navigation, loading schedules,
and safety measures.

(VD) Technology transfer and knowledge sharing, recognizing efforts and
effectiveness of local solutions and traditional knowledge of Indigenous Peoples
and local communities.

Australia recognises the importance of traditional knowledge in ocean conservation and
sustainable use. We draw on this knowledge and emphasise the contribution of
Indigenous Peoples in addressing regional and global ocean challenges. Australia also
recognises that the stewardship and governance of communities facing impacts from sea-
level rise is a responsibility of all levels of government and across portfolios. Impacts of
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sea-level rise are felt across all areas of a society and economy, and need to be
approached in a coordinated manner.

. The Weather Ready Pacific initiative (referred to at paragraph [21] above) is drawing on

vast Traditional Knowledge, verified over lifetimes, to strengthen resilience across the
Pacific. Likewise, within COSPPac, Traditional Knowledge is integrated alongside
western scientific data to enrich climate forecasts and services. Traditional environmental
indicators (such as animal behaviours and plant cycles) enhance the accuracy, relevance,
and trust in seasonal forecasts and early warnings.

Australia launched the Climate Resilient by Nature and the Blue Carbon Accelerator Fund
at COP26 to support developing country partners to implement nature-based solutions
activities. Australia is also proud to contribute to the multi-donor Kiwa Initiative led by
France to support the financing of nature-based solutions projects in the Pacific.

(VII) Relevant developments in the UN system including recent responses, initiatives
and actions by the UN system on sea-level rise and its broader impacts

Australia welcomes that sea-level rise has been the subject of discussions in the UN.

UN General Assembly Resolution 78/319

38.

We note the recent UNGA resolution on this issue, in particular, UN General Assembly
Resolution 78/319 on ‘Scope, modalities, format and organization of the high-level
plenary meeting on addressing the existential threats posed by sea-level rise’, adopted by
the General Assembly on 2 August 2024. Australia welcomes the references to the PIF
2021 and 2023 Declarations in this resolution as examples of Pacific leadership in
response to climate-change-related sea-level rise.

UN General Assembly, Sixth Committee

39.

Australia regularly participates in UN General Assembly Sixth Committee discussions
related to the ILC’s work on the topic ‘Sea-level rise in relation to international law’.
Australia’s statement (Attachment 5) delivered at UNGA79 reinforced the importance of
the ILC’s work in progressing international action and responses to this issue. Australia
also joined a statement delivered by PIF at UNGA79 (Attachment 6). This statement
similarly commended the work of the ILC and highlighted the 2021 and 2023 PIF
Declarations as representing PIF (including Australia’s) views on the relationship between
sea-level rise and international law.

Human Rights Council

40.

Australia joined a PIF joint statement during the General Debate of the Human Rights
Council 57" session. In this statement, PIF members highlighted key elements of the PIF
2021 Declaration and called on members to support the Declaration.
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2025 United Nations Ocean Conference

41.

42.

The 2025 United Nations Ocean Conference in Nice, France (UNOC3) was a turning
point in revitalising the global ocean agenda. In the UNOCS3 political declaration, which
Australia was proud to have co-facilitated with Cabo Verde, States affirmed commitment
to continued cooperation to address sea-level rise and its effects.

The launch of the Blue NDC Challenge during UNOC3 highlighted opportunities to
integrate ocean-based climate solutions into national climate plans and reinforced the
ocean’s central role in climate resilience. Ocean-climate efforts are included in Australia’s
Nationally Determined Contributions, released ahead of COP30, focusing on Australia’s
draft Sustainable Ocean Plan, Maritime Emissions Reduction National Action Plan, and
offshore renewable energy zones.

High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy

43.

Australia is pleased to be a member of the High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean
Economy. The 2025 Observation Statement of the High Level Panel emphasised the
critical importance of strengthening and enhancing ocean observation, data collection and
scientific research to understand, predict and mitigate growing hazards such as rising sea
levels.
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