Contributions of the Coalition for addressing Sea Level Rise and its Existential Threats
(C-SET) to the Secretary-General’s report on challenges related to sea level rise and on
ways and approaches to address this issue, pursuant to General Assembly Decision 78/558

II.

Introduction

The C-SET emphasises that an ambitious Declaration by the General Assembly will
be a historical opportunity to progress international cooperation on addressing the
existential threats posed by sea level rise. International cooperation should be
grounded in the evidence-based assessments of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) and the international scientific community on the impacts of
sea level rise on livelihoods, sovereign rights, culture and heritage taking place in
affected countries, particularly the Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and low-
lying coastal States. The legal clarity and certainty from the Advisory Opinion of the
International Court of Justice (ICJ) on obligations of States in respect of climate
change, the final report adopted by the International Law Commission (ILC) on sea
level rise, and the Advisory Opinion of the International Tribunal for the Law of Sea
on climate change open the way for practical cooperation.

The C-SET underscores that the General Assembly should take into consideration the
growing consensus as demonstrated by concurring statements by the Member States
and declarations by the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States, the
Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), the Climate
Vulnerable Forum, Korea-Pacific Leaders Declaration and the Commonwealth Heads
of Government Apia Ocean Declaration and the US-Pacific Islands Forum Summit.
The Declaration of the AOSIS on 25 September 2024 in particular recognized "that
under international law there is a principle that a State, once established, will continue
to exist and endure, and maintain its status and effectiveness, and that international
law does not contemplate the demise of statehood in the context of climate change-
related sea-level rise." Indeed, there is a clear convergence among a large majority of
Member States on a set of principles to advance international cooperation on
addressing sea level rise, particularly statehood continuity, preservation of maritime
zones, the protection of vulnerable communities and economic opportunity at the
nexus of Sustainable Development Goals 13, 14,15 and 17 to ensure no one is left
behind. No effort should be spared to safeguard the inalienability of the sovereignty
and statehood of the affected Member States. Their UN membership is enduring and
will continue notwithstanding sea-level rise. This should be a clear tenet of our
pursuit of a collective response.

Challenges related to sea level rise
Sea level rise is posing an existential threat to low-lying SIDS and coastal

communities. It is the single greatest threat to the livelihoods, security, and safety of
affected member states. Despite the global ambition to limit global temperature rise to
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1.5 degrees Celsius, it is increasingly clear that sea level rise will result in irreversible
impacts to the habitability of affected areas.

On knowledge, data and science, the C-SET welcomes the Secretary-General’s report
to take stock of the latest scientific assessments of the impacts of sea level rise,
including the NASA assessment dated 21 March 2024 showing current rates of
acceleration to “add 20 centimeters of global mean sea level by 2050, doubling the
amount of change in the next three decades compared to the previous 100 years and
increasing the frequency and impacts of floods across the world.”

Adaptation should be guided by sound, accessible science, including improved data,
modelling, and early warning systems, while also respecting and using traditional
knowledge. Affected States and communities need the capacity to interpret the risks
and far-reaching implications of sea level rise on livelihoods, rights, culture and
heritage as well as their agency to shape their positive adaptation journeys.

On livelihoods, socioeconomic challenges, and culture and heritage, the C-SET
underscores the urgent need to acknowledge the impact of sea level rise on
sustainable development and economic sectors that are vital for vulnerable States like
SIDS and low-lying coastal States. Sea level rise threatens the rich cultures and
traditions of SIDS and low-lying communities as well as the rights of all people to the
“enjoyment of all economic, social and cultural rights set forth” in the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

On adaptation, finance and resilience, the C-SET notes that current mechanisms and
tools do not provide adequate solutions, and existing climate financing is too slow
and does not sufficiently reach the affected communities. The General Assembly
should prioritize localizing climate financing and innovating actions and solutions
that enable locally led adaptation.

On legal dimensions, the C-SET insists that the approach of the General Assembly
must ensure legal stability, security, certainty, and predictability in the face of sea
level rise. This is particularly critical for Member States whose economies depend on
their maritime zones for livelihoods and economic resources. Further, “possible
security implications of loss of territory of some States caused by sea level rise, in
particular in small low-lying island States,” should be underscored, as expressed in
the Statement by the President of the Security Council in its 6587 meeting held on
20 July 2011 and in the outcome document of the the fourth International Conference
on Small Island Developing States (ABAS: Antigua & Barbuda Agenda for SIDS) in
2024. It is paramount that the clarity and certainty from the relevant Advisory
Opinions of the ICJ and ITLOS inform the recommendations in the Secretary-
General’s report and the General Assembly’s Declaration on sea level rise.

Ways and approaches to address the challenges of sea level rise



On knowledge, data, and science, the C-SET emphasises that they be made available
to all Member States, particularly the SIDS and low-lying coastal countries. A
comprehensive toolbox for interchanges on knowledge and data should be built by a
new global partnership for addressing sea level rise, including tools for early warning,
response, sharing data and best practices, as well as capacity building, per SDGs 13,
14, 15 and 17, Sendai Framework, the Global Compact for Migration and the Paris
Agreement.

On livelihoods, the C-SET underscores the importance of a comprehensive approach
that advances locally led solutions and community-led projects and actions.
Assurances should be provided for transition in key sectors, including water
management, tourism, energy, fishing, agriculture, health, and protection of
biodiversity. Further, collective action and support are needed to protect and preserve
their unique heritage, including World Heritage Sites. In addition, we stress the need
to empower the agency of women, youth and people with disability given their unique
and invaluable contributions to the resilience of their communities. Member States
should also have dedicated sections in their National Adaptation Plans and national
development plans on addressing sea level rise, with an aim to empower further
contributions and efforts of affected communities.

On adaptation and finance, climate financing must be increased for SIDS and affected
communities, consistent with the priorities identified in the outcome document of the
fourth International Conference on Small Island Developing States (ABAS: Antigua
& Barbuda Agenda for SIDS), to empower and accelerate local solutions for
strengthening the adaptive capacities and resilience of affected populations. Further,
the C-SET underscores the urgent need to localize climate financing through quick
impact grants to affected communities through mechanisms like the Communities
Climate Adaptation Facility (C-CAF) and the Pacific Resilience Facility (PRF) to
provide rapid response adaptation grants.

It should be noted that this approach aims to further social cohesion of affected
countries and communities, enable peaceful societies, and enable their adaptation.

On legal dimensions, there should be no ambiguity with regards to statehood
continuity as a tenet of international cooperation and law. The Secretary-General’s
report should welcome the clarity and certainty in international law that has been
achieved through the relevant Advisory Opinions of the ICJ and ITLOS; concurring
statements by the Member States and declarations by the Organisation of African,
Caribbean and Pacific States, PIF, AOSIS, the Climate Vulnerable Forum, Korea-
Pacific Leaders Declaration and the Commonwealth Heads of Government Apia
Ocean Declaration and the US-Pacific Islands Forum Summit. The Declaration of the
AOSIS on 25 September 2024 in particular recognized "that under international law
there is a principle that a State, once established, will continue to exist and endure,
and maintain its status and effectiveness, and that international law does not
contemplate the demise of statehood in the context of climate change-related sea-
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level rise." Therefore, the Declaration by the General Assembly is an opportunity to
ascertain statehood continuity amidst sea level rise, informed by the above Advisory
Opinions, concurring statements and declarations.

Through its Declaration on sea level rise, the General Assembly should insist that
once duly established in conformity with the United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS), States Parties to UNCLOS have no obligation under the
Convention to update their charts or lists of geographical coordinates that show the
baselines and outer limits of their maritime zones in the context of physical changes
resulting from climate-change related sea level rise As such, the Declaration should
insist on the preservation of stability, security, certainty and predictability with respect
to maritime zones and entitlements. The Declaration should safeguard dignity, human
rights, as well as preserve sovereign equality, equity, and the right to self-
determination. The Declaration should also establish a mechanism to review and take
stock of the progress in international cooperation every four years, highlighting
achievements and factors leading to lack of progress.

Conclusions

The Secretary-General’s report should insist that “States have a customary obligation
to co-operate” in addressing sea level rise, including in its economic, social, cultural
and humanitarian aspects; and that “the duty to co-operate lies at the core of the
Charter of the United Nations” as concluded by the ICJ in its Advisory Opinion on
the Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change. The report should
acknowledge that this obligation is at the nexus of Sustainable Goals 13, 14, 15, and
17, the Sendai Framework, the Global Compact for Migration, and the Paris
Agreement. Further, it should promote people-positive climate action and climate
justice, recognizing the need to empower people and communities to make well-
informed voluntary choices, preserve their rights and livelihoods, protect their
heritage and culture, and where necessary, relocate in dignity and sovereignty.

The report should welcome the coalitions that are building synergies and playing a
catalytic role to achieve decisive impact in addressing the existential threats posed by
sea level rise. These coalitions should include the C-SET; the Coastal Cities Coalition
(Ocean Rise and Coastal Resilience Coalition) launched during the 3™ UN Ocean
Conference in representing one billion people vulnerable to sea level rise; the
Commonwealth; AOSIS; the Pacific Islands Forum; the Rising Nations Initiative; and
other international and regional intergovernmental organisations.



