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Topic Background
Definitions2:

→ Small Island Developing State: a group of 58 States that face unique social, economic and

environmental vulnerabilities, due to them being island nations.3

→ Climate Change: The warming of the Earth, primarily due to human activities.4 → Rising

Sea Levels: The rise in sea levels, primarily caused by the melting of ice sheets and glaciers

and the expansion of warming seawater.5

1https://researchleap.com/introduction-empiric-approach-resource-curse-phenomenon-small-island-deve
l oping-states-Small Island Developing States/
2 https://www.unfe.org/definitions/
3https://www.un.org/ohrlls/content/about-small-island-developing-states#:~:text=Small%20Island%20Deve
loping%20States%20(Small Island Developing
States,social%2C%20economic%20and%20environmental%20vulnerabilities.
4 https://climate.nasa.gov/effects/
5https://climate.nasa.gov/vital-signs/sea-level/#:~:text=Sea%20level%20rise%20is%20caused,1993%2C
%20as%20observed%20by%20satellites.
→ Climate Change Refugee: Those who have been displaced or forced to leave their homes

because of “environmental destruction.”6

→Natural Disaster: Types of extreme weather, which threaten human health, safety, and

property.7

→ 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development: A climate change

conference held in Rio de Janeiro. During the conference, Small Island Development States were

recognized as a special case both for their environment and development.8

History of the topic:

What is a Small Island Development State?

Small Island Developing

States, or Small Island

Developing States, are

low-lying island nations that

are incredibly vulnerable to

extreme weather and climate

change.9 These may include



an increase in cyclones, storm

surges, droughts, sea-level

rise and ocean acidification.10

Small Island Developing

States are culturally and

environmentally unique, primarily due to their size and location,11 and include some of the

smallest and most isolated nations within the United Nations. According to the United Nations

Environmental Program, this places these nations at a disadvantage when compared to larger

states.12 Small Island Developing States are currently divided into three regions: the Caribbean,

the Pacific, and the Atlantic, Mediterranean and South China Sea Region. 13

Because of their size, Small Island Developing States often struggle to raise awareness of the

problems they face, and gain international support. In the 1990s, Small Island Developing States

formed the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS). As the AOSIS, they successfully lobbied

for recognition of their particular needs in the text of the landmark UN Framework Convention

on Climate Change (UNFCCC) two years later.14

What problems do Small Island
Developing States face?

Since 1970, more than 650

water-based disasters have impacted

Small Island Developing States and

similar Island nations. These disasters

have impacted more than 35 million

individuals and have cost around 34

billion dollars in damages.15 Although

Small Island Developing States only

make up less than one percent of the

world’s population, they face unique

social, environmental and economic According to the UN, one of these challenges is their geography,
which results in “many Small Island Developing States facing high import and export costs for goods as
well as irregular international traffic volumes. Yet, they must rely on external markets for many goods due
to the narrow resource base.”17 As will be discussed below, the fact that Small Island Developing States are
so isolated from other nations often contributes to the issues they face. Additionally, for many Small Island



Developing States, the majority of natural resources they have access to are located in the ocean. Factors
such as a small population size, isolation from global markets, high costs of transportation and vulnerable
ecosystems make Small Island Developing States particularly vulnerable to disaster.18 Natural disasters,
climate change, loss of biodiversity, and disease all hit Small Island Developing States much harder than
their larger counterparts

Past International Actions

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals:

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs were adopted in 2015 in order to

end poverty, protect Earth, and ensure all people enjoy peace and prosperity by 2030.19 There are

currently 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals, but this guide will highlight one that is

relevant when discussing Small Island Developing States. SDG 13 is known as“Climate Action.”

Currently, the UN has estimated that over 90 percent of physical disasters, including tropical

storms or hurricanes, are climate-related and impacted by human activities. Our individual

actions, as well as the actions of governments or large corporations, are the main factor for the

increase in climate change. 20

Furthermore, the United Nations advises increasing support to vulnerable regions, such as Small

Island Developing States as well as efforts to create more disaster risk measures, sustainable

resource management, and international development strategies. Due to their nature, many Small

Island Developing States are incredibly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.



Previous actions taken by the United Nations:

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural

Organization, also known as UNESCO, has often passed

directives and implemented programs to assist Small

Island Developing States and other island nations. In

2008, UNESCO created an intersectional platform

between its mission, and the preservation of Small Island

Developing States, which resulted in the creation of the

Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing

States. According to UNESCO, this program helps by

“through an integrated approach to sustainable island

living and development, emphasizing interregional

linkages and cooperation, reflecting the priority status
assigned to Small Island Developing
In addition to the adoption of Small Island Developing States into the main UNESCO

framework, the organization has also helped implement and prioritize the 1994 Barbados

Programme of Action, the 2005 Mauritius Strategy, and the SAMOA Pathways.22

UNESCO has also developed, with various Small Island Developing States Member States, a

long-term Small Island Developing States Action Plan, which was adopted in April 2016.

According to UNESCO, “the plan is an intersectoral engagement across all of UNESCO’s

programs.”23

In particular, the 1994 Barbados Programme of Action laid the foundation for most of the work

the UN, and its member states do to preserve and protect Small Island Developing States. The

program also identifies “priority” areas and specific actions that must be taken to address them.

Some of these priorities include:24

● climate change and sea- level rise

● management of wastes

● freshwater resources

● tourism resources

● biodiversity resources



● transport and communication

While these priority areas are not, and should not, be the end of a delegate's research, they

represent the main policy and environmental factors the UN believe should be addressed.

Notable NGOs and International Organizations

In addition to work done by local governments and the United Nations, various non-profits and

non-governmental organizations, also known as NGOs, have emerged to advocate for Small

Island Developing States and their populations.

One notable organization is Island First, a nonprofit which is dedicated to helping small island

nations protect the Earth’s climate and oceans.25 According to the organization, “when a highly

motivated group of countries chooses to act, the results can be dramatic.”26 Currently, the

organization supports Small Island representatives at the United Nations, as they advocate for

ocean and climate change reforms. Some of these reforms include stopping bottom trawling,

which is the dragging of nets along the ocean, advocating for the use of the SDSs on the ocean,

and the protection of marine

biodiversity.27 Additionally, Island

First works as the primary support

organization for the Chair

of AOSIS, which oversees 44 low

lying islands and coastal nations.

According to the organization,

“AOSIS has been a consistent

proponent of ambitious

international cooperation to

effectively address climate change,

and was instrumental in the

creation of the United Nations

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its Kyoto Protocol.”28

Sub-Topics to Consider

Subtopic 1: Climate Change Refugees



The words “climate refugee” have been used since 1985, when the United Nations

Environmental Program, or UNEP, defined climate change refugees as those who have been

“forced to leave their traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, because of marked

environmental disruption.”29According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,

or UNHCR, more than 21 million people have been displaced by climate change-related events

and natural disasters. These disasters may include floods, storms, wildfires, and drought.30 The

number of displaced peoples is expected to rise in the future, with some experts predicting that

1.2 billion people could be globally displaced by 2050 due to climate change and other natural

weather events.31It is also important to be aware of the demographics of many of these refugees.

Over the last 30 years, the number of people living in coastal cities, areas and islands has grown

to 260 million people. Of those, 90 percent of residents are from developing countries and small

island states. Careful consideration must be given to the safety and security of Small Island

Developing States residents.

As mentioned above, Small Island Developing States are incredibly vulnerable to the impacts of

climate change. Most experts agree that the low-lying islands, particularly in the Pacific Ocean

region, are at risk of being completely under-water by the end of the century.32 Other risks

include coastal flooding and erosion, reduced freshwater quality and quantity, and coral reef

bleaching.33 According to the UN, “this means that small island nations could find themselves in

an almost unimaginable situation, in which they run out of fresh water long before they run out

of land.”34

Subtopic 2: Indigenous Rights in Small Island

The role of indigenous communities within SIDS is vital, and cannot be underestimated. Often,

the traditional practices of indigenous communities are rising to combat the impacts of climate

change. One example of this effect can

be seen in Papua New Guinea. In New

Guinea, locals use locally-produced

coconut oil as an alternative to diesel.

Additionally, in the Pacific, a

foundation is building traditional

Polynesian canoes, serving as

sustainable passenger and cargo



transport for health services,

education, disaster relief and

research.35

It is also important to note that while westernized nations create the bulk of fossil fuels and

emissions, local indigenous populations feel those impacts the strongest. In general, climate

change threatens Indigenous communities and their access to traditional foods and water.36 This,

coupled with the fact that many SIDS are already struggling to provide enough water for their

populations, create a delicate balance within these communities. In a statement given to the

United Nations in 2010, the Indigenous People’s Major Group, gave the following statement:

“Many SIDS and other small islands within larger states are populated by indigenous peoples

who have been traditional stewards of their biological and cultural diversity, and the various

ecosystems found in their lands and waters. When these lands and resources disappear; or are

gravely altered due to these disasters and climate change crises, the local populations suffer the

first and the worst impacts; and their survival is at stake.”37

Subtopic 3: Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States

Throughout most of their history, SIDS have pursued unconventional methods of development

and economic

prosperity. Because

SIDS have such

isolated economies, any

external ‘shock,’ such

as the rise in the

price of oil or grain,

can send an economy

spiraling downward.38

Because of how

susceptible they are to

external shocks, SIDS

economies remain

fragile and can be set

back dramatically and



disproportionately to

their larger

counterparts. This impact must be kept in mind when discussing how best to economically

support SIDS. While traditional solutions, like utilizing UN or NGO funding, may be effective

for larger states, they may not be as effective for these smaller islands. In general, experts

recommend that additional financial assistance be given to local governments or indigenous

organizations directly. However, issues arrive when considering how the economic landscape of

SIDS has been changed by the COVID-19 pandemic and the acceleration of climate change.

With these in mind, it is up for debate ‘sustainable development’ means for SIDS and how to

achieve it.39

Questions to Consider

1. What actions can larger nations take to help protect Small Island Developing States?

2. How can Small Island Developing States respond to climate change, especially the

increase in sea-levels?

3. Should the 1994 Barbados Protocol be updated? And if so, what should be included?

4. How can the United Nations support the indigenous populations of Small Island

Developing States?

5. What can be done to preserve biodiversity in Small Island Developing States?



39https://odi.org/en/publications/towards-sustained-development-in-small-island-developing-states-why-we
-need-to-reshape-global-governance/

Further Readings

- WHO country presence in small island developing states (SIDS)

- COVID-19 in SIDS | Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed

Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States -

AOSIS

- Small Island Developing States | Joint SDG Fund

- Small Island Developing States in a post‐pandemic world: Challenges and opportunities

for climate action - Foley - 2022




