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Pacific people and their governments have long seen climate change as the single greatest existential threat facing the region and a moral challenge for richer countries. Far from accepting the status quo, they have been at the forefront of global struggles for a timely response to climate change, including debates about loss and damage. 

Vanuatu first introduced the concept of a scheme to address the costs of loss and damage arising from sea level rise in 1991, as Chair of the Alliance of Small Island States. This was followed by twenty years’ of advocacy that polluting developed countries compensate small island countries for loss and damage incurred as a result of climate change. In 2013, the idea finally took root with the establishment of the Warsaw International Mechanism on Loss and Damage.

The region has clearly demonstrated global leadership in a range of climate struggles. However the voices and experiences of people who lead these campaigns, and Pacific people more broadly, remain severely under-represented and under-recognised in the global literature on climate adaptation (Monson 2022). This contributes to the persistent lack of recognition and understanding of Indigenous innovation and leadership in the space. It constitutes one of the many threads of epistemic and material violence that reproduce ‘climate coloniality’ (Sultana) and limit the opportunities and possibilities for forging more just futures.

This panel brings together transdisciplinary work on loss and damage in the Pacific, and non-economic loss and damage in particular. The papers draw on the presenters’ own experiences drafting climate relocation policies (Monson et al 2024); developing government frameworks for assessing loss and damage (Finau 2024); and participating in hearings at the International Court of Justice’s advisory opinion on the obligations of states in respect of climate change (Gusman 2024). It emphasises longstanding work by Pasifika scholars and others, who have worked to expose the processes that render their homes ‘sacrifice zones’ and drive their displacement and dispossession (Teaiwa 2014, Tabe 2019). In so doing, the papers put voices from the region at the forefront of the analyses presented. 

This emphasis on Pacific expertise enables the panel to make a number of important contributions to the development of new knowledge and practice. It points to the benefits of sustained engagement with Pacific policy-makers and communities, and also the work of Pasifika scholars. It demonstrates the significance of Indigenous and Pacific knowledges, methods and innovation, including the collective action frequently undertaken by communities themselves. It exposes plural governance regimes including government, traditional authorities and church institutions, all of which remain under-recognised and very poorly understood (Finau 2024, Monson 2025). In so doing, the panel charts paths forward for meaningful and representative, Indigenous-led climate adaptation and mitigation and more just approaches to loss and damage (Handmer et al 2024). It challenges climate coloniality in ways that benefit not just the Pacific but the world. 
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Moderator Details
Full Name: Emeritus Professor John Handmer
Organisation: International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis
Bio sketch:
John Handmer is an Emeritus Professor with the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) in Austria, and at ANU in Canberra, Australia. He is a Fellow of the Australian Social Science Academy, and works on justice in community safety and resilience for disaster risk reduction and climate adaptation. 

Panellist 1
Full Name: Glenn Finau
Organisation:
Bio:
Glenn Finau is an Indigenous Fijian and accounting scholar. His research examines the role of accounting and other calculative technologies in efforts to (dis)empower Indigenous communities’ management of natural resources. He is currently developing a methodology to assess Non-Economic Loss and Damage for Fiji’s Ministry of Climate Change and Environment.

Presentation 1
Problematizing Loss and Damage: Rethinking the Role of Cultural and Climate Futures in Pacific Island Adaptation

Panellist 1 Contribution: 
Introduction
Loss and Damage (L&D) has been traditionally framed as a residual risk, often positioned as a post-adaptation response for addressing the impacts of climate change that cannot be mitigated or adapted to. This framing treats L&D as an issue that arises only once adaptation efforts have failed. It has limited our understanding of how communities and stakeholders engage with future uncertainties. 

Objectives
This paper demonstrates that a focus on L&D as a final recourse limits the extent to which communities are consulted and, moreover, the futures we can imagine.  

Methodology
The paper draws on the author’s work with Fiji’s Ministry of Climate, Change and Environment to develop a methodology to assess non-economic loss and damage.

Findings
Pacific communities are not passive victims but active agents of their futures, with unique knowledge, values, and aspirations for survival, adaptation, and resilience. Their voices and visions for the future must be meaningfully integrated into future planning and policy, especially in terms of what they consider as loss, risk, and recovery. By questioning the assumptions around L&D as a post-adaptation strategy, this paper argues that addressing L&D should be about framing futures in a way that incorporates the lived experiences of those most affected, and ensuring that their cultural and environmental futures are central to long-term climate responses. This exploration shifts the narrative from reactive solutions to proactive engagement with indigenous and local communities in planning and decision-making processes.

Panellist 2
Full Name: Johanna Gusman
Organisation: The Pacific Community 
Bio: 
Johanna Gusman is a legal scholar and Regional Advisor for Human Rights and Development at the Pacific Community. She worked with Pacific governments on submissions to the International Court of Justice advisory opinion on climate change, and sits on the Pacific Island Forum’s subcommittee on sea-level rise and international law.

Presentation 2
The Climate Crisis and Cultural Loss: Addressing Non-Economic Loss and Damage in the Pacific at the International Court of Justice  

Panellist 2 Contribution: 
Introduction
Part of the reframing of Loss and Damage that needs to occur revolves around the assumptions regarding so-called ‘non-economic’ loss and the specific implications it has on future generations. We saw aspects of this questioned and argued before the International Court of Justice’s advisory opinion on states’ obligations in respect of climate change, where the lived experiences of the most effected and the consequences climate harms have on future generations were central to the question before the Court. 

Objective
This paper critically considers the arguments made by different states in the ICJ, in order to consider what we might learn about the range of approaches for assessing state obligations and frameworks for assessing non-economic loss and damage. 

Methodology
The paper draws on the authors’ observations of arguments made by Pacific states in their arguments before the International Court of Justice 

Findings
Traditional framings of risk and response, which were mostly utilised by Global North and fossil fuel producers before the ICJ, contrast with the more nuanced frameworks advocated by the Pacific and other small nations. The latter often called for more communal, non-colonised space of redress. If the Court incorporates the latter into its advisory opinion, it will be a significant legal shift in addressing L&D and climate justice more broadly.    

Panellist 3
Full Name: Rebecca Monson
Organisation: College of Law, Governance and Development, The Australian National University
Bio:
Rebecca Monson’s academic and applied policy work focuses on questions of law, society and environment in Australia and the Pacific. It includes the prize-winning book ’Gender, Property and Politics in the Pacific’ (Cambridge 2023) and Solomon Islands climate relocation guidelines, praised by Human Rights Watch as ‘the most rights-respecting in the world’.

Presentation 3
Addressing the diversity of loss and damage in Pacific Island countries to foster a just transition towards a climate-resilience future

Panellist 3 Contribution: 
 Introduction
Pacific Island Countries have repeatedly stated that climate change represents the single greatest threat to the livelihoods, security and wellbeing of the region and its people, and a near-existential threat for some. However both the diversity and the commonality of climate impacts in the region are poorly understood at the global level.

Objective
This paper demonstrates that the global narrative institutionalised by the UNFCC is often at odds with the local priorities and realities of loss and damage from climate change in Pacific countries. 

Methodology
The paper draws on desk-based research, in particular the work of Pacific scholars, as well as more than twenty years’ research and applied policy work on disaster management, environmental governance and climate adaptation in the region. 

Findings
The paper demonstrates that in many Pacific countries, informal economies, religion and Indigenous norms are central to social and economic life;and land and sea are fundamental to identity. Further, in contrast to the global narrative, loss and damage is often intangible, impacting Indigenous customs, knowledges and lifeways, as well as mental health and social cohesion. The paper highlights specific implications for loss and damage that must be tackled in order to advance a ‘just transition’ towards a climate resilient future. 





