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ABSTRACT
Climate change poses an existential threat to Tokelau. Managing the risks of
climate change is critical to ensuring the future viability of Tokelau. Tokelau faces a
future that is dependent on the actions of other countries, especially the actions of
those in developed countries which are historically the biggest greenhouse gas
emitters. The Paris Agreement is considered by Tokelau as the most realistic step
towards stabilizing greenhouse gas emissions globally. One of the aims of the Paris
Agreement is to hold “the increase in the global average temperature to well
below 2oC above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature
increase to 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would
significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change.” The inclusion of the
1.5oC target was a surprise to many in the scientific community. Not only does it go
against scientific understanding of climate change (as documented in the IPCC
AR5), but it also places the onus on the scientific community to assess whether the
1.5oC target is realistic and the likely impacts of measures to achieve it. This paper
explores whether the 1.5oC target is feasible and if not, what does this means for
Tokelau.
Key	words:	Tokelau,	Climate	change,	Paris	Agreement,	1.5o	Celsius,	Greenhouse	Gas	
Emissions.

TOKELAU	CLIMATOLOGY

RESILIENCE	&	ADAPTATION	PLANNING

DECARBONISATION DEVELOPMENT
• Solar Energy generation in all three atolls with battery storage for 24/7 operations and

distribution to all residences and facilities.

• On-island transportation primarily by electric cars (including the local ambulance) fueled by
solar energy with solar-powered streetlights to ensure safety on the roadways.

• The success and long term sustainability of the decarobisation development of Tokelau depends
on ongoing financial and technical support from the international community.

LIVING	WITH	CHANGE	(LivC)	

Living with Change: Enhancing the Resilience of Tokelau to Climate Change and Related Hazards
The LivC identifies three inter-related Climate-Resilient Pathways (Goals) that need to be
supported and pursued by Tokelau and her development partners, working in partnership, in order
to enhance her resilience and readiness to climate change and related hazards, and in the context
of national sustainable development. These include 1) Decarbonisation Development; 2)
Adaptation Planning; and 3) Human Development & Capacity Building.

LivC is an integrated, whole of community approach to living with change. The implementation of
the LivC Strategy will complement and contribute to the implementation of village, national,
regional and global frameworks, such as Disaster and Climate Risk Management Plans (DCRMP)
for Atafu, Nukunonu and Fakaofo, Tokelau National Development Framework (TNDF), 2016-2020,
the Small Islands Developing State Accelerated Modalities of Action (S.A.M.O.A.) Pathway, the
Strategy for Resilience Development in the Pacific: An Integrated Approach to Climate Change and
Disaster Risk Management (SRDP), 2017-2030, Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, 2015-2030, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015-
2030, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the Paris Agreement 2015.

CLIMATE	SITUATIONAL	ANALYSIS

SUMMARY
Although Tokelau, as a remote and low-lying island in the
southwest Pacific, is susceptible to impacts from tropical
cyclones (TC), it is also in an area of relatively due to its close
proximity to the equator. This risk is elevated during El Niño
seasons.

A total of 46 TC passed within 500 nautical miles (nm) of
Tokelau from 1970-2015. Six TC passed within 150nm of
Tokelau for the same period. It is highly uncertain whether
TC formation and intensity within the Tokelau sub-region will
increase or decrease under climate change.

The likely impacts of limiting global temperature to 1.5oC
above pre-industrial levels on TC activities in Tokelau are
highly uncertain.

Methodology and Approach to Climate change Strategic Planning: Field mission to the atolls of
Tokelau to conduct a climate chang situational analysis; Observational Site Analysis; Participatory
Planning for the Climate Change Strategic Planning framework – Taupulega (Council of Elders),
Fatupaepae (Women’s Group), Aumaga (Men’s Group), Tupulega (Youth and Sports Groups), and
Professionals; Advisement from 3 Atolls – Fakaofo, Nukunonu, and Atafu; Briefings with and
Blessings from the Ulu, Faipule, and the Tokelau Government.

• Inati – Sharing resources among all island residents to
ensure that everyone receives basic care – water, food,
shelter, and access to services. Inati is the traditional way
of ensuring food security.

• Water Security – Each house has a water catchment tank
built under structure and there are additional storage
tanks for houses and facilities

• Food Security - Youth Climate Gardens, Pulaka Pits, and
‘Food Islands’ where agriculture is predominant on the
uninhabited islands in each atoll

• Intergenerational Knowledge System – Using the
traditional system for sharing knowledge that relies on
learning from elders and engaging in dialogues among
elders, adults, youth, and children, Tokelau can apply this
to recording and transferring knowledge of climate
change in Tokelau, including impacts, coping
mechanisms, adaptation actions, and political
engagement to build climate and disaster resilience.

Box 1: Tokelau Profile
Geography: Tokelau consists of three
small coral atolls that lie between
latitudes 8-10o south and 171-173o west.
Atafu, the most northern atoll has a
surface area of 3.5km2; Nukunonu, the
central atoll is 4.7km2 and Fakaofo, the
southern atoll is 4.0km2

Governance: Tokelau is a non-self-
governing territory of New Zealand.
Tokelau’s local government comprises
three village councils (the Taupulega) –
one on each atoll – made up of the heads
of family, regardless of gender. Every
three years, each atoll elects a pulenuku
(village mayor) and a faipule (atoll/village
representative), who form the Tokelau
Executive Council.
Population: 1,119 (Fakaofo 361,
Nukunonu 366, Atafu 392) (2014).
Economy: GDP USD 1.5 million (2014
est.). Revenue sources - earnings from
the EEZ Fishing allocation, Foreign Aid,
Remittances, Stamps and Copra.
Culture: Tokelau’s isolation from the rest
of the world, as well as New Zealand’s
hands off approach to its administration,
has resulted in fakaTokelau (the
Tokelauan way) being well preserved.
However, the large numbers of
Tokelauans living abroad has resulted in
an ever increasing awareness of the
benefits of modern palagi (Western)
culture – whether perceived or real.
Climate and Weather: Tokelau is truly
tropical, with an average temperature of
28oC and heavy but irregular rainfall, It’s
at the northern limit of the South Pacific
cyclone zone, so tropical storms are rare
but certainly not unknown.
Sources: LivC Situational	Analysis	Mission	
(2016),	Disaster	&	Climate	Risk	
Management	Plans	- Atafu,	Nukunonu,	
Fakaofo	(2014),	The	Lonely	Planet,	
Tokelau	(2014).

VISION:	Climate-Resilient	and	Ready	Tokelau


