
 

Tuvalu’s Contributions to the Secretary General’s Report on Sea-

Level Rise  

(Pursuant to General Assembly Decision 78/558) 

 

Section 1: Introduction 

1. Tuvalu submits this contribution pursuant to General Assembly decision 78/558 and welcomes 

the opportunity to inform the preparation of the Secretary-General’s forthcoming report on sea-

level rise. This engagement allows Tuvalu to share its lived reality as a low-lying atoll nation 

and to contribute constructively to ongoing multilateral discussion on an issue of profound 

significance for our people, our region, and the wider international community. 

2. Sea-level rise is already shaping daily life and long-term planning in Tuvalu. The steady 

encroachment of seawater into our communities affects freshwater supply, agriculture, public 

health, infrastructure, and cultural sites. These pressures interact with existing development 

challenges faced by atoll States, reinforcing the need for steady, sustained, and practical 

support. At the heart of our efforts remains a simple and enduring principle: Tuvalu’s people 

have the right to continue living in their islands, maintaining their way of life, identity, and 

heritage. 

3. This contribution outlines Tuvalu’s experience across key areas including: the impacts of sea-

level rise on livelihoods, freshwater resources, food security, cultural heritage, and 

infrastructure; the adaptation measures being pursued, including land reclamation and 

resilience initiatives; ongoing barriers to accessing climate finance, despite urgent and well-

documented needs; and relevant international legal developments recognising the rights and 

continuity of vulnerable States. 

4. Tuvalu offers this submission in support of the Secretary-General’s report and in the spirit of 

cooperation with Member States and the United Nations system. We trust these reflections and 

updates will assist in advancing a clear understanding of the challenges faced by atoll countries, 

the practical steps required to support in-situ resilience, and the importance of ensuring that 

international processes respond effectively to the realities confronting the world’s most 

climate-exposed nations. 

Section 2: Challenges to SLR 

Livelihoods, socio-economic challenges and culture and heritage in relation to sea level rise 

5. Small low-lying atoll nations such as Tuvalu are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of sea-

level rise due to their geomorphological characteristics. With an average elevation of barely 



two meters above mean sea level, Tuvalu’s landmass—composed entirely of coralline 

substrates—exhibits limited natural fertility, rendering it inherently unsuited for conventional 

agriculture. Despite these constraints, Tuvaluan communities have historically maintained 

resilient, low-impact livelihoods grounded in a deep cultural connection to their environment. 

These adaptive systems, however, are increasingly undermined by the multifaceted 

consequences of anthropogenic climate change. 

Freshwater scarcity and salinisation 

6. One of the most immediate and critical challenges posed by sea level rise is the salinisation of 

groundwater aquifers. The freshwater lenses that form beneath the atoll islands are shallow 

and highly susceptible to saltwater intrusion, particularly during storm surges and high tide 

events. As these freshwater reserves become increasingly brackish and non-potable, 

communities are forced to rely on harvested rainwater. However, rainfall patterns in Tuvalu 

have become more erratic due to changing climatic conditions, undermining the reliability of 

this alternative water source and exacerbating water insecurity. 

Decline in Agriculture Viability and Food Security 

7. The salinisation of soils further exacerbates existing agricultural limitations. Increased soil 

salinity reduces the viability of traditional staple crops such as pulaka (Cyrtosperma merkusii), 

which are already cultivated under challenging conditions in deep, manually dug pits. 

Combined with the naturally low nutrient profile of coral-based soils, these challenges have 

led to a significant decline in local food production. Concurrently, warming ocean 

temperatures and ocean acidification are contributing to the degradation of marine ecosystems, 

including coral reefs, which support subsistence fisheries. The resulting decrease in fish stock 

and biodiversity directly threatens food security and economic resilience. 

Loss of Land, Cultural Heritage, and Identity 

8. Sea level rise has already resulted in permanent submergence of several low-lying islets, as 

well as progressive erosion of coastal zones. These areas often include culturally significant 

sites such as ancestral burial grounds, places of worship, and traditional meeting spaces. The 

physical loss of these spaces entails not only the erosion of cultural heritage but also a severing 

of spiritual and communal relationships Tuvaluan maintains with their land. The cultural 

implications of displacement and environmental loss are profound and not easily mitigated by 

relocation or physical adaptation strategies alone.  

Infrastructure Vulnerability and Development Constraints 

9. The frequency and intensity of storm surges, coastal flooding and king tides have placed 

critical infrastructure at continual risk. Damage to housing, transport networks, energy 

systems, and public facilities diverts scarce finance and technical resources away from long-

term adaptation efforts towards short-term repairs and emergency response. This dynamic 

severely hampers sustainable development initiatives and increases dependence on external 

aid.  

Public Health Impacts 



10. Flooding and the intrusion of contaminated water into freshwater systems have also created 

significant public health concerns. Waterborne diseases such as cholera, dysentery, and 

gastrointestinal infections become more prevalent under these conditions, especially in densely 

populated areas in the capital island, where sanitation infrastructure is limited. The 

compounded stress on the health system further undermines the capacity of communities to 

adapt to ongoing environmental pressures.  

Adaptation, finance and resilience in relation to Tuvalu 

11. Atoll environments are among the most ecologically fragile and physically vulnerable 

landforms on earth. Their low elevation, limited landmass and porous geologies render them 

exceptionally susceptible to the impacts of sea level rise. In Tuvalu, where much of the land 

lies less than two meters above sea level, the existential threat posed by rising seas demands 

urgent, sustained, and well-resourced adaptation responses. However, the path to achieving 

long-term resilience is constrained by multiple challenges: technical, financial, and 

institutional.  

Land Reclamation and Physical Adaptation 

12. One of the most viable adaptation strategies currently being pursued is land reclamation, 

particularly in the Capital, Funafuti. Efforts are underway to elevate and stabilise key areas to 

provide secure living space, protect critical infrastructure, and accommodate future population 

needs. This vertical adaptation approach – raising land rather than retreating from the coast – 

presents a potential model for survival. However, scaling land reclamation across all the 

inhabited islands presents formidable financial and logistical barriers. Estimates suggest efforts 

would require billions of dollars, a sum far exceeding Tuvalu’s domestic revenue and fiscal 

capacity. Without significant and sustained international support, this strategy remains largely 

aspirational beyond localised implementation.  

Barriers to Accessing Climate Finance 

13. Despite widespread recognition of the vulnerability of small island developing states (SIDS), 

access to international climate finance remains a major obstacle. Mechanisms such as the 

Green Climate Fund (GCF) and Adaptation Fund are intended to provide critical support, 

however, access processes are often prohibitively complex and constantly evolve. 

Disbursements are further delayed due to requirements for detailed feasibility studies, 

environmental impact assessments, financial audits, and long-term implementation 

frameworks necessitate technical expertise and administrative resources that many SIDS, 

including Tuvalu do not possess at scale.  

14. Furthermore, the timeframes for project approval and disbursement are frequently misaligned 

with the urgency of on-the-ground needs. As a result, adaptation initiatives are often delayed, 

under-resourced, or scaled down, while communities are increasingly exposed to escalating 

climate risks. Bridging this gap will require not only streamlining access and disbursement 

procedures, but also building local institutions capacity to design, implement, and manage 

adaptation projects effectively.  

Building Resilience Beyond Infrastructure 



15. While engineered solutions such as land reclamation are essential, resilience must also be 

pursued through softer, system level interventions. This includes investing in disaster risk 

reduction, community-based adaptation, sustainable resource management, and the 

preservation of cultural heritage. Social resilience, rooted in education, governance, and 

inclusive planning, is equally vital in ensuring that adaptation is sustainable and equitable over 

the long term.  

16. Tuvalu’s resilience pathway thus depends on a multi-dimensional approach, combining 

physical adaptation with strengthened institutions, improved access to climate finance, and 

robust international partnerships. A just and effective global climate response must prioritise 

the needs of nations like Tuvalu, which face the frontlines of climate change despite 

contributing negligibly to its causes.  

Persistence of Climate Change Denial and its Consequences 

17. Extensive scientific research affirms that rise in global sea level rise is predominantly attributed 

to anthropogenic climate change. This phenomenon results from increasing global 

temperatures, which induced the thermal expansion of seawater and accelerated the melting of 

glaciers and polar ice sheets. Despite the strong scientific consensus supporting this causative 

relationship, certain influential political figures continue to repudiate these findings, 

characterizing climate change as fabrication. Although some regions have, to date, experienced 

only marginal impacts, sea-level rise has already produced profound and detrimental effects in 

other areas, particularly among populations inhabiting low- and highly vulnerable territories, 

for whom such land represents both a means of sustenance and a critical link to ancestral 

heritage. The persistent denial of sea level rise and its underlying causes further marginalises 

these vulnerable communities, impeding the implementation of effective adaptation and 

mitigation strategies essential for their survival and cultural preservation.  

Section 3: Ways and approaches to address the challenges of sea level rise 

Relevant developments in the UN system including recent responses, initiatives and actions by the 

UN system on SLR and its broader impacts 

18. Tuvalu welcomes the recent advisory opinions of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) and 

the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) on the obligations of States in 

relation to climate change. These opinions represent historic milestones in the progressive 

development of international law, affirming that the climate crisis poses an existential threat 

to humankind and to the very continuity of States such as Tuvalu. 

Legal obligations under international law 

19. The ITLOS advisory opinion of 21 May 2024 constitutes the first judicial pronouncement 

specifically addressing climate change and the law of the sea. It clearly establishes that States 

have an obligation to take all necessary measures to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions and to 

prevent catastrophic harm to the marine environment. It further recognizes that failure to do so 

may entail responsibility, including obligations to provide compensation for loss and damage 

resulting from breaches of these duties. 



20. The ICJ’s landmark Advisory Opinion delivered in July 2025 reinforces these principles, 

confirming that climate change is an urgent and existential threat to human life, ecosystems, 

and the integrity of the global environment. The Court reaffirmed that States have a duty to 

prevent significant transboundary harm and must act with due diligence, using all means at 

their disposal to prevent activities under their jurisdiction or control from causing harm to the 

climate system. 

Continuity of statehood and permanence of maritime zones 

21. Both advisory opinions affirm the principle of continuity of statehood and the permanence of 

duly established maritime zones, notwithstanding the adverse physical impacts of climate 

change and sea-level rise. This recognition aligns with the growing consensus reflected in the 

Pacific Islands Forum’s 2021 Declaration on Preserving Maritime Zones in the Face of Climate 

Change-related Sea-Level Rise, and as acknowledged by the ILC in its 2025 Report of the 

Study Group on Sea-Level Rise in Relation to International Law (para. 32), which found 

“widespread support among States” for this approach. 

Recent developments in FFD, climate change and ocean financing 

22. Tuvalu emphasizes that adaptation refers to measures that reduce climate-induced harm to 

livelihoods in their existing locations, by strengthening the adaptive capacity of households 

and communities, preventing forced mobility, and sustaining economic and social continuity. 

This in-situ adaptation approach (aligned with the IPCC (2022)1 and UNFCCC (2023)2 

definitions of climate-resilient development) prioritizes resilience through locally driven 

solutions such as resilient infrastructure, coastal protection, land reclamation and elevation, 

and climate-smart livelihoods. These interventions preserve community stability and 

autonomy while reducing exposure and vulnerability.  

23. Tuvalu’s highest priority is to safeguard the right of its people to remain in their ancestral 

islands. Accordingly, the protection and restoration of the physical integrity of Tuvalu’s islands 

constitute a central objective. In the face of the existential threat posed by sea-level rise, Tuvalu 

underscores the urgency of mobilizing innovative, rapid, and large-scale financing to 

implement transformative adaptation measures.  

24. Tuvalu notes the potential of Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) as an innovative, non-debt-

creating instrument to support adaptation to sea-level rise. Rechanneled SDRs via MDBs could 

expand fiscal space for small island developing States and finance transformative investments, 

including land reclamation and coastal protection, that advance Tuvalu’s right to remain and 

enable its people to live with dignity in their ancestral islands. 

 
1 IPCC (2022). Sixth Assessment Report: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability, Chapter 18: Climate Resilient 
Development Pathways. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
2 UNFCCC (2023). Adaptation and Resilience: The Big Picture. United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change Secretariat 
 



Technology transfer and knowledge sharing (including nature-based solutions), recognizing 

efforts and effectiveness of local solutions and traditional knowledge of Indigenous Peoples and 

local communities.  

25. Tuvalu underscores that sea-level rise presents not only a physical and economic challenge but 

also a profound cultural and human one. The protection of cultural heritage, traditional 

knowledge, and community identity must therefore form an integral part of global responses. 

Tuvalu supports regional and international initiatives, including the Pacific Regional 

Framework on Climate Mobility and the Rising Nations Initiative (RNI), which seek to 

safeguard the cultural heritage and human rights of affected communities while ensuring that 

mobility occurs with dignity and in ways that preserve social cohesion. For Tuvalu, like all 

SIDS, the ocean is central to our identity, heritage, and way of life; its preservation is essential 

to the survival of our culture and the continuity of our nation. 

Exemplary actions – i.e. legal actions Australia and Tuvalu; Pacific islands 

Constitutional amendment on statehood and maritime boundaries 

26. Tuvalu has taken historic and proactive measures to secure its statehood, sovereignty, and 

maritime entitlements against the existential threats posed by climate change and sea-level rise. 

In 2023, Tuvalu amended its Constitution to enshrine the principle of statehood in perpetuity 

and to guarantee that Tuvalu’s maritime zones, as established under the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), remain permanent and unaffected by any 

physical changes to its land territory. 

The Falepili Union Treaty between Tuvalu and Australia 

27. Building upon this foundation, Tuvalu and Australia signed the landmark Falepili Union 

Treaty in November 2023. The Treaty represents a groundbreaking bilateral instrument that 

redefines the traditional parameters of sovereignty and solidarity in the era of climate change. 

Under the Treaty, Australia has made a binding legal commitment to recognize Tuvalu’s 

sovereignty in perpetuity, irrespective of the effects of sea-level rise on Tuvalu’s physical 

territory. 

28. The Falepili Union Treaty establishes a framework for the protection of Tuvaluan citizens, 

including provisions that uphold the principle of human mobility with dignity. While not 

designed as a climate migration mechanism, the Treaty ensures that Tuvaluans who choose to 

migrate to Australia, including for reasons related to climate impacts, retain their national 

identity, citizenship, and full recognition as citizens of a sovereign State. 

Section 4: Conclusions 

29. Tuvalu appreciates the opportunity to contribute to the Secretary-General’s report and remains 

committed to working constructively with Member States and the United Nations system on 

this priority issue. The realities outlined in this submission reflect not only the environmental 

pressures facing atoll nations, but also the determination and planning required to sustain our 

people, our culture, and our development aspirations in our islands. 



30. Tuvalu reiterates its call for the development of an international treaty on sea-level rise. Such 

a treaty should codify the legal rights of affected States and peoples, reaffirm the continuity of 

statehood, and preserve maritime zones and boundaries irrespective of physical changes to land 

territory. This would provide enduring legal certainty and ensure that the impacts of climate 

change do not undermine the sovereignty and existence of vulnerable States. 

31. Addressing sea-level rise requires continued clarity in international processes, reliable access 

to finance, and support for practical measures that strengthen resilience and safeguard the 

rights and futures of vulnerable communities. It also requires the international community to 

recognise the unique circumstances of atoll States and to uphold principles that provide 

stability and certainty as the effects of sea-level rise evolve over time. 

32. Tuvalu will continue to advance national action, contribute to regional efforts, and engage 

within the United Nations to ensure that our people can remain in their islands and maintain 

their identity and way of life. We trust that the insights shared here will assist the Secretary-

General’s work and support a thoughtful and forward-looking approach to this important 

agenda. 

 


	Tuvalu’s Contributions to the Secretary General’s Report on Sea-Level Rise
	(Pursuant to General Assembly Decision 78/558)
	Section 1: Introduction
	Section 2: Challenges to SLR
	Section 3: Ways and approaches to address the challenges of sea level rise
	Section 4: Conclusions



