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What is a climate 

disaster?



The University of Sydney Page 5



The University of Sydney Page 6

Approaches to 

Climate Justice
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– I adopt a Capability Approach to climate disasters

– For Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum the essential 

question of the Capability Approach is ‘what is this 

person able to do and to be?’

– The impacts and extensive uncompensated losses of 

climate disasters destroy and undermine Capabilities

– This results in climate injustice
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Report of Human Rights Council Special Rapporteur 

on extreme poverty and human rights (June 2019)

– Climate change will have devastating consequences 
for people in poverty. Even under the best-case 
scenario, hundreds of millions will face food insecurity, 
forced migration, disease, and death. Climate change 
threatens the future of human rights and risks undoing 
the last fifty years of progress in development, global 
health, and poverty reduction.
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The 1992 United Nations 

Framework Convention on 

Climate Change
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– United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change

1992 Mitigation – emissions reduction 

2010 Adaptation Framework

2013 Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss 
and Damage associated with the Impacts of 
Climate Change – for developing countries
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Loss and damage in 

the Asia Pacific
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2014 IPCC Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability
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– The 2011 Thailand floods caused damage of US$45.7 

billion – only $12 billion insured

– 2013 Typhoon Haiyan caused damage of US$14.5 

billion in Philippines – only US$ 300 million insured

– 2015 Cyclone Pam caused damage of US$450 million, 

more than half of Vanuatu's yearly GDP

– 2016 Cyclone Winston caused damage of US$650 

million in Fiji 14% of GDP
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Tuvalu

ESCAP/UNU Tuvalu: Climate Change and Migration November 2016



The University of Sydney Page 18

Climate Disasters and Poverty

World Bank Unbreakable: Building the Resilience of the Poor (2017)
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What are the key 

Climate Justice 

issues?
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1. Responsibility for emissions reduction to meet the 
temperature goal

2. Responsibility for adaptation and disaster risk 
reduction at the national level

3. Responsibility for climate finance

4.  Responsibility for compensation

5.  Responsibility for Climate Displaced Persons
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1. Responsibility for 

emissions reduction 

to meet the 

temperature goal
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The 2015 Paris Agreement temperature goal

– To hold the increase in the global average 
temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial 
levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature 
increase to 1.5° C above pre-industrial levels
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2018 IPCC Global warming of  1.5°C

– Human activities are estimated to have already 
caused approximately 1.0°C of global warming 
above pre-industrial levels … Global warming is 
likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if it 
continues to increase at the current rate.
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United Nations Environment Programme’s 2018 

Emissions Gap Report

– Current emissions reduction targets ‘imply global 
warming of about 3°C by 2100, with warming 
continuing afterwards. If the emissions gap is not 
closed by 2030, it is very plausible that the goal of a 
well-below 2°C temperature increase is also out of 
reach.
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Countries are not accountable for their fossil 

fuel exports

July 2019
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Formally under UNFCCC accounting rules 

Australia is only responsible for 1.5% global 

greenhouse gases
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2. Responsibility for 

adaptation and 

disaster risk reduction 

at the national level
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Paris Agreement

– All countries will establish the global goal not only of 
adapting to climate change but also strengthening 
resilience and reducing vulnerability to climate 
change, with a view to contributing to sustainable 
development. 
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3. Responsibility 

for climate 

finance
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– In 2010, developed countries agreed to 
provide USD$100 billion per year by 2020 to 
assist developing countries to mitigate and 
adapt to climate change – USD$1 trillion

– Under the Paris Agreement, developed 
countries are required to scale-up these 
financial resources 
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To be shared among 147 developing countries
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3. Responsibility for 

compensation 
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›No compensation under the Paris Agreement

› Inadequate government disaster relief payments

›Donor relief is inadequate

› Insurance - low penetration rates and the 
problem of affordability

›Litigation – no claim for damages has yet been 
successful
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Insurance risk pooling

– The Pacific Catastrophic Risk Insurance Company 
offers member countries sovereign parametric 
insurance, designed to pay-out within 10 days after a 
triggering event, providing those in need with 
valuable funds very soon after an event occurs, 
something that is vital for vulnerable regions when 
addressing the impacts of natural disasters and 
climate-related events.

– Current member countries include Cook Islands, 
Marshall Islands, Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu
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4. Responsibility for  

Climate Displaced 

Persons
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Types of human mobility and climate change
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2015 Paris Agreement
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Developments in 2018

– Report of the Task Force on Displacement (December 
2018)

– Extensive recommendations on averting, minimizing and 
addressing displacement related to the adverse impacts of 
climate change

– 2018 UN Global compact for safe, orderly and 
migration
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Conclusion
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– There remains a significant gap between the demands 
of Climate Justice and the commitments made by 
countries, especially developed countries, to protect the 
Capabilities of people living in the Pacific

– National governments may also be failing to integrate 
climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction

– Ultimately, the judiciary will be called upon to come to 
the assistance of those who have suffered, or who will 
suffer, the loss and damage of climate change
– This is already occurring
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Thank you


