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Climate justice through climate finance? Lessons from Oceania
Edward A. Morgan 1,2✉ and Kirstie Petrou1,2

Pacific Island Countries (PICs) are at the forefront of climate change and the movement for climate justice. However, in Western
discourse, the PICs are often portrayed as small and isolated, which reinforces the idea that climate change impacts are primarily
happening in places remote from wealthier nations. This, in turn, affects political relations and attitudes to climate action and
justice. By contrast, Pacific world views focus on themes of genuine connection and kinship that are enduring and reciprocal, and
more than simple political statements about ‘Pacific family’. Achieving climate justice in Oceania requires that we truly engage with
Pacific understandings of family and connection. Here, we consider how these themes can be incorporated into carbon finance
initiatives, which are key tools for achieving climate justice. In so doing, we examine how justice issues around carbon finance,
including (1) accessibility and resources; (2) failure to understand ecological and social connections; and (3) loss of rights,
privatisation, and enclosure of commons, could benefit from this approach. We conclude that learning from Pacific informed
understandings of kin and connection would strengthen climate justice in Oceania and beyond, and enhance the tools employed
to achieve it.
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INTRODUCTION
The papers in this special issue are founded on, and argue for, the
principle that climate action requires climate justice to be both
sustainable and genuine. However, they also demonstrate that
climate justice is complex and that we are far from fully
understanding or implementing it. A key theme running through
the papers, and the workshops that were conducted to help
develop them, is the idea of connection. Climate change is not
something that happens ‘over there’; rather, it impacts us all. In
this paper, which is intended as a reflection on the special issue,
we expand upon this theme of connection, to consider what
climate action and justice might look like if current Western
approaches to climate action incorporated Pacific understandings
of kinship and connection. We begin by defining alternative
learnings from the Pacific before discussing carbon finance in the
context of climate justice and subsequently reconfiguring this
example to reflect an understanding of kinship and connection.
We define climate justice as encompassing both a human rights
element that includes ‘safeguarding the rights of the most
vulnerable and sharing the burdens and benefits of climate
change and its resolution equitably and fairly’1 and a moral
element that ‘(1) identifies the various moral concerns that are
either causing, caused by, or otherwise raised by climate change
and (2) organises and manifests in responses to climate change,
attempting to address those injustices’2. Together, these defini-
tions privilege ideas of kinship, responsibility and connection that
we argue should underpin climate action and justice in the region.

CONNECTION, KINSHIP AND CLIMATE ACTION
From the Western perspective, the Pacific Island Countries (PICs)
are generally depicted as tiny and remote. They are seen as
‘islands in a far sea’3, mere blips on the world map and divided
from the rest of the world by vast oceans. As Hau’ofa3 argued
roughly three decades ago, this derogatory depiction of the PICs
as peripheral land masses entirely dependent on the largesse of

wealthier nations and too small to matter in the grand scheme of
things, is vital in perpetuating relationships of dominance and
subordination, and therefore injustice. Such relationships and
views, founded during the colonial era, have facilitated centuries
of unequal ecological exchanges and led to environmental
injustices that have contributed to and are being exacerbated
by climate change4. This has resulted in the increased frequency
and severity of extreme weather events in the PICs5, which already
include the most natural disaster-prone countries in the world6.
Yet, while the sudden and severe devastation of tropical cyclones
make easy fodder for sensationalist news media, the PICs are also
subjected to the ‘slow violence’7 of climate change, such as sea-
level rise, and impacts from ocean acidification (including the loss
of coral reefs)5. This slow violence that arises from, for example,
political inaction over carbon emissions in distant nations is
‘incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing
out across a range of temporal scales’7, and as such, it is
‘decoupled from its original causes by the workings of time’7. This
makes it difficult to attribute blame and draw clear conclusions
about cause and effect. Slow violence takes place ‘out of sight’ and
is wrought on people and places whose stories and existence ‘do
not count’8. These climate impacts stem from policies and
practices that are temporally and spatially distant from the PICs,
whose own carbon emissions are among the lowest in the world
(less than 0.03% of the global total9 and 1.4 tonnes per person10).
This highlights the climate injustice inherent in a lack of action.
The depiction of PICs as tiny and marginal ensures that their
stories of climate change and calls for climate action are
discounted as unimportant and perpetuates processes leading
to climate injustice. In fact, it facilitates what Mbembe (2003) has
described as ‘necropolitics’, whereby decisions are made—either
purposely or through inaction—that rationalise the sacrifice of
certain populations: a politics of ‘let die’ so that others may
prosper11. This plays out in the PICs every time Australia and other
global economic powers refuse to take action on climate change.
In some discourses, the Pacific Islands are already lost.
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What then, if other countries, including Australia, actively took a
different approach and, as Hau’ofa (1994) suggests3, began to
view the PICs as a ‘sea of islands’, in which oceans are spaces of
connection rather than rupture, and if the deep ties we have to
one another—through colonialism and neo-colonialism, aid and
trade, kith and kin—were properly recognised? The PICs
themselves have promoted this view, adopting the concept of a
Blue Pacific at the 2017 Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) leaders’
meeting, which emphasises the need for regional action on
climate change alongside greater autonomy for the PICs. In
contrast, Australia’s discursive agenda, which is focused on the
perceived geopolitical threat of China, instead began referring to
‘our Pacific family’ in 2018. Drawing upon ideas of equality and
kinship and acknowledging the potential for intrafamilial squab-
bles, then Prime Minister Scott Morrison and his political
successors deployed this idea of family to generate feelings of
warmth with the PICs. Although part of the aim was to exclude
China, which was said to lack deep connections to the Pacific and
whose interest in the Pacific was described as merely ‘transac-
tional’. However, as Wallis12 observes, familial roles come with
certain obligations in the Pacific. Australia’s glib use of the term
‘family’ has thus far failed to recognise that ‘kinship comes with
important expectations, values and responsibilities. In the Pacific,
relatives can make serious requests of each other, and it’s a major
cultural faux pas to say no’13. Australia’s repeated lack of serious
climate action represents a significant cultural transgression and
demonstrates improper respect for people referred to as kin.
Consequently, Australia’s supposedly familial relationship to the
Pacific has been cast in far darker terms: Palau’s national climate
change coordinator, Xavier Matsutaro, described the relationship
as ‘dysfunctional’, noting that ‘it’s like you’re in a relationship and
you get abused by your spouse, but at the same time they feed
you and clothe you’14. If Australia’s very limited climate action
continues, this sense of an abusive relationship could worsen. The
violence may escalate to murder as environments and the
populations they support slowly die. Since its per capita carbon
emissions are the highest in the world (15.3 tonnes per person per
year15), Australia has a moral duty to take action. If one moves
beyond the fallacy of impermeable national boundaries and
begins to think in terms of connections—and a ‘sea of islands’—it
becomes clear that the slow violence of climate injustice in the
Pacific, and other similarly ‘peripheral’ regions, impacts us all.
Importantly, the PICs are far from passive victims of climate

injustice. Pacific Island nations and their peoples have long
engaged in multiple forms of activism and adaptation to counter
the impacts of climate change and continue to do so. At the local
level, Pacific communities have utilised centuries of Indigenous
knowledge to adapt to climate change in novel ways, including
through food preservation, planting techniques and monitoring
plant and animal behaviour to predict climate and weather
changes16. In the political arena, leaders have called for reduced
fossil fuel dependency since the 1990s. At global climate
negotiations, the PICs have joined existing coalition blocs and,
frustrated by climate inaction, gone on to create their own
regional groupings, such as the Pacific Small Island Developing
States, to amplify united Pacific voices17,18. The PICs led the
inclusion of a 1.5 °C goal within the Paris Agreement, highlighting
the impacts they are already seeing and would face at 2 °C of
warming. At the same time, grassroots climate activists, such as
the Pacific Climate Warriors, challenge the ‘drowning islands’
narrative with their war cry, ‘We are not drowning, we are
fighting’. Notably, their peaceful protests extend beyond the
Pacific, reflecting the connection between Australia’s emissions
and their fight19,20. The 2014 blockade of Newcastle’s (New South
Wales) coal port demonstrated, in visually spectacular ways, that
climate change and its problems are not restricted to the ‘isolated’
land masses of the PICs. These problems unequally impact the
Pacific—and other so-called ‘marginal’ regions of the world—and

‘can no longer be contained within its islands’20. Through their
actions, the Warriors have taken on the responsibility to educate
industrialised nations about the impacts of climate change and
the Pacific’s response to it. Thus, they aim to subvert the dominant
discourse of PICs as small, marginal and in need of assistance, but
rather emphasise that they are at the forefront of climate change
impacts and we can learn from them.
Common to many of these actions, whether in the global

political arena or through grassroots activism, has been the call to
recognise the importance of kinship and connection16,19,21 which
are fundamental to cultures across the Pacific, and how they
respond to challenges (including most recently COVID-19)21–24.
We argue that greater recognition of this kinship and connection
is integral as we seek climate justice through Western-dominated
institutions and mechanisms, such as climate finance. As non-
Pacific authors, it is not our intention to co-opt Pacific knowledge.
Rather, we believe that respectfully listening to and learning from
these ideas can help us address the deep climate injustice
embedded in Western-dominated climate mitigation and adapta-
tion approaches. In the next section, we examine carbon finance
schemes to interrogate how effectively current tools recognise
these connections and to what extent they acknowledge or
incorporate Pacific Islands’ expertise and world views. In so doing,
we consider how we might improve these potential climate justice
initiatives if we begin from an understanding of an interconnected
Oceania and more explicitly consider the morality implicit in
kinship and connection.

EXAMPLE: CARBON FINANCE, REDD+, BLUE CARBON AND
CARBON CREDITS
Carbon finance is a potentially powerful tool for climate action
and climate justice. Government-led and voluntary REDD+
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation,
and foster conservation, sustainable management of forests, and
enhancement of forest carbon stocks(+)) carbon payments25–27

were initially designed as a mechanism for wealthier industrialised
countries to pay highly forested countries in the Global South for
preserving and sustainably managing their forests28. It has led to
government-based and market-based voluntary initiatives that
create credits for carbon storage ecosystem services, which can be
traded and used as offsets for carbon emissions for governments,
businesses, and individuals26,29. Emerging ‘Blue Carbon’ schemes
are based on the same principle but focused on mangroves, sea
grass, and other coastal vegetation30,31. The potential for these
carbon markets is vast. The voluntary carbon market is predicted
to be worth $50 billion in 203032, but it remains unclear how
effectively these will reduce carbon emissions33,34 or whom the
true beneficiaries will be34.
REDD+ has significant potential for the highly forested

Melanesian countries, and some PICs, notably Papua New Guinea
(PNG), have led its development. The emerging ‘Blue Carbon’
markets significantly expand the potential application of carbon
finance in Oceania, as almost all PICs have significant coastal
vegetation. However, there have been strong critiques of these
carbon payment schemes35–39, which reflects both justice issues
and a lack of understanding of the reciprocity and connection
underpinning Pacific relationships. PNG recently introduced a
moratorium on REDD+ projects due to concerns about local
communities’ exploitation and whether the PNG government truly
benefited from the schemes.
Here, we highlight three inter-related issues with carbon

payment schemes: (1) accessibility and resources, including the
imposition of Western rules and concepts of markets; (2) failure to
understand ecological and social connections and the misuse of
the credits for avoidable emissions offsets; and (3) loss of rights,
privatisation, enclosure of commons and colonisation of land. We
reflect on some of these issues by applying Pacific perspectives to
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climate justice that privilege ideas of kinship, connection and the
moral obligations these relationships entail.

Accessibility and resources
Concerns about the complexity and requirements of carbon
payment schemes have been widely acknowledged29,40–43,
including by Ledger and Klöck in this special issue. On the one
hand, strong monitoring, reporting and verification is necessary
for these schemes to have integrity and ensure carbon is stored42.
On the other hand, these requirements—and related stringent
accounting stipulations—limit funding accessibility40–42 and place
significant burdens on communities. These issues are often
presented as governance challenges that can be ameliorated by
improving participation or, more broadly, legitimacy42,44. How-
ever, carbon finance governance rules are often determined by
Western rule-makers who define legitimacy according to their
cultural norms and worldviews45; although, there is some
evidence for improved participation of the Global South in
rulemaking46. Consequently, these externally imposed rules can
be inefficient, inappropriate and frustrating or seen as stemming
from a lack of trust in local people47,48 Key questions also remain
on exactly what improved participation looks like on the ground
and how best to engage communities49–51; however, we argue
that incorporating principles of mutual respect—key to familial
relationships—will go a long way to improving engagement and
empowerment.
Another key means of improving the legitimacy of these

schemes is to ensure community needs are met, that communities
are involved in their design and running and that the schemes
involve community members and their local knowledge and skills.
In short, the schemes must not be something that is ‘done to
people’52,53; rather, they must foster and recognise the interrelat-
edness between seemingly distant places. Here, responsibly,
carefully and ethically harnessing existing connections to land
and resources and mapping onto existing connections, under-
standings and governance approaches can be valuable, as
highlighted by Morrison et al in this issue, as well as else-
where54–56. There is considerable scope to learn from the Pacific
Islands’ approaches to governance and rulemaking through
employing Talanoa and similar processes to support under-
standing and participation, as discussed by Park et al in this issue.
Learning from these locally-based approaches and integrating
them into carbon finance schemes might address these govern-
ance concerns39,57–59, although we must be careful not to
appropriate these ideas or treat them as a panacea applicable
to all contexts. Learning from a Pacific Islands perspective and
privileging principles of reciprocity can encourage us to be flexible
in planning and governance and facilitate innovative ways of
approaching and evaluating management at a landscape
scale29,60.

Ecological and social connections and use of carbon credits
A second key justice issue is how carbon credits are created and
used. Carbon payment schemes treat carbon as a discrete service
with other environmental and socio-cultural concerns externalised
and addressed through standards and safeguards29. These are
optional add-ons in the voluntary carbon market that can be used
to create ‘premium’ credits—although the relatively low carbon
price and high number of credits in markets make these less
profitable and harder to sell. However, this approach places the
costs of implementation on land managers and stewards—often
local communities—who must change practices to fit carbon
accounting requirements42,61,62. These approaches may deny or
limit other uses of natural resources and ecosystem services,
effectively fragmenting rather than sustaining connections
between people, places and action for climate justice.

At the same time, carbon credits are often only used by people
in wealthier industrialised countries to ‘offset’ emissions that could
otherwise be avoided40. For example, they can be used for flights
or other travel with a relatively small payment. Thus, polluting
behaviours continue, but we get to feel good about ‘helping’
distant others even as our actions simultaneously exacerbate
climate injustice. To counter this, there is a push for credits only to
be used for ‘hard to abate’ emissions, as highlighted by the UN63.
Although the schemes themselves often have limited control over
what the credits might be used for, they must be aware of the
imbalance of impacts and requirements and the risk of not
supporting genuine climate action by maintaining the mispercep-
tion that climate change is disconnected from actions and climate
action can be delivered without real behavioural change.
To address some of these issues, schemes need a more holistic

understanding of the interconnectedness of ecological integrity,
benefits from natural resources and the socio-cultural context29,64

reflected in arguments for climate-smart landscapes65,66. A Pacific
Islands perspective that sees land and ocean as connected—
reflected in the Ridge-to-reef perspectives67–69—and both as
intimately connected to people and culture naturally encourages
these landscape perspectives21.

Rights, privatisation and colonisation
The final justice issue raises doubts about whether these market
mechanisms can ever be fair and equitable if they impose a
capitalist and neoliberal market on nature and people, exacerbat-
ing dispossession of land, privatisation and enclosure of the
commons and act only as ‘green grabs’ for the wealthy and
powerful35–37,70,71. A clear answer to this critique is difficult, and
there is a risk that such market mechanisms may always be unjust
and thus alternatives must be available. Although support for
market mechanisms is high within the globalised neoliberal
market economy, it is not universal. In many PICs, cash economies
exist alongside the gift economy and other non-cash econo-
mies72,73, although the power of the former is ever-increasing and
impossible to ignore73. Pragmatically, it must also be acknowl-
edged that markets are not going anywhere. We suggest that
these market-based mechanisms are political and politicised,
negotiated between countries of unequal power and influenced
by stakeholders and vested interests with differing access and
resources. Given this, perhaps we should not expect markets to
bring justice but aim to reduce injustice in markets by recognising
our ongoing connections to distant others and acting accordingly.
There may be lessons from the Pacific and a more connected

regional approach. Australia, and others, could support Pacific
nations in ensuring that these mechanisms benefit the people
who own and manage these landscapes. This could be included in
international negotiations, as concerns have been raised that the
market mechanisms agreed under the Paris Agreement and
finalised at the latest Conference of the Parties (COP27) are
insufficient in supporting rights. These might have been
strengthened with the backing of other countries. Additionally,
Australia could assist with innovative, landscape-based, locally-led
Pacific approaches to these schemes. In particular, if the aim is to
base a regional carbon credit scheme on Australia’s current
scheme, then there are opportunities to ensure better integrity
beyond the transparency issues the recent review of the
Australian mechanism highlighted74. Part of this could be
recognising the ongoing slow violence wrought by the Australian
coal industry on our nearest neighbours and ensuring that carbon
credits are used responsibly and not simply to offset coal power or
native forest logging, both of which can be relatively easily
avoided, in a rush to net zero.
Ultimately, a justice perspective on these schemes highlights

the need for care and attention and learning as they roll out,
despite the ‘climate emergency’ and potential benefits such
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schemes could bring. Australia, and others, could support a
Pacific-informed approach to these schemes based on climate
justice and benefit from harnessing the opportunities they present
if they are willing to act as members of a family and uphold the
moral obligations this entails.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In January 2020, as Australia’s eastern seaboard choked on smoke
from the worst bushfires in history, communities in PNG and
Vanuatu were quick to respond. Volunteers in both countries
pushed wheelbarrows down the streets, collecting cash donations
for Australian communities decimated by the fires. This act was
touching, if not a little baffling, from the Australian perspective,
given the limited financial resources available to Pacific commu-
nities. Yet viewed from the Pacific Islands perspective, where
social relations are built upon reciprocity and exchange and kin
ties are reinforced or ruined by actions or the lack thereof, the
donations of PNG and Vanuatu made perfect sense. Australian
communities were in need, and refusing assistance was unthink-
able and would deny the family relationship between our
countries. As one PNG volunteer, Giro Imbo, explained:

‘It’s one way of telling people in times of disaster that we
are with them […] We say Australia is our ‘Momma Country’
[…] Most of us benefit from Australian aid which builds
health centres and hospitals, that’s why we took this
initiative so that we could at least do something at the
community level.’75

In Vanuatu, Emma Mesao echoed these sentiments: ‘If there’s a
disaster in Vanuatu, Australia helps… so we’re here to help’75. The
question should not be ‘why would they help?’ but rather ‘how
could they not?’ Australia may act as the hormonal teenager of the
family, oscillating between the desire to be both a part of and
apart from the PICs, but for better or worse, we are kin whose
histories and futures are intricately entwined. Yet all too often,
Australia’s actions, and inactions, do not honour this relationship.
Of course, Australia is not the only, nor even the most

important, state actor in the Pacific. The US has increasingly
pivoted towards the Pacific since the Obama administration and,
as noted earlier for Australia, has often prioritised countering
China’s influence in the region76. The importance of kinship and
connection for climate justice discussed here in the Australian
context can be extended to any and all actors in the region—
treating the Pacific as equal members of a family, rather than a
strategic arena for action or simply a place to extend influence
into, will produce better outcomes for climate justice, and thus
better climate action, in turn, building trust and making partner-
ships/alliances more effective.
Using the example of carbon finance, we have illustrated one

way this Pacific informed perspective might support climate
justice. Learning from and respecting the Pacific Islands and their
knowledge and traditions could help make carbon finance
governance fairer. Pacific ideas of connection between land and
sea and between country and people are arguably exactly the
holistic approaches these schemes need and are slowly moving
towards—they certainly influenced the proposal for a different
approach put forward by one of the authors29. Finally, under-
standing our connections to the Pacific and no longer seeing
them as small and peripheral but directly connected to us all may
encourage wealthier, more powerful countries to support
innovative approaches to addressing the injustice of these
colonial and neoliberal mechanisms.
This is not only about justice but about action. Justice, in

whatever way we might achieve it, is essential if these
mechanisms are to work for climate action. If they are inaccessible
or unmanageable, or if they damage communities or landscapes,

these same communities may understandably avoid or renege on
them. If carbon finance and other mechanisms become simply
and solely investments for the wealthy to offset emissions that
they might otherwise avoid, we risk hitting net zero but seeing the
Keeling curve of carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere continue
to rise, undermining faith in all climate action. A lack of justice for
communities (resource owners and stewards) and from a
functional perspective of reducing carbon will undermine
confidence in carbon credits and other payments for ecosystem
services. Justice is a pragmatic requirement for success as much as
an ethical and moral one. Climate change does not respect
political boundaries, nor should our quest for climate justice. If we
continue to participate in the slow violence that results from
climate inaction and a lack of engagement with those most
impacted by climate change, the ‘let die’ necropolitics of
sacrificing seemingly remote locations—whether the islands of
the Pacific or elsewhere—will come for us all. Instead, we must
learn from others, from ideas of connection and kinship from the
Pacific Islands and elsewhere to help us address climate injustice
and pursue more urgent, fairer, and more effective climate action.
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