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In 2022, the village of Molpoe in Vanuatu was hit by a devastating landslide caused by torrential rain, which
has become more frequent due to extreme weather. The landslide destroyed many homes and plantations
that the people relied on for their livelihoods. Credit: lvan Utahenua/0Oxfam



SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

The cost of climate change is already escalating in the Pacific, where the economic and
human impacts have rapidly increased in the past decade.

This report finds:

o (osts from climate disasters in the Pacific have increased eight-fold in the last
decade, compared to the previous decade. Costs have surged in the last two
years, reaching a high of AUDS7.3 billion.

e The Pacific has had to endure annual costs resulting from climate disasters
averaging AUDS1.3 billion over the last decade, a seven-fold jump when
compared to the decade previous; annual costs averaged AUDS180 million
between 2004 and 2013.

e The average yearly GDP loss that Pacific Island countries are experiencing as a
result of climate disasters has increased from 3.2% from 2004 to 2013 to 14.3%
last decade, an over four-fold jump in average loss. By comparison, Australia’s
costliest disaster in recent memory, the QLD-NSW floods of 2022, resulted in
damages that were 0.4% of GDP that year.

e The average number of people impacted by climate disasters in the Pacific has
increased 700% in the last decade, compared to the previous decade. Between
2004 and 2013, 80,300 people on average were impacted by climate disasters
each year. In the last decade, this yearly average increased to 607,000 people.

Right now, Australia’s climate finance remains far below the scale of need in the Pacific
and well below our fair share. With total and average costs from climate disasters
soaring from hundreds of thousands to billions over the last two decades, Australia only
committed AUDS265.9 million in climate finance to the Pacific in 2022-23.1 If Australia is
to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the Pacific at COP29, and indeed credibly partner
with the Pacific to host COP31 in Australia in 2026, we must step up on the make-or-
break issue at COP29 - setting a new global climate finance goal for developing
countries.

Australia must support setting a new global finance goal that reflects the true needs of
developing nations, and ensure loss and damage is included in the new goal, as
demanded by Pacific Island countries.

“If we save the Pacific, we save the world.”

— UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres at the Pacific Island Forum?



INTRODUCTION

Climate breakdown is unfolding before our eyes. The costs of climate disasters continue
to escalate, and lives and livelihoods are being lost forever. Pacific nations bear a
particularly unfair share of the damage. While only responsible for a mere 0.01% of
global carbon dioxide emissions, Pacific Island countries are on the frontlines of climate
impacts, facing increased exposure to disasters, including tropical cyclones and floods,
as well as slow-onset impacts such as droughts, loss of fish stocks and sea level rise.’
These impacts are damaging homes, making food harder to grow and gather, and
impacting cultural knowledge and spiritual wellbeing. Their geographical and socio-
economic vulnerabilities make recovery challenging, and global support to rebuild,
recover and transition falls far short of need.

In this media brief, Oxfam Australia reviews the last 20 years of climate related disasters
in the Pacific highlighting the escalating trend in the intensity of disasters, the disaster
costs and the number of people affected.

ESCALATING CLIMATE DISASTERS IN THE PACIFIC
ECONOMIC LOSSES FROM CLIMATE DISASTERS

Oxfam research shows that disaster damages and costs have surged from hundreds of
thousands to billions over the 20-year period from 2004 to today.

Over the last 10 years, the Pacific has had to endure annual costs resulting from climate
disasters averaging AUDS1.3 billion, a seven-fold jump when compared to the decade
previous; annual costs averaged AUDS180 million between 2004 and 2013. Total costs
from climate disasters have increased eight-fold in the last decade, compared to the
previous decade. Damages were particularly devastating in 2022-2023, where costs in
Pacific countries reached a 20-year disaster damage high of AUDS7.3 billion (Figure 1).

Contextualising these losses against Pacific country GDPs, the impacts of billions in
losses to these low-income economies can be more fully appreciated. Between 2004
and 2013, climate-related disasters have caused yearly average losses equivalent to
3.2% of Pacific Island GDPs. In the last decade, this average has increased to 14.3%, a
four-fold jump in costs for already vulnerable, debt-burdened island economies. Take
Vanuatu for example, where in two separate years, 2015 and 2020, damages from
climate disaster events represented almost 80% of its national GDP.“ This has been
economically devastating for this country. If recovery costs were factored in, the share
of GDP that Pacific countries are having to dedicate to responding to climate change
soars even higher.

For context, Australia’s most expensive climate disaster, the 2022 Northern River floods
in Queensland and New South Wales caused damages representing 0.4% of GDP.°

In looking at these findings, it is critically important to note that there are data gaps for
certain types of disasters such as landslides and floods. Furthermore, there is a lack of
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data for numbers of people affected by slow-onset events (for example, loss of fish
stocks due to rising sea water temperatures and increasing ocean acidity], or higher
frequency, lower intensity events (such as sea level inundation of homes and
agriculture during king tides).® If we added in costs of these events, the actual damage
that Pacific countries are having to endure is even higher.

The Pacific, now more than ever, requires the resources to recover from past disasters,
manage impacts as they come and prepare for future disasters.

FIGURE 1: PACIFIC CLIMATE DISASTER COSTS AND AVERAGE LOSS OF GDP FOR COUNTRIES
IMPACTED, AVERAGED ACROSS THE PACIFIC (SAUD BILLIONS)
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PEOPLE IMPACTED BY CLIMATE DISASTERS

The number of people affected by climate disasters is rising. The number of people
impacted by climate disasters on average per year in the Pacific has increased 700% in
the last decade, compared to the previous decade. Between 2004 and 2013, 80,300
people were on average impacted by disasters each year (Figure 2). In the last 10 years,
this yearly average has increased to 607,000 people. The years 2014-15 are a notable
outlier, marked by the devastation of Category 5 Tropical Cyclone Pam, and a severe
drought in 2015 affecting communities across Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Solomon Islands,
Tonga, Samoa, Marshall Islands, and Palau.” These two disasters alone impacted almost
three million people.® Even excluding this outlier year, there is a clear upward trend in
the number of people impacted by major disasters.



Inaregion numbering 14 million, climate disasters have affected 6.9 million Pacific
Islanders in the last 20 years, not accounting for individuals and households who are
affected by multiple disasters.®

While these major disasters are the most telling examples of impacts on island
communities, aforementioned data gaps around higher frequency, lower intensity as
well as slow-onset events mean that, as with cost estimates, the number of people
affected by climate disasters is much higher in reality. What is clear is that someone in
the Pacific has experienced or been affected by a climate disaster at least once in the
last 20 years.

FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF PEOPLE AFFECTED BY CLIMATE DISASTERS IN THE PACIFIC
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TYPES OF DISASTERS

Tropical cyclones are the most frequent and damaging disasters in the Pacific. They
cause widespread destruction, affecting communities and infrastructure. Over the last
20 years, the Pacific experienced 53 disasters caused by a tropical cyclone, causing
AUDS13.9 billion in losses (Figure 3).10 Pacific Island countries have been hit by at least
one Category 5 tropical cyclone every year on average since 2004.11

The Pacific also suffers from prolonged droughts, primarily driven by ELNino events. Over
the last 20 years, EM-DAT has recorded 13 droughts, affecting 2.8 million people and
resulting in water shortages, food insecurity, agricultural disruption, further eroding
livelihoods and threatening the sustainability of local economies (Figure 3).12 The



Marshall Islands have been particularly susceptible to droughts, having experienced
four in the last 15 years, including one affecting the atoll island nation right now.*?

Landslides and floods, often triggered by tropical cyclones, storm surges and heavy
rainfall linked to climate change, cause extensive damage and loss of life, particularly in
countries such as Papua New Guinea. However, the full extent of these disasters is
often underreported, leading to an underestimation of their human and financial toll.

FIGURE 3: PACIFIC CLIMATE DISASTERS OVER THE LAST 20 YEARS
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CASE STUDY: TWIN CYCLONES JUDY AND KEVIN IN VANUATU

Vanuatu is one of the most vulnerable countries in the world to disasters. It is exposed to
a range of hazards including tropical cyclones, floods, and droughts, as well as non-
climate disasters such as earthquakes and volcanic activity. Climate change intensifies
the severity of tropical cyclones. In the last five years, Vanuatu has experienced three
Category 5 cyclones, with two of them occurring just in the last year.!*

In late February to early March last year, twin cyclones struck Vanuatu’s shores —
Category 4 Cyclone Judy and Category 5 Cyclone Kevin, hitting just two days apart.!® The
country was still recovering from the devastating effects of Category S Cyclone Harold in
2020. On top of these cyclones, Vanuatu was hit by twin earthquakes of magnitudes 6.5
and 4.3 shortly after, compounding the emergency situation.'® Altogether, over 80% of the
population was affected by cyclone winds, heavy rainfall, flooding, and storm surges,




which caused widespread destruction to homes, schools, and critical infrastructure.!’

The combined damage from these events amounted to AUDS656 million, with recovery
needs estimated at AUDS1.2 billion, an astonishing 69% of Vanuatu’s GDP.!® Despite the
scale of devastation, Vanuatu received minimal international support. Australia has so far
provided AUDS12.8 million in assistance — just a fraction of the AUDS656 million in
damages incurred.'®

Seven months later, Vanuatu was once again hit by another Category 5 cyclone, Cyclone
Lola. Outside of the regular cyclone season, Lola was the strongest off-season cyclone to
hit the region in recorded history, and hit while the country was still recovering from the
twin cyclones earlier in the year.?’ As we enter a new 2024-2025 cyclone season, the
intensity and unpredictability of these climate disaster events will continue to increase,
as long as developed countries continue to stall action on the scale required and enable
climate breakdown to worsen.

THE FAILURE OF GLOBAL CLIMATE FINANCE COMMITMENTS

Vanuatu’s experience reflects the broader inequities in regional and global climate
finance. While developed nations have the resources to fund extensive recovery efforts,
Pacific nations are left struggling with overwhelming costs that they cannot cover.
Recovery takes years, and often the next disaster hits before they have had a chance
build back properly, compounding the impacts. The long-term economic impacts are
severe, with public debt rising and essential services like education and healthcare
disrupted for years.2! A recent report from the International Institute for Environment
and Development has found that Papua New Guinea has spent eight times as much on
servicing debts as it has received in climate finance.2?

At the United Nations climate change negotiations in 2009, countries agreed to set
global climate finance goals for developed countries to provide funds to developing
countries to support them to transition to renewable energy and adapt to climate
impacts. The goal agreed was USDS100 billion a year and applied between 2020-2025. It
was met for the first time in 2022, but primarily through loans and overly generous
categorisation which inflate the “true value’ of finance actually delivered.23 Oxfam
calculates the true value to be between USDS28 and S35 billion.2*

Australia’s climate finance to low-income countries during this time has been grossly
insufficient and contributed to the failure to meet the goalin real funds. Australia
pledged AUDS3 billion between 2020 and 2025 (AUDSB00 million on average per annum),
which is a fraction of what is needed to address the scale of climate-related
challenges.?> When considering climate finance just for the Pacific, that figure shrinks
even further; Australia committed AUDS265.9 million in climate finance for 2022-23, a
drop in the ocean when total disasters costs for the same period equalled AUDS7.3
billion, and averaged AUDS1.3 billion over the decade.?8 Even more egregious, this
climate finance is rebadged aid budget funds and not new money to meet the scale of
this new challenge.?’ Australia’s fair share of climate finance, based on its historical



emissions and capacity to pay, is AUDS4 billion per annum.?® When countries like
Australia fail to pay our fair share, targets are not met (or are met with debt creating
loans) and least developed countries and small island developing states suffer the
most. Without adequate funding, these countries cannot implement the necessary
measures to protect their communities, rebuild after disasters, and adapt to the
escalating impacts of climate change.

At COP29 UN climate negotiations this year, governments will decide on a make-or-break
new goal for climate finance for developing countries. It must be a strong goal to ensure
impacted countries can recover from climate disasters and transition to renewable
energy, keeping 1.5 degrees alive.

For a more detailed explanation of the new goal and the key recommendations for this
goal, please refer to our report published in July 2024 "Seizing the Moment: A new
climate finance goal that delivers for the pacific’.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Increase Climate Finance Ambition: The New Collective Quantified Goal (NCQG) on climate
finance, to be finalised at COP29, must be scaled to reflect the true needs of our Pacific
Island neighbours and other developing nations, with a strong public finance core.

Include loss and damage in the new goal: Australia must support the calls of the Pacific
for loss and damage to be included in the goal, so there are funds for disaster recovery,
not just mitigation of emissions

Ensure Fair Contributions: Australia and other developed countries must commit to
paying their fair share of the new climate finance goal. Rich countries like Australia must
provide new funding, in addition to the aid budget, to tackle the climate crisis.

Make Polluting Corporations Pay: Australia must make the big polluting corporations pay
for their climate damages through a carbon pollution levy. This levy will drive the clean
energy transition in Australia, and funds raised from the levy must go to supporting
impacted communities in Australia and our region.


https://www.oxfam.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/14246-NCQG-Policy-Paper-WEB.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/14246-NCQG-Policy-Paper-WEB.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/14246-NCQG-Policy-Paper-WEB.pdf

METHODOLOGY NOTE

This research utilises the EM-DAT database, maintained by the Centre for Research on
the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) at the University of Louvain.?® EM-DAT is a global
database that systematically compiles data on the occurrence and impacts of disasters
worldwide, cataloguing over 26,000 events.*® EM-DAT data is collected from a wide
variety of sources including local, national and multilateral organisations (see a full list
of sources here), and defines events as ‘disasters’ if they meet any one of the following
criteria:

e Atleast ten deaths (including dead and missing),
o Atleast 100 people affected (including those injured or rendered homeless), or
e Acallforinternational assistance or an emergency declaration.’!

The list highly underestimates the true level of damage and number of affected peoples
caused by climate-induced disasters. Firstly, low-intensity but high-frequency
disasters that do not meet EM-DAT’s mortality or international appeal thresholds — are
not captured. These smaller events greatly frontline communities, having cumulative
effects over time. Additionally, by focusing on “disasters’, the study excludes slow-
onset climate events, which are equally significant in assessing climate impacts.
Furthermore, because this brief’s scope is limited to climate-related disasters, it
excludes volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, landslides caused by seismic activity and
other geological phenomena. However, again, it is worth noting that these phenomena
can overlap with climate-induced disasters and mutually compound the effects of each
other on populations. For example, after Cyclones Judy and Kevin hit Vanuatu in early
2023, the country was struck by twin 6.5 and 4.3 magnitude earthquake within days.

To provide a more comprehensive picture, EM-DAT data on affected populations and
economic costs were supplemented with original research from other reputable
sources. These sources include Post-Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA] reports, 32
reparts from national and regional agencies,* insurance reports, particularly the yearly
iterations of AON’s Climate and Catastrophe Insights Report,3“ local and regional media
reports, %° and situation reports from first-responder civil society organisations.8 For
the latter, reports from the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies’ (IFRC) Disaster Response Emergency Fund were particularly instructive.’

All economic damage estimates are inflation-adjusted to 2023 USD to ensure
consistency and highlight the scale of losses in real terms. For the media brief itself, all
figures have been converted to AUD unless stated otherwise, using a conversion rate of
0.66 US cents to 1 Australian dollar. This is based on the 2023 average annual exchange
rate.8

To calculate climate disaster losses as a percentage of country GDP, the total of
economic losses each year in each country was then compared with their respective
GDP in current prices, listed in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators.3® Once
loss ratios were determined for each country and each year, they were averaged across
countries and across years to determine average loss rates in the Pacific. There were
some Pacific territories for which EM-DAT economic loss data was available but World


https://doc.emdat.be/docs/data-structure-and-content/emdat-sources/

Bank GDP data was not, and hence their loss ratios are not included in the regional
calculations. These include the Cook Islands, Tokelau, Niue, Wallis and Futuna and Guam
(only for 2023). These countries were thus excluded from the country GDP analysis but it
is worth noting that their losses also represent high percentages of their GDP.

In terms of cyclone categorisation, EM-DAT does not classify cyclones by intensity. To
address this, cyclone intensity data was web-scraped from available Wikipedia entries
using the rvest package in R.%9 Most cyclones were classified using the Australian
tropical cyclone intensity scale, which predominates for cyclones that originate in the
Pacific.“! A small number of cyclones ariginated outside of the South Pacific basin and
were categorised as typhoons using the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind scale (SSHWS).#2
For simplicity in visualisation, cyclone categories from both scales were merged — for
instance, a Category 4 typhoon on the Saffir-Simpson scale is treated the same as a
Category 4 tropical cyclone on the Australian scale. We acknowledge the significant
differences in how each method measures and categorises cyclone intensity.
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