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Do Climate Change Interventions Impact the Determinants of Health for Pacific Island Peoples?

Pacific island peoples are increasingly voicing their concerns about the impacts of climate
change on their health, including the effects of mean global atmospheric temperature rise, sea-
level rise, and intensified (but not necessarily increased frequency of) weather events such as
heatwaves and tropical cyclones (IPCC 2014; Steiner 2015; Tiatia-Seath and others 2020; Watts
and others 2021). Central to Pacific island peoples’ actions to address their concerns are
maintaining livelihoods and health, especially since Pacific island peoples are often said to be at
the forefront of these climate change impacts (Tisdell 2008; Regmi 2015; Steiner 2015),
although others give the same messages for many other regions (Dulal 2019,12-24; Falardeau
and Bennett 2019,1-23). Meanwhile, the Pacific regional policy level has highlighted both health
and climate change as being issues of high importance (Forum Secretariat 2017, 2018; Leslie and
Wild 2018; Tarte 2014; WHO 2015), demonstrating the need for deeper understanding regarding
the usefulness and relevance, or otherwise, of available policies for Pacific island peoples.

Much such research adopts a small island developing states (SIDS) perspective, but this
approach has been highly critiqued. First, different lists provide different SIDS, so the numbers
range from around three dozen to almost five dozen. Second, non-island countries such as Belize
and Guyana are included along with part-island countries such as Timor-Leste and Haiti. Third,
their commonalities are said to be their small land areas and population sizes alongside high
dependence on coastal and marine livelihoods, but Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Papua
New Guinea (PNG) are examples not matching these characteristics. Consequently, the SIDS
grouping is more political than geographic and does not necessarily represent Pacific island

peoples.



Instead, this paper places Pacific island peoples, rather than that Pacific SIDS or the
Pacific region, at the center of framing and analyzing the literature. With no claim that Pacific
island peoples are homogenous—in contrast, they represent exceptional and important
diversity—for many Pacific island peoples, climate change’s impacts on their environment, and
therefore on their health show some similarities. Rainfall variability, sea surface temperatures,
and sea-level rise will likely affect the quantity and salinity of fresh groundwater (Murphy
2015,380-397; Nunn 2009,211-231; Korauaba 2015,232-238; White and others 2007,581-590).
The changing morphology of reefs and atolls in the Pacific demonstrates the structural stability
some of these islands under sea-level rise (Masselink and others 2020, McLean and Kench
2015,445-463; Cornell 2015, 1-36, Tuck and others 2019). Nevertheless, when combined with
increased weather intensity—especially droughts, storms, and heat-humidity combinations—
severe impacts including through coral bleaching might be seen, thereby impacting food,
freshwater, and infrastructure (IPCC 2014). Meanwhile, ocean acidification (the increase in
acidity of the ocean caused by absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere) is likely to affect
coastlines and fisheries (Doney and others 2020; IPCC 2014).

Beyond these impacts, climate change affects human health in other ways (Costello and
others 2009; Watts and others 2021). Health impacts are widely unequal and inequitable, with
many of the most vulnerable populations seeing the greatest health impacts from climate change
(Patz and others 2007). These health inequities exist because of the conditions in which people
are born, grow, live, work, and age (e.g. education, work, housing, and social supports) and the
systems dealing with illness (e.g. healthcare quality and access). The conditions directly
impacting health, coined the social determinants of health, are, in turn, shaped by the social and

political organization of society (e.g. political context, public policies, and social constructs), and



generate a stratification of the population into a hierarchy of socioeconomic positions, indirectly
impacting livelihoods and health. Together, these circumstances constitute the structural and
social determinants of health and are responsible for a major part of health inequities within and
between countries (WHO 2008), including determining which population groups are particularly
vulnerable to the health impacts of climate change (Costello and others 2009; Patz and others
2007; Watts and others 2021). The connections between climate change and health are complex,
context-specific, and dynamic (Costello and others 2009; Hudson 2016; Watts and others 2021).
Direct impacts of climate change on mortality and morbidity, alongside impacts on the structural
and social determinants of health, indirectly exacerbate health inequities (Friel and others 2008).

Pacific island peoples experience the unequal and inequitable distribution of adverse
health impacts from climate change (Tisdell 2008; Regmi 2015). Among Pacific island peoples,
climate change’s impacts on material and natural resources seem likely to impose pressures on
population health (Mclver and others 2017; Tiatia-Seath and others 2020). Since many Pacific
social and livelihood activities are concentrated on the coasts, and some islands are entirely
coastlines, impacts could be severe (Tisdell 2008). Reduced agriculture and fisheries, alongside
damaged infrastructure, have a high probability of affecting food and livelihoods (IPCC 2014).
While health impacts are difficult to project since they also depend on people’s responses to
climate change, which create and use opportunities for health-related improvements, climate
change is currently projected to increase health risks overall in the absence of appropriate action
(Ahern and others 2005; Fouillet and others 2006; Schewe and others 2014; Tiatia-Seath and
others 2020; Watts and others 2021; WHO 2016).

Climate change is frequently depicted as an external threat to Pacific island peoples with

external interventions frequently being assumed to be the primary response, but in contrast, the



direct health impacts of climate change typically occur in tandem with other underlying
challenges, including poverty, and many actions must start locally (Steiner 2015; Tiatia-Seath
and others 2020; Tisdell 2008). Pacific island peoples often face challenges such as rapid
urbanization lacking sufficient services, rapid population growth, inadequate formal education,
reduced consumption of local foods, increased reliance on imports, and livelihood opportunities
heavily depending on external influences (Campbell 2009; Harris and others 2011; Savage and
others 2020). These underlying developmental factors mean that climate change impacts on
health cannot be considered in isolation from the structural and social determinants of health,
particularly local perspectives and actions (Gaillard 2012). Thus, strategies for reducing the
impacts of climate change without tackling the root causes of its uneven burden distribution are
likely to be insufficient, suggesting the need to understand better how climate change
interventions might impact the structural and social determinants of health.

This article places climate change interventions (at all scales, from local to global) in the
context of underlying structural and social determinants of Pacific island peoples’ health through
an analytical literature review. Human health is inherently people-centered (by definition), hence
this paper places Pacific island peoples, rather than Pacific SIDS or the Pacific region, at the
center of the framing and analysis of the literature. We attempt to capture how interventions for
climate change may or may not impact these social determinants of health, shedding light on
opportunities and challenges within major categories of climate change interventions. The
following sections will evaluate the impacts of diverse interventions through the analytic lens of
the structural and social determinants of health, as presented in the World Health Organization’s

framework, detailed in figure 1 (which also captures all scales).



<figure 1 about here>.

Opportunities for Pacific Island Peoples

Climate change interventions are separated into overlapping categories of mitigation and
adaptation. Mitigation reduces greenhouse gas emissions and increases the sinks and reservoirs
which remove greenhouse gases from the atmosphere; that is, mitigation serves to control the
anthropogenic causes of climate change (IPCC 2014). Adaptation refers to adjustments made to
address climate change impacts by reducing harm and exploiting beneficial opportunities from
climate change (IPCC 2014).

Previous work highlights that addressing climate change typically means addressing
issues relating to one or more specific determinants of health, as outlined within the Structural
and Social Determinants of Health framework (WHO 2008). Through analyzing potential
impacts of climate change interventions on these determinants, we found three recurrent themes,
suggesting that from the perspectives of Pacific island peoples, climate change interventions can
and should:

Be planned and led by and with island peoples (Harris 2014,77-96; Korauaba 2015,232-
238; Alley 1999,137-151; Mercer 2010,247-264; Okano and others 2015,394-406; Regmi
2015,319-335; Richmond and Sovacool 2012,843-848; Nunn 2009,211-231; Daly and others
2010,265-281; lese and others 2014,166-193; Steiner 2015);

Be sensitive to local cultural diversity among Pacific island peoples (Aswani and others
2015,1487-1501; Frankland and others 2012,46-51; Kuruppu 2009,799-809; Leon and others
2015,424-438; Magee and others 2016,1091-1105; Daly and others 2010,265-281; lese and

others 2014,166-193; Donner and Webber 2014,331-345);



Be integrated within broader and larger developmental goals (Mercer 2010,247-264;
Storey and Hunter 2010,167-181; Webber 2012,2717-2733; Gero and others 2011,310-327;
Ensor and others 2018) including gender equity (Alley 1999,137-151; Lane and McNaught
2009,67-80) and targeted education (Magee and others 2016,1091-1105; Daly and others
2010,265-281).

Some work uses phrases involving “empowerment” or variations thereof which, to a
large extent, is what these points refer to and highlight. “Empowering” potentially has a
connotation that external permission is required “to allow” Pacific island peoples to be
empowered, or that someone else confers empowerment on people, which is the opposite of what
the interventions are promoting.

Climate change interventions adhering to these three points could enhance trust of and
participation in projects, thereby improving governance (Lynch and Brunner 2010; Mclver and
others 2017; Tiatia-Seath and others 2020). Governance, defined as the process by which actions,
norms, and rules are structured, sustained, and held accountable (Peters and Pierre 1998;
Rosenau and Czempiel 1992), is a structural determinant of health, which controls the
distribution of resources and the socioeconomic context of individuals and communities (WHO
2008). Part of governance is considering how peoples experience the environment, since the
culture/nature divide hardly exists in reality (Emde and others 2020). Pacific island peoples (as
with everyone else) respond to experiences of environmental changes in their own creative,
local, and varied ways, according to their needs, interests, worldviews, and ontological
principles. Cultural awareness, local knowledge, and an understanding of the diverse ways of

knowing and experiencing the environment (and its connection between people and place) are



essential—but are not a panacea and should not operate in isolation (Tibby and others 2007)—
for developing sustainable strategies among Pacific island peoples.

Sustainable development also has the potential to improve the structural and social
determinants of health at many levels. For instance, promoting equity can improve the
socioeconomic position of some groups (Lane and McNaught 2009; WHO 2010) and fostering
education can reduce marginalization and improve awareness of climate change and
developmental issues (Harris 2014). Lastly, external aid is sometimes stated as having generally
positive repercussions on the availability of financial resources, helping to maintain social
services of quality and basic material needs; yet external aid can negatively impact governance
by undermining the legitimacy of peoples’ priorities and mechanisms (Gaillard 2012; Stojanov
and others 2019). Leadership from Pacific island peoples combined with fostering sustainability
and development through diverse culturally sensitive approaches should be a hallmark of climate
change interventions. Pacific island peoples would reduce climate change’s detrimental health

impacts while positively influencing the structural and social determinants of health.

Migration as a Mixed Opportunity

Many Pacific island peoples depend on sea and coastal resources for livelihoods (Regmi 2015;
Nunn 2009) with a key concern being that the impacts of climate change and especially sea-level
rise and ocean acidification could surpass abilities to cope with the changes and to sustain
current livelihoods (Murphy 2015,380-397; Birk 2012,81-109). Populations living in coastal
zones of Pacific islands with large interiors or higher elevations might have possibilities for
relocating internally, although land tenure considerations and other hazards could impede this

approach. Meanwhile, populations living on low-lying islands have few internal options for



relocation and might have to migrate across international borders (Mclver and others 2016; Nunn
2009).

Mobility in and around the Pacific is not new, instead being an integral part of local life
and livelihood, both forced and voluntary (Dun and Klocker 2017; Tabe 2019). Moreover, the
relationship between climate change, migration, and health is not a direct causal one. Other
determinants play an important role in decisions to relocate or to stay and thus on subsequent
health impacts. Examples are the growing population and development pressures on resources;
weak infrastructure; economic and political marginalization; and the status of health systems, as
well as seeking external opportunities and reuniting family ties (Watts and others 2021; Donner
2015; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2020; Tabe 2019).

Nonetheless, as climate change impacts on Pacific island peoples increase, mobility
might be an adaptation strategy (Murphy 2015; Birk 2012; Stojanov 2014) with both positive and
negative consequences on the structural and social determinants of health. Tables 1 and 2
synthetize the positive and negative impacts, respectively, that migration can have on the

determinants of health.

<Table 1. Positive impacts of migration on the structural and social determinants of

health>

<Table 2. Negative impacts of migration on the structural and social determinants of

health>



As observed in table 1, migration as an adaptation strategy to climate change can have
positive impacts on various structural and social determinants of health. Migration has the
potential to alleviate problems of population density, resource pressure, food insecurity, poverty,
and exposure to environmental change, all of which could be positive for health (Birk 2012;
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2020). Planning for migration, through investments in education and
upskilling of the workforce, can improve social and public policies serving Pacific island peoples
(Tabe 2019). Resettlement can also create livelihood opportunities for both the migrants and
those who stay behind, such as through remittances, thereby improving socioeconomic positions
and material circumstances on the islands (Birk and Rasmussen 2014,1-13; Connell and
Lutkehaus 2017,79-95; Gibson and McKenzie 2014,229-243; Weber 2017,1089-1101; Birk
2012,81-109). Furthermore, scenarios of large-scale collective migration, can be perceived as
opportunities for Pacific island peoples, which has been articulated and deconstructed for
Kiribati (Gagaeolo and others 2020; Hermann and Kempf 2017). These positive outcomes on
local material circumstances, socioeconomic positions, and social, public, and macroeconomic
policies as structural and social determinants of health have the potential to decrease health
inequities while also decreasing underlying vulnerabilities to climate change.

Though increased migration can bring some benefits to Pacific island peoples who both
migrate or stay behind, the literature shows that it could have negative consequences as well for
the determinants of health of both groups. As shown in table 2, migration does not come without
challenges. Widespread nationalistic and populist opinions have made the task of planning
effective international migration projects more difficult and relocated populations can face issues
of political representation, being at the mercy of international governance of political, legal, and

civil rights support (Connell and Lutkehaus 2017; Donner 2015). This impact of resettlement on
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governance in turn can impact how social and public policies respond to the needs of Pacific
island peoples. Negative impacts on these structural determinants include issues around land
rights. In some cases, lack of housing or poor quality abodes leads to the creation of informal
settlements, as well as lack of social support, inequitable opportunities, and degraded living
circumstances such as with respect to food and potable water alongside poor sanitary and
hygiene conditions (Craven 2015; Birk, 2012; Remling 2020; Oakes 2019; Savage and others
2020). In addition, migration can lead to the erosion of cultural identity and societal values,
directly impacting social cohesion and detrimentally affecting mental and physical health of
Pacific island peoples (Tabe 2019; Tiatia-Seath and others 2020).

People who stay behind can face various challenges. In the context of Pacific island
peoples, migration can benefit those who stay behind at first, by improving financial capital,
reducing resource pressure, and reducing exposure to hazards, which can support positive health
outcomes. Past a certain threshold of migration, the benefits can begin to be offset because it
might not be desirable or feasible to provide full-scale health systems and services, which could
inhibit positive health outcomes and contribute to health inequities (Remling 2020; Oakes 2019).
Likewise, in higher-elevation islands, where coastal livelihoods might be threatened, coastal
peoples might own few (if any) inland areas and could encounter difficulties in sustaining their
livelihoods in non-coastal areas (Nunn 2009). Despite the potential to alleviate problems of
resource pressure, lack of food and potable water, poverty, and exposure to environmental
change (Birk 2012), migration can create problems through increased vulnerability and
increasingly poor social determinants of health of resettled people (Craven 2015; Donner 2015).

While migration shows potential to positively impact the structural and social

determinants of health in some ways, it can also have negative consequences. Some people,
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including whole communities, might refuse to relocate while sometimes the choice is given as
either migrate or invest in local development, a false dichotomy (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2020;
Abubakar and others 2018; Roberts and Andrei 2015). If not planned by or with the people
affected, then migration could exacerbate vulnerability to climate change’s health consequences
(Craven 2015,223-236). Meanwhile, scenarios of planned, large-scale, collective migration can
be perceived as opportunities for peoples to preserve cultural identity and social cohesion while
also improving the structural and social determinants of health of people who stay behind
(Abubakar and others 2018; Hermann and Kempf 2017; Birk and Rasmussen 2014; Connell and

Lutkehaus 2017; Gibson and McKenzie 2014; Weber 2017).

People-Based Solutions for Improved Determinants of Health

People-based interventions on climate change include ecosystem-based management,
community-based adaptation (CBA), and adaptation of the tourism industry and of the health
sector. Each of these interventions could impact the structural and social determinants of health
in a variety of ways, thereby influencing the underlying developmental challenges that create and
maintain vulnerabilities of Pacific island peoples in the face of the health impacts of climate
change.

In response to climate change, ecosystem-based management gave rise to ecosystem-
based adaptation, in which Pacific island peoples and their ecosystems address climate change
and its impacts, with benefits beyond climate change (Lebot 2013; Wongbusarakum and others
2015). The literature discusses three major ecosystem-based management strategies—fisheries,
natural resources management, and coastal planning—considered to be both adaptation and

mitigation measures. These strategies have the potential to improve the structural and social
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determinants of health at various levels (table 3). Localized management approaches can
improve local governance and leadership, especially when the most vulnerable communities are

fully involved in the process (Davies 2016; Chong 2014; Wongbusarakum and others 2015).

<Table 3. Positive impacts of ecosystem-based management strategies on the structural

and social determinants of health>

Agriculture crop adaptation, aquaculture, fish aggregating devices, and natural resource
management can promote local livelihoods and economies, reducing dependence on imports
while increasing food security and improving household socioeconomic conditions (Campbell
2009; Dey and others 2016; Lebot 2013; Rosegrant and others 2016; Andréfouét and others
2017). Mangrove restoration and protection can promote better living conditions through coastal
and habitat protection from sea-level rise and storm surge, as well as providing forestry products,
food, and medicinal plants (Menéndez and others 2020; Pedersen Zari and others 2019). By
accepting local governance, local leadership, and local participation, ecosystem-based
management has the potential to improve the structural and social determinants and health in the
face of climate change.

CBA concentrates on integrating local needs, knowledge, resources, and capacities while
involving and providing options to the most vulnerable communities (Crick and others 2013),
thereby providing important benefits for the structural and social determinants of health (table 4).
CBA can improve civil participation in governance; establish trust among people at all
governance scales; and increase the capacity and resources of people, communities, and

governments (Nunn and others 2014; Webb and others 2015). Additionally, CBA has the
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potential to improve access for vulnerable communities to microfinance schemes, credits,
external resources, and training for implementation (Chandra and others 2016; Dumaru 2010;
Ensor and others 2018; Chong 2014). CBA thus improves social cohesion through supporting
local leadership, expanding social networks, accessing information, and promoting local human,
financial, and technical resources (Crick and others 2013; Cvitanovic and others 2016; Dumaru

2010).

<Table 4. Positive impacts of community-based adaptation on the structural and social

determinants of health>

CBA approaches nonetheless need to account for local power structures that can
influence who leads discussions and actions within communities. While no single CBA activity
can address the breath of health determinants (Ensor and others 2018), the variety of CBA
interventions can, together with wider approaches to development and livelihoods, tackle
vulnerabilities across several structural and social determinants of health.

Tourism contributes substantially to Pacific island peoples’ livelihoods and quality of
life, thus supporting health (Becken and Clapcott 2011; Hampton and Jeyacheya 2020; Huebner
and Milne 2012; Klint and others 2012; Puig-Cabrera and Foronda-Robles 2019; Wong and
others 2013a, 2013Db). Climate change can significantly affect an unprepared or maladapted
tourism industry through impacting infrastructure and services, such as damaging facilities,
reducing freshwater, and interrupting food and energy supplies. In parallel, climate change might
decrease the appeal of tourist attractions such as through coral bleaching and shoreline erosion

(Becken 2005; Hafezi and others 2020; Wong and others 2013a, 2013b; Wong and others 2012),
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while recognizing that these processes are also created and exacerbated by human activities
beyond climate change (Cortés and Reyes-Bonilla 2017; Komugabe-Dixson and others 2019).
As a result, interventions for and by the tourism industry for climate change adaptation and
mitigation are described to impact positively the structural and social determinants of health, as
highlighted in table 5. More work would be useful to examine documented and possible negative
health impacts of tourism, especially as climate change affects the industry, given discussions for
some Pacific island peoples on drawbacks such as livelihood reliability (Puig-Cabrera and
Foronda-Robles 2019) and the poor relationship between tourism income and happiness

(Matatolu 2019).

<Table 5. Positive impacts of strategies for tourism industry on the structural and social

determinants of health>

Training of this sector and education on the risks and opportunities improve governance
by increasing Pacific island peoples’ participation in and influence on policy and practice
(Becken and Clapcott 2011; Wong and others 2013a, 2013b; Wong and others 2012), provided
that negative health impacts from tourism do not manifest and ultimately hoping for expanded
local leadership and control. Furthermore, at a macroeconomic and socioeconomic level,
promotion of an adaptive tourism industry can create employment, self-sufficiency, and advance
gender equity (Huebner and Milne 2012; Jiang and others 2012), while keeping in mind the
potential negative impacts (Matatolu 2019; Puig-Cabrera and Foronda-Robles 2019). Adaptation
and mitigation strategies revolving around building sustainable structures, restoring local

ecosystems with local species, and controlling pollution and human impact on the environment
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can improve local living and livelihood conditions while supporting ecosystems experiencing
climate change’s impacts and improving self-sufficiency in water storage and energy supplies
(Becken 2005; Wong and others 2012). Development of renewable energy can reduce fossil fuel
dependency, provide more opportunities for local livelihoods, and improve living conditions
(Singh 2020). The tourism industry thus has the potential for improving the structural and social
determinants of health, but negative consequences are never too far away and need to be
carefully monitored to ensure that Pacific island peoples are not losing control of their
communities and opportunities.

Strategies aimed at improving health systems functioning in the face of climate change
can have positive impacts on the structural and social determinants of health, as well as directly
on health outcomes. Studies include strategies targeted directly at Pacific island peoples’ health
systems, such as increasing human skills and abilities, as well as equipment resources, while
improving health data collection and monitoring (Spickett and Katscherian 2014; Spickett and
others 2013). Another suggested approach is improving health systems to deal with routine needs
as well as disasters (Cauchi and others 2019; Mahany and Keim 2012), noting that improving
abilities to deal with routine needs improves prevention of and response to disasters (Lewis
1999, 2009).

Promoting Pacific island peoples’ health and the health sector to deal with climate change
includes fostering education through local and school-based education programs (Cauchi and
others 2020; Hausia Havea and others 2020; Spickett and Katscherian 2014; Spickett and others
2013) without neglecting informal education and learning. The need is recognized for local
cross-sectoral collaborations of the health system with water, hygiene, sanitation, agriculture,

fisheries, and food to address the underlying causes of climate change’s health impacts, rather
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than focusing on only the symptoms as seen through climate change impacts (Cauchi and others
2020; Morrow and Bowen 2014; Spickett and Katscherian 2014; Spickett and others 2013;

Mclver and others 2016). As such, improvements of and by Pacific island peoples for the health
sector and systems means improved responses to climate change’s impacts simultaneously with

local leadership to address problems in the structural and social determinants of health.

Conclusion

Overall, for Pacific island peoples, climate change is suggested as exacerbating pressures on the
structural and social determinants of health, thereby perpetuating and exacerbating climate
change related vulnerabilities and poor health outcomes. Interventions across all scales, from
local to global, show opportunities not only to address the direct impacts of climate change, but
also to contribute positively to the structural and social determinants of health of Pacific island
peoples by impacting the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work, and age, and the
social and political organization of societies.

As such, climate change interventions have the potential to positively influence the
structural and social determinants of health of Pacific island peoples, such as migration
sometimes positively impacting many of the determinants of health for both resettled populations
and those who stay behind. Other interventions on climate change, such as ecosystem-based
management, community-based adaptation, and adaptation of the tourism industry and of the
health sector, can impact the structural and social determinants of health in a variety of ways.
These impacts can influence the underlying development challenges creating increased

vulnerability of Pacific island peoples in the face of the health impacts of climate change.
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Careful planning for these interventions, coming mainly from Pacific island peoples, is necessary
to avoid adverse effects on the structural and social determinants of health.

Even though many climate change interventions have the potential to impact positively
the structural and social determinants of health, a scarcity of empirical data still exists regarding
these impacts. Specific, measurable, verifiable indicators relevant to, developed by, and accepted
by Pacific island peoples could be useful to evaluate quantitatively and qualitatively the
magnitude of the reported impacts, while understanding their exact processes and mechanisms,
alongside the connections between climate change and health (e.g. Watts and others 2021). Such
work would provide essential guidance with, by, and for Pacific island peoples to design and
implement future climate change interventions that improve the structural and social
determinants of health, while ensuring that climate change and health work remains people-
centered. In this way, Pacific island peoples could decrease their vulnerabilities to the health
impacts of climate change while promoting better health outcomes irrespective of climate

change.
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Abstract
Climate change impacts are widely unequal and inequitable, especially on health. For Pacific
island peoples, climate change is suggested as exacerbating pressures on the structural and social
determinants of health, perpetuating and exacerbating climate change related vulnerabilities and
poor health outcomes.

How might climate change interventions impact the structural and social determinants of
health for Pacific island peoples? In this article, we connect climate change interventions to the
underlying structural and social determinants of health of Pacific island peoples. We attempt to
capture how interventions on climate change may or may not impact these determinants,
shedding light on opportunities and challenges. Through the analytic lens of the structural and
social determinants of health, we evaluate the diverse impacts of common climate change
interventions including migration, ecosystem-based management, community-based adaptation,
and adaptation of the tourism industry and of the health sector.

This analytical literature review revealed that climate change interventions around the
Pacific show opportunities to not only address the direct impacts of climate change, but also,
with careful planning, to positively impact the structural and social determinants of health of
Pacific island peoples through local leadership and action. By intentionally designing and
leading climate change interventions that improve these determinants of health, Pacific island
peoples could decrease their vulnerabilities to the health impacts of climate change while

promoting better health outcomes irrespective of climate change.

Key Words: Climate change; Adaptation; Mitigation; Social Determinants; Health



Figure 1. The Social Determinants of Health Framework (WHO 2008)
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Table 1. Positive impacts of migration on the structural and social determinants of health

Structural & Positive Impacts Locations References
Social
Determinants of
Health
Social policies  Planning for migration can guarantee Kiribati, Hermann and
international employment opportunities ~ Tuvalu, and Kempf 2017,231-
(International labor programs with NZ around the 263
and Australia), access to land resources Pacific
(Purchase of land in Fiji).
Public policies  Planning for migration can lead to Kiribati Hermann and
investments in education, training, Kempf 2017,231-
English skills, and up skilling the 263
workforce.
Macroeconomic Balances labor shortages, transfer skills.  Around the  Weber 2017,1089-
policies Pacific 1101
Socioeconomic  Improves access to financial capital, Solomon Birk and
position remittances as main source of income, Islands, Rasmussen
alleviates poverty, and potentially Papua New 2014,1-13;
improves child schooling. Guinea, Connell and
Vanuatu, Lutkehaus
and around  2017,79-95;

Gibson and



Culture and

societal values

Material

circumstances

Collective resettlement can provide
common land and preserve cultural
solidarity and social cohesion
Improves food security through
remittances and reduced pressure on

resources.

the Pacific,

Tonga

Kiribati

Solomon

Islands

McKenzie 2014,
229-243; Weber
2017,1089-1101
Hermann and
Kempf 2017,231-
263

Birk 2012,81-109




Table 2. Negative impacts of migration on the structural and social determinants of health

Structural & Negative Impacts Locations References
Social

Determinants of

Health

Governance Issues of political representation of the resettled  Solomon  Roberts and
population. Low lying atolls are at the mercy of  Islands,  Andrei
international governance in terms of political, Kiribati, 2015,258-273;
legal, civil rights supports given or not to Papua Donner
communities; outdated local political New 2015,191-201;
institutions not adapted to smaller populations Guinea,  Connell and
(no competition for elections, imbalanced power Niue, Lutkehaus
and communities perceive governments as Tonga 2017,79-95
corrupt).

Macroeconomic Reduced population size locally leads to Niue, Connell and

Policies distortion of markets (reduced demand, no Papua Lutkehaus 2017,
competition, excessive prices). New 79-95

Guinea

Social policies  Issues around land rights (esp. for international ~ Solomon  Birk 2012,81-

migration), unequal entitlements, in some cases Islands;  109; Connell and

lack of housing provision leading to creation of  Niue, Lutkehaus 2017,

informal settlements, straining on the provision  Papua 79-95; Donner

of services such as sewerage and water supplies. New 2015,191-201
Guinea,

Kiribati



Public policies  Lack of social support, unequal opportunities. Papua Birk 2012,81-
New 109; Connell and
Guinea,  Lutkehaus 2017,
Solomon  79-95
Islands
Culture and Erosion of community structure and cultural Solomon  Birk 2012,81-
societal values identity. Islands, 109; Donner
Niue, 2015,191-201;
Kiribati Roberts and
Andrei
2015,258-273;
Connell and
Lutkehaus 2017,
79-95
Socioeconomic  Immediate benefits from remittances limit the Vanuatu, Craven
position ability for long term economic development. Solomon  2015,223-236;
Relocated populations face challenges to access  Islands, Donner
education and employment. Kiribati 2015,191-201
Social cohesion  Discrimination and hostilities from the host Solomon  Donner
community to the resettled population. For the Islands, 2015,191-201
local population, pressure on markets create Niue,
mistrust in social relations. Kiribati
Material Migration can challenge food and potable water  Vanuatu, Cauchi and
circumstances  security through labour loss. Poor sanitary Kiribati others 2020;

conditions in informal resettlements.



Psychosocial

factors

Health system

Mental health impacts from loss of cultural

identity for the resettled communities.

Poor hosting conditions and poverty create

stress on local health facilities.

Kiribati,

Tuvalu

Kiribati

Craven
2015,223-236
Cauchi and
others 2020;
Tiatia-Seath and
others 2020
Cauchi and

others 2020




Table 3. Positive impacts of ecosystem-based management strategies on the structural and

social determinants of health

Structural &  Impacts Interventions Locations  References

Social

Determinants

of Health

Governance  Better enforcement and Local Early Action Tonga, Davies
monitoring capacity Planning tool Marshall 2016,104-146;
through community Conservation of Islands, Chong
participation (education, marine ecosystems Samoa, 2014,391-405;
consultation, involvement). through localized and around Wongbusaraku
Creates more inclusive management the Pacific m and others
policies for the rural poor  approaches 2015,383-392
and vulnerable
populations.

Macroecono  Net financial gain for the Aquaculture Solomon Dey and others

mic and country’s economy, Natural resource Islands, 2016, 164-170;

social promotes self-sufficiency =~ management Fiji, Lebot

policies and reduces imports. Fish aggregating Timor- 2013,1405-

devices Leste 1423; Rosegrant

Agriculture crop

adaptation

and others

2016,179-188



Socioeconom

iCc position

Material

circumstance

Food security

Provide employments and

incomes.

Coastal and habitat
protection from sea level
rise and storm surge.
Provide forestry products,

food, medicinal plants.

Increase local production
of coastal and oceanic fish,
reduces pressure of
overfishing.

Increase productivity for a
sustainable nutrition

source.

Fish Aggregating
Devices

Aquaculture

Natural resource
management
Mangroves restoration

and protection

Fish aggregating
devices
Aquaculture
Natural resource
management
Agriculture crop

adaptation

Solomon
Islands,
Fiji,

Vanuatu

Fiji

Solomon
Islands,
Fiji,
Vanuatu,
French

Polynesia

Dey and others
2016,164-170;
Rosegrant and
others
2016,179-188
Agrawala and

others 2005

Dey and others
2016,164-170;
Agrawala and
others 2005;
Lebot
2013,1405-
1423; Rosegrant
and others
2016,179-188;
Andréfouét and
others 2017,1-
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Table 4. Positive impacts of community-based adaptation on the structural and social

determinants of health

Structural & Positive Impacts Locations References

Social

Determinants of

Health

Governance Improved civil participation in governance  Vanuatu, Chandra and
using government, donors and NGOs Timor-Leste, others
capacity: multiscalar governance. Solomon 2016,477-
Encourage adaptive management of socio-  Islands, Cook 492; Nunn
political context. Islands, and others
Establish trust between the communities Kiribati, 2014,221-
and the government. Increase government  Fiji, and 235; Webb
capacity and resources, improves around the and others
coherence across policies. Pacific 2015,407-423

Macroeconomic Improve access for vulnerable Timor-Leste, Chandra and

policies communities to microfinance schemes, Fiji others
credits, training for programme 2016,477-
implementation. 492; Dumaru

2010,751-763

Social policies  Can increase communities’ access to Fiji, Crick and
external resources and enable/promote Timor-Leste, others
community participation. Solomon 2013,241-

Islands,



Socioeconomic

position

Social cohesion

Material

circumstances

Benefit social relations: Can provide
options to vulnerable groups to take part in
local decision making processes. Include
adequate training and upskilling for

communities to participate.

Can promote and expand (local and
national) social networks, improving
access to information, human and technical

resources.

Bolster agricultural and livelihood
resilience and diversification for all

community members.

Samoa, and
around the

Pacific

Timor-Leste
and around

the Pacific

Fiji and
around the

Pacific

Timor-Leste,
Papua New

Guinea

253; Dumaru
2010,751-763
Chong
2014,391-405
Chandra and
others
2016,477-
492; Crick
and others
2013,241-253
Crick and
others
2013,241-
253,
Cvitanovic et
al. 2016,53-
62; Dumaru
2010,751-763
Chandra et al.

2016,477-492




Table 5. Positive impacts of strategies for tourism industry on the structural and social

determinants of health

Structural &  Impacts Interventions Location References
Social S
Determinants
of Health
Governance  Increased participation of ~ Training and Fiji, Becken 2005,381-
all stakeholders in policy education in climate  Samoa,  393; Becken and
making: leadership for change Vanuatu  Clapcott 2011,1-
action. 17; Wong et al.
2013a, 2013b;
Wong et al.
2012,136-144
Macroecono  Create employment. Can Adaptation Kiribati,  Huebner and Milne
mic policies  assist in promoting further Tuvalu 2012,193-208
independence from donor
aids.
Socioeconom  Advance gender equality.  Fostering female Kiribati, Huebner and Milne
ic position employment Tuvalu 2012,193-208
Material Improved infrastructures Adaptation and Fiji, Becken 2005,381-
circumstance  and strengthen ecosystem  mitigation (building  Samoa 393; Wong et al.

to resist climate related
hazards, improve self-

sufficiency in water

structures, replanting
trees/mangroves,

pollution control)

2012,136-144




storage and energy

supplies.
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