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Abstract
This paper, written in 2021, explores how loss and grief is experienced through
forced displacement and planned relocation in the Pacific and the subsequent
implications that Pacific peoples have faced after being ‘removed’ from their
homelands and ‘moved’ to a foreign land. The loss of ecological culture, cultural
heritage, and generational trauma experienced by Pacific communities raises
the question of whether planned relocation and displacement threatens their
right to life with dignity. Drawing on the case of forced relocation of Banabans
during colonial times and cases of recent climate-related relocation of communities in Fiji, this paper emphasizes the need to consider the psychosocial
impacts on Pacific communities and cultures as well as the less tangible and
immeasurable ramifications of being ‘uprooted’. These case studies can inform
current dialogues and planning of contemporary and future relocations of
Pacific communities by raising questions of sovereignty, sense of belonging and
participation and identifying ways to uphold Pacific Island people’s right to life
with dignity, irrespective of whether they decide to move or to stay.

Keywords: Forced displacement, climate mobility, intangible loss, indigenous
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INTRODUCTION
Human displacement is one of the major categories of loss examined in a systematic literature review conducted by Tschakert and colleagues (2019). The
authors contend that human displacement is intimately connected to other
intangible losses, including cultural heritage and identity, one’s sense of place,
social fabric, emotional and mental wellbeing, indigenous knowledge, and human dignity (Tschakert et al. 2019). Many people in Pacific Island countries
fear that relocating from their lands will lead to losses of their cultural heritage
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and identity, including their language and ecological knowledge (Connell and
Lutkehaus 2017; Edwards 2013). In his seminal essay ‘Our Sea of Islands,’ Hau‘ofa
(1994) laid the foundation for reimagining Oceania as a diverse and vast space
where people and islands are connected through their genealogy, culture, and
histories of movement. Despite their history of mobility, it is a most traumatic
experience for Pacific Island people when they lose their attachment to place.
During a field visit to Fiji a few years ago, one of the elders told our group: ‘The
land is us. It is our identity, our vanua and our culture. The land provides for
us, so we should nurture it. If we do not nurture our land, it will not nurture
us.’ This quote encapsulates the inseparability of land and people among Indigenous communities in the Pacific. Indigenous terms for land, such as vanua in
Fiji and enua in Vanuatu, are synonymous with the term for placenta, which
demonstrates the intimate connection between land and people (Teitia-Seath
et al. 2020). This means that any separation of Pacific people from their land –
whether forced and involuntary or planned and voluntary – is bound to result
in severe ruptures and loss of identity (Campbell 2010). The potential linkages
and impacts of separation from land and place are visualised in Figure 1.
In this paper, I explore various Pacific case studies which illustrate how loss of
place affects communities and individuals when they are subjected to forced
displacement and planned relocation. I start with the loss and grief of Banabans
associated with their colonial-time forced relocation to Rabi Island in northern
Fiji. I then discuss the intangible losses experienced in the context of climaterelated planned relocation in Fiji. In the final case study, I explore the loss
of place, sovereignty, and statehood that may be associated with Pacific atoll
countries becoming uninhabitable in the future and what this means for mental
health systems in host countries. In the last section, I will critically engage with
these case studies and discuss implications for future work in this field.
FORCED RELOCATION FROM BANABA ISLAND IN TODAY’S KIRIBATI TO RABI
ISLAND, FIJI
Banaba Island in today’s Kiribati is a 6 km2 raised atoll island in the Central
Pacific and was the site of unfettered and destructive phosphate mining by
the British Phosphate Commission – jointly owned by the British, Australian,
and New Zealand governments – from the early 1900s to the end of the 1970s
(Teiawa 2015). During this period, the entire island was stripped of all its soil,
leaving a barren and largely uninhabitable moonscape behind (Edwards 2013).
Australia and New Zealand’s farming sectors would not be as productive and
prosperous without the phosphate mined from Banaba, Nauru and other Pacific
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Figure 1. Tree diagram of the types of losses related to forced displacement, loss of
place, and disenfranchised grief.

islands during colonial and postcolonial times (Christopher-Ikimotu 2021;
Teiawa 2015). The Banabans are an Indigenous group with a distinct culture
and one of the few ethnicities in the Pacific that had individual ownership of
land (Kempf and Hermann 2005). This made it easier for the colonial mining
company to dispossess individual landowners (Edwards 2013). The Japanese
Empire invaded Banaba in 1942 and established a regime of terror on the island,
relocated many Banabans to internment camps on other islands, and had killed
nearly all remaining Banabans by the end of 1945 (Christopher-Ikimotu 2021).
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After World War II, the exiled Banabans had the false hope to return to their
homeland but were instead relocated by the British colonisers to Rabi Island
in Fiji to enable continued phosphate mining operations on the island without
being ‘disturbed’ by the local population (Teaiwa 2015). Occasional uprisings by
the few remaining Banabans were quickly stifled by the colonial powers. Many
of the relocated Banabans on Rabi Island were deeply traumatised, as most
families had relatives that were murdered by the Japanese (Kempf and Hermann 2005). Their land on Banaba was destroyed by Western colonisers which
handed the island over to newly independent Kiribati in 1979 in disregard of
Banaba’s precolonial independent status (Teiawa 2015). Hence, the Banabans
lost their territorial sovereignty to Kiribati (Christopher-Ikimotu 2021). To this
day, Banabans in Fiji are regarded as second-class citizens without ownership
rights to the land they occupy (Edwards 2013).
Banaban scholars and activists have described the deep experience of grief and
loss by their people. As Teresa Teiawa has written in her powerful essay about
the Banabans’ loss of their land:
[I]f Banabans think of blood and land as one and the same, it follows
then that in losing their land, they lost their blood. In losing their
phosphate to agriculture, they have spilled their blood in different
lands. Their essential roots on ocean island are now essentially routes
to other places. (1998, 106)
Hele Christopher-Ikimotu, a Banaban youth worker for a Pasifika NGO in New
Zealand, expressed his grief in a similar way: ‘My people’s blood and bones are
on the land I live on now’ (2021).
Ironically, the phosphate from Banaba that has enriched the grasslands of
Australia and New Zealand has since made a detrimental contribution to climate change via the methane generated by the two countries’ dairy, beef, and
sheep industries. In turn, climate change has made countries in the Pacific
more prone to fast-onset disasters, such as cyclones, and slow-onset impacts,
such as sea-level rise, which pose major threats to these countries in terms of
displacement risk, as discussed in the next two examples.
CLIMATE-RELATED PLANNED RELOCATION IN FIJI: EXPERIENCES OF
INTANGIBLE LOSS
Several years ago, the Fijian Government estimated that hundreds of coastal villages in Fiji would require relocation in the future due to the impacts of climate
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change (Leckie and Huggins 2016). More recently, it has been suggested that
some 80 communities are in urgent need of relocation (Piggott-McKellar et al.
2019). In response to these risks, the Fijian Government published its Planned
Relocation Guidelines in 2018 to assist affected villages in implementing coordinated community relocations within Fiji. While the guidelines emphasise
voluntariness and community participation and frame planned relocation
as a ‘solution-oriented measure’ (Government of the Republic of Fiji 2018, 7),
there is no reference to the possible disruptions to livelihoods and sense of
place that may occur as a result of relocating entire communities from ‘at-risk’
places in coastal areas. In addition, the guidelines only mention ‘losses’ in the
context of disasters and hazards that communities are exposed to in their old
locations, but make no mention of the various types of loss that can occur as
a result of being relocated.
Until now, only a few I-Taukei (Indigenous) villages have been entirely or
partially moved to new locations inland. One of them is the village of Vunidogoloa on Fiji’s second largest island Vanua Levu, which has been the focus
of several empirical studies (e.g., Bertana 2020; McMichael and Powell 2021;
Piggott-McKellar et al. 2019). The village community was relocated around
two kilometres inland because it faced frequent floods and was increasingly
exposed to coastal erosion that threatened their land and village infrastructure
(McMichael and Powell 2021). It was expected that tensions over land and
the risk of disruption of villagers’ sense of place would be minimised by the
fact that the village moved within its own land (McMichael and Powell 2021).
However, although the new location is only a short walk away from the former
coastal settlement, many villagers reported that they missed their connection
to the ocean and to ancestral land (Piggott-McKellar et al. 2019; McMichael
and Powell 2021). As the following quote from a female resident demonstrates,
some villagers also reported a loss of agency as they could not participate in
decision-making about the relocation: ‘We were not consulted. Only the clan
was involved in the decision-making. We just went along with the decisions
made by the others.’ (McMichael and Powell 2021, 11).
As Yates et al. (2021) have stated, even internal mobility can cause psychosocial
trauma and major disruptions to cultural identity and livelihoods as people’s
relationship with their land changes. Indeed, some villagers referred to the loss
of control over their customary held resources:
We lost our rights to our natural resources, especially our qoliqoli
[customary fishing grounds]. When we moved up here anyone can
just come and use our fishing grounds, poachers, and there’s no con86

SITES: New Series · Vol 19 No 1 · 2022

trol. When we were down there we had control of how our resources
are used. (McMichael and Powell 2021, 6)
Additionally, the following quote demonstrates how relocated people need to
honour their responsibilities as caretakers of ancestral spirits: ‘Our forefathers
were buried there, and my husband was buried there too. So I still feel that
connection to there. I always go back to the burial ground’ (McMichael and
Powell 2021, 6; cf. Yates et al. 2021). Elderly residents expressed their concerns
about losing their communal traditions as social cohesion has eroded following
the relocation: ‘Everything is lost. In the old village we shared food, we caught
plenty of fish. We have a little bit lost that. People stop sharing’ (McMichael
and Powell 2021, 11).
This case study shows how various forms of intangible loss – loss of connection
to place, ancestral linkages, and communal traditions – are easily ignored in
planned relocation processes where there is solely a focus on avoiding tangible
losses, such as reducing risk of physical harm. Decision-makers at the national
level seem to ignore the considerable harm that even internal, short-distance
relocation can have on people’s sense of loss and grief. Such sense of loss is
even greater when it comes to the existential threat that sea-level rise poses for
low-lying atoll countries, as discussed in the following section.
FUTURE PLANNED RELOCATION FROM ‘SINKING’ ATOLL COUNTRIES IN THE
PACIFIC
It has been predicted that several low-lying atoll countries in the Pacific, such
as Kiribati, Tuvalu, and Nauru, will become submerged by rising sea levels or
otherwise uninhabitable by the middle of this century (Campbell, 2010). This
raises many questions including how current residents of these countries – and
the younger generation in particular – see their future. Oakes (2019) found
diverse views among his research participants in Kiribati, Tuvalu, and Nauru
with regard to their future mobility decisions in the face of climatic changes,
with many seeing no other option than to leave their islands despite recognising substantial socio-cultural losses associated with cross-border migration.
The quotes below exemplify these anxieties about the loss of cultural identity,
livelihoods, language, and social cohesion:
Our people will be scattered, and the survival of our unique culture, lifestyle and even our language, may be lost forever. (I-Kiribati
quoted in Oakes 2019, 491)
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Tuvalu is where I belong, my true identity and also it is where I was
brought up and leaving will result in the loss of culture. (Tuvaluan
quoted in Oakes 2019, 491)
However, many Pacific Island leaders and their citizens have vowed to stay on
and fight for various reasons – human rights, sovereignty concerns, religious
beliefs:
We are not going to go quietly. There are human rights issues; there
are sovereign rights issues that need to be looked at carefully.
(McNamara and Gibson 2009, 481)
Tokou is our God-given land. God has sent some climate change as a
warning for us to notice, but he won’t allow Tokou to go under water.
We trust in God to save us. (McMichael and Katonivualiku 2020, 290)
There are important lessons to be learned from countries that have seen large
numbers of their citizens migrate to safe havens such as Australia and New
Zealand. For example, citizens of the raised atoll island country Niue emigrated
to New Zealand following major climatic disasters, such as cyclones, as early as
the 1960s when it was still one of its colonies (Lee and Francis 2009). As Barnett
(2012) found, the gradual depopulation of Niue has had dire consequences on
those left behind; apart from tangible losses, such as labour shortages, they felt
a profound loss of cultural identity and national pride.
The existential risks faced by atoll countries raises important questions regarding sovereignty, citizenship, and national identity (Burkett 2011). For citizens
of these countries who will be forced to resettle in such host countries as New
Zealand or Australia, the relocation process is likely to cause an enormous sense
of loss, grief, and trauma. Teitia-Seath et al. (2020) have argued that mental
health services in these countries need to be well prepared to adequately support climate migrants. This requires a thorough understanding of the particular
psychosocial impacts that future climate-forced migration will have on Pacific
Island peoples.
CRITICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH THE CASE STUDIES AND THE IMPLICATIONS
FOR FUTURE WORK
Cunsolo and Ellis (2018) have described ecological grief as a form of ‘disenfranchised grief ’ (cf. Doka 2002) that is not openly acknowledged in the context
of climate-related displacement. In the case of the relocation of the Banabans,
88

SITES: New Series · Vol 19 No 1 · 2022

disenfranchised grief manifested itself in the loss of ancestral ties, social disarticulation, and loss of territorial sovereignty, all of which have been ignored
by both the colonial power and the host country Fiji. In the case study of the
planned relocation in Fiji, disenfranchised grief occurs among those whose
wishes to remain in place despite the physical risks were ignored by the more
powerful members of the community and by government agencies. Finally,
disenfranchised grief is expected when climate migrants from the Pacific will
be hosted by New Zealand and Australia, where Western mental health services
may have little understanding of the real sense of loss and grief that is associated with abandoning their homelands.
The case studies outlined in this article cause me to reflect on how practitioners
within the development aid and climate change space must be aware of the
psychosocial aspects of grief and loss to create a holistic approach towards
planned relocation strategies and policies. Project implementation and climate
action often fail to meet the needs of the most vulnerable and those who are
structurally affected the most by decision-making. Hence, what is required is
that the social and emotional aspects of relocation are to be centred in the debate around planned relocation in connection with climate change and disaster
risks. I believe it is crucial for researchers and development practitioners to
review their policies and accompany the communities in the post-relocation
phase, which until now has often been left open-ended or the books have been
closed when the project lifespan ends.
I have had experience with witnessing disaster-induced relocation in Fiji and
Vanuatu and have seen how it does not only affect the safety of the communities
but how there is a protracted loss and grieving process that is attached to the
loss of sacred and ancestral lands where their families are buried. As Yates et al.
have found based on a review of the psychosocial impacts of climate-related
migration, ‘shifts in the land-person relationship are associated with collective
experiences of stress, anxiety, nostalgia, loss, sadness, heartbreak, or a sense
of being “robbed” of their identity’ (2021, 7). Having witnessed the impacts
of the loss of land, homes, and stability myself, I contend that governments
and decision-makers must empower communities and provide services that
cater to their holistic needs which are not confined to physical and protective
needs. I look forward to incorporating my social sciences knowledge and my
knowledge of the ‘science of loss’ (Barnett et al. 2016, 976) within the climate
action space which focuses on the human dimension of disasters, climate
relocation, and adaptation which requires acute knowledge and understanding of psychosocial and emotional aspects of being uprooted from ancestral
lands, whether the relocation occurs within people’s customary land (as in the
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case of planned relocation in Fiji) or whether it involves transborder movements (as in the case of forced relocation of the Banabans and future climate
migrants in the Pacific).
We need to listen to and respect the way Pacific communities, organisations,
and governments articulate their respective development priorities and how
they experience loss and grief when moving from their homelands. As Tschakert et al. have aptly stated, there are ‘a thousand ways to experience loss’ (2019,
58). Hence, when working with displaced people, we need to commit ourselves to long-term relationships with them and work alongside and support
them when asked. In supporting climate-related migration processes in the
Pacific, New Zealand’s development assistance programme needs to be responsive, culturally informed, and committed. For government agencies and
non-governmental organisations that are involved in planned relocation, active
listening and understanding the impacts that decisions may have on the most
vulnerable people are required before any action is taken. There is a need to be
able to identify the coping mechanisms and issues associated with ecological
loss and grief which are multi-scalar phenomena that are often dismissed as a
secondary concern. Where only safety from physical harm is prioritised and
relocation is seen as the only viable solution provided, the collateral damage
of the move in terms of the loss and grief associated with place detachment is
neglected and deeply emotional impacts are discounted.
note
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