Joint contribution of Pacific Islands Forum members to the Secretary-
General’s report on sea-level rise

1.

The Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) members have the honour to submit this written input in
response to the invitation for contributions to the Secretary-General’s report on the
challenges related to sea level rise and ways and approaches to address sea level rise, and
requests that the content be represented in the report with due emphasis to the importance
of the issue for PIF members.

Sea level rise is a critical threat to the Pacific

2.

The Pacific region is facing the most critical threats from sea level rise and is the most
vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change.

We place great value on our ocean and land. The serious and irreversible threats and
adverse impacts of climate change-related sea-level rise will disproportionately imperil the
lives, livelihoods, food security, ecosystems, and wellbeing of our Pacific peoples. PIF
Leaders continue to reaffirm climate change, inclusive of sea-level rise caused by
anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases, as the single greatest threat to the
livelihoods, security and wellbeing of the people of the Pacific.

The Pacific Community (SPC) as the principal scientific and technical organization of the
Pacific region, has said that Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and SPC’s
science and knowledge from our Blue Pacific could not have been more clear: what we do
within this decade will have consequences for thousands of years. Climate change is
already causing existential impacts to the peoples and communities of our vast Pacific
region and meaningful action is required to reduce its impacts as a matter of urgency.

Culture and heritage must be protected in the context of sea-level rise

5.

All Pacific peoples have an undeniable connection to their natural environment, resources,
livelihoods, faiths, cultural values and traditional knowledge. We acknowledge the value
of traditional knowledge systems in ensuring the protection of all Pacific peoples, including
with respect to land, ocean and natural resources and further recognise that this knowledge
is essential in informing and accelerating climate action and enhancing resilience. Climate
related human mobility will impact cultural and natural heritage, and the loss of intangible
cultural heritage. It is therefore essential to protect cultural practices, values, knowledge,
cultural heritage and identity.

Preservation of maritime zones; and statehood continuity

6. The Pacific region has worked diligently in recent years on the issue of sea-level rise and

PIF leaders have issued two significant declarations that articulate our interpretation of
important issues of sea-level rise as they relate to international law.

The first is the 2021 PIF Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the face of Climate
Change-Related Sea-Level Rise (the 2021 Declaration).

The 2021 Declaration clarifies our interpretation of the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) as it exists. It represents our collective view on how UNCLOS
rules on maritime zones apply in the situation of climate change-related sea-level rise.
Namely, among other things, our maritime zones, as established and notified to the
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Secretary-General of the United Nations in accordance with UNCLOS, and the rights and
entitlements that flow from them, shall continue to apply, without reduction,
notwithstanding any physical changes connected to climate change-related sea-level rise.
The 2021 Declaration is firmly based and grounded on the primacy of UNCLOS. It clarifies
PIF members’ interpretation of UNCLOS, and represents the agreed collective view of PIF
members on how UNCLOS rules on maritime zones apply in the situation of climate
change-related sea-level rise, a view which is supported by UNCLOS and its underpinning
legal principles, including legal stability, security, certainty, predictability, and equity.
Preserving maritime zones in the manner set out in the 2021 Declaration contributes to a
just international response to climate change-related sea-level rise and underscores that the
legal rights and entitlements of PIF Members as sovereign nations are not lost nor
challenged due to sea-level rise.

The second declaration is the 2023 PIF Declaration on the Continuity of Statehood and the
Protection of Persons in the face of Climate Change-Related Sea-Level Rise (the 2023
Declaration). The 2023 Declaration recognises that under international law there is a
general presumption that a State, once established, will continue to exist and endure, and
maintain its status and effectiveness. It also recognises that international law does not
contemplate the demise of statehood in the context of climate change-related sea-level rise.
The 2023 Declaration declares that our statehood and sovereignty will continue, and the
rights and duties inherent thereto will be maintained, notwithstanding the impact of climate
change-related sea-level rise.

The 2023 Declaration also recognises that the continuity of statehood in the face of climate
change-related sea-level rise is consistent with important principles and rights of
international law. This includes the right of peoples to self-determination, the right to a
nationality, the protection of territorial integrity and political independence, principles of
equity and fairness, the maintenance of international peace and security which in turn
requires stability in international relations, the right of state to provide for its preservation,
the duty of cooperation, the sovereign equality of states, and permanent sovereignty over
natural resources.

Widespread support for PIF positions on preservation of maritime zones and statehood
continuity

14.
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The 2021 PIF Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the face of Climate Change-
Related Sea-Level Rise and the 2023 PIF Declaration on the Continuity of Statehood and
the Protection of Persons in the face of Climate Change-Related Sea-Level Rise are
receiving growing support and recognition in international fora.

The final report of the study group on sea-level rise in relation to international law of the
International Law Commission (ILC) make positive references to the key elements set out
in the 2021 and 2023 PIF Declarations.

The ILC report notes “there is widespread support among States” for the 2021 Declaration;
and that “general state practice exists ... with regard to the preservation of baselines and
the outer limits of maritime zones notwithstanding sea-level rise”. The report also notes
that the 2023 Declaration has received widespread support from other States and regional
organizations; and “with regard to States particularly affected by climate change-related
sea-level rise, there is strong support among States for the continuity of statehood and
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sovereignty and the maintenance of international legal personality and membership of
international organizations”.

The ICJ Advisory Opinion on the Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change (the
Advisory Opinion) has also positively considered the key elements set out in the two PIF
Declarations.

In relation to the preservation of maritime zones, the Advisory Opinion notes that many
States have expressed the view that there is no obligation to update charts or lists of
geographical coordinates showing the baselines of their maritime zones once they have
been duly established, in conformity with UNCLOS, and specifically noted this view is set
out in the 2021 Declaration. The Advisory Opinion states that it considers 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
coordinates that show the baselines and outer limits of their maritime zones once they have
been duly established in conformity with UNCLOS. For this reason, States parties to
UNCLOS are under no obligation to update such charts or lists of geographical coordinates.
In relation to statehood, the Advisory Opinion states the Court’s view that once a State is
established, the disappearance of one of its constituent elements would not necessarily
entail the loss of its statehood.

Finally, the political declaration adopted at the third UN Ocean Conference in June 2025
affirmed international commitment to continued cooperation to address climate change
related sea-level rise; commended the leadership of SIDS in highlighting and aiming to
address sea level rise and recalled the endorsement of both the 2021 and 2023 Declarations.

The duty to cooperate and protection of persons

21.
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The Pacific region has also worked to develop positions on the duty to cooperate and the
protection of persons as they relate to sea-level rise and international law.

In relation to the duty to cooperate, the 2023 Declaration focuses on cooperation to support
and achieve the purposes of the Declaration. It highlights that PIF Members commit to
cooperate and take action including regionally and sub-regionally to achieve the purposes
of the Declaration, and it calls upon the international community to support the Declaration
and cooperate in achieving its purposes consistent with the duty to cooperate and principles
of equity and fairness.

In relation to the specific issue of protection of persons affected by climate change-related
sea-level rise, the 2023 Declaration also declares PIF Members individually and
collectively, bear an important responsibility for ensuring protection of our people, and are
committed to protecting such persons affected by climate change-related sea-level rise,
including with respect to human rights duties, political status, culture, cultural heritage,
identity and dignity, and meeting essential needs. In this regard, it also acknowledges States
carry an important duty in ensuring protection of their people and continuity of statehood
is necessary and fundamental for that protection to be implemented and to endure.

The views of PIF Members on these two issues have likely informed recent developments
in international law.

The ICJ Advisory Opinion states that co-operation in addressing sea-level rise is not a
matter of choice for States but a legal obligation. The Court found that the duty to co-
operate assumes a particular significance in the sea-level rise context, requiring States to
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take, in co-operation with one another, appropriate measures to address the adverse effects
of this serious phenomenon.

The final report of the study group on sea-level rise in relation to international law of the
ILC notes that elements for legal protection of persons affected by sea-level rise include
the protection of human dignity as a guiding principle for any action to be taken in the
context of climate change related sea-level rise.

UNGA’s 2026 High Level Meeting

27.

28.

The negotiated declaration to be adopted at the high level meeting no later than the last day
of the General Debate during the UN General Assembly’s 81st session in 2026, following
UNGA Decision 78/544 and Resolution 78/319, is of utmost importance to PIF Members.
The declaration will provide the opportunity to establish further certainty on issues relating
to sea-level rise in a General Assembly declaration as well as reflect the growing
international support for addressing sea-level rise in a focused manner in a multilateral
setting.

PIF members call on UN member states and the international community to continue to
support the 2021 and 2023 Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Declarations and cooperate in
achieving its purposes, consistent with the duty to cooperate and with the principles of
equity and fairness.

Tuvalu: a Pacific example of putting the principle of statehood continuity into action

29.

30.

Tuvalu provides a practical example from the Pacific of taking measures to ensure the
continuity of Tuvalu’s statehood and giving national effect to the Pacific regional position.
Tuvalu’s Constitution states that it shall remain as a state in perpetuity in the future
notwithstanding the impacts of climate change or other causes resulting in loss to the
physical territory of Tuvalu. In addition, Tuvalu’s Constitution states that its baseline
coordinates shall remain unchanged, notwithstanding any regression of the low water mark
or changes in geographical features of coasts or islands, due to sea-level rise or other
causes. In these respects, Tuvalu’s constitution reflects the PIF Declaration positions on
statehood continuity and preservation of maritime zones.

The Government of Tuvalu and the Government of Australia have also entered the
‘Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union Treaty’ (signed on 9 November 2023 and entered into
force on 28 August 2024). The agreement recognises 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; while also providing
Tuvalu a special human mobility pathway for citizens of Tuvalu to access Australia, and
enhanced development support to assist Tuvaluans to stay and thrive in their homeland.

Pacific Resilience Facility: a Pacific example of providing practical finance mechanisms
for climate adaptation.

31.

The Pacific Resilience Facility (PRF) is a new, Pacific-led, owned and managed
community-centred, transformative climate and disaster resilience financing vehicle. It is
a demonstration of Pacific solidarity and collective unity to innovatively respond to climate
change as our common existential threat. Its aim is to address the issue of accessing global
climate financing for Pacific communities by supporting small scale community projects
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underserved by large global climate funds and multi-laterals and by serving an unmet niche
for community resilience financing in Pacific Island countries.

The PRF will be the first international organization that is a financial institution to be
collectively owned by Pacific Governments, to provide regional climate and disaster
resilience financing for our Pacific communities. It will commence programming co-design
with PIF Members in 2025 and aims to be ready for the first call for community project
proposals in 2026.

Pacific Regional Framework on Climate Mobility

33.

The Pacific Regional Framework on Climate Mobility endorsed by PIF Leaders in 2023
promotes regional collaboration on rights based and people-centred considerations in the
context of climate change, including in respect of staying in place, and planned relocation,
migration, and displacement. It outlines key regional principles of: leadership and
collaboration; human rights, human security and protection; protecting culture, cultural
heritage and identity and dignity; and continuing statehood, nationality and associated
rights. It firmly acknowledges PIF Members’ fundamental priority to ‘stay in place’ in our
ancestral homes, including through land reclamation, and is a global first that aims to
provide practical guidance to governments planning for and managing climate mobility,
while also respecting Members’ national laws and policies.

Conclusion
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In closing, the issue of sea-level rise is not only an issue that is fundamentally important to
address for the Pacific and SIDS, but also for the international community. It requires
concerted multilateral collaboration, and we call on the international community to
urgently advance cooperation to address the impacts of sea-level rise.

PIF members reiterate our strong call for the inclusion of sea-level rise as a standalone and
permanent agenda item in the UNGA and other relevant UN processes.

To secure the future of our Pacific peoples, we must confront both the causes and impacts
of climate change and sea-level rise. To guarantee the future of our children and to achieve
our 2050 vision in line with our 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent, international
cooperation is indispensable.



