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The 15 independent Pacific Island Countries (PICs) comprise many islands scattered across a very large 

area of ocean. For example, Fiji has over 300 islands, though two are much larger and more heavily 

populated than the rest. The geographical fragmentation of the Pacific island countries, their remoteness 

and their small size are fundamental constraints on their economic development.   

These island countries are particularly vulnerable to climate change and sea level rise (IPCC 2014). 

Hydro-meteorological disasters (especially cyclones) already hit economies and populations hard; 

cyclones are projected to become stronger under climate change.  Salt-water inundation due to sea-level 

rise (coupled with storm surges) threatens all atolls (= 3 whole Pacific countries) and coastal settlements.   

This paper summarises some of the ways in which increased use of renewable energy in these countries 

can reduce their vulnerability to hydro-meteorological disasters (i.e. enhance their resilience).  

A  key document is the Framework for Resilient Development in the Pacific, developed and agreed in 

2016 by the main regional organisations working on climate change (FRDP 2016). The Framework 

outlines an “integrated approach to address climate change and disaster risk management”.  It offers to 

island governments (and regional organisations) a set of “voluntary guidelines for the Pacific region”.  

Of particular relevance is Goal 2, Low Carbon Development, about which the Framework notes:  “This 

goal will contribute to having more resilient energy infrastructure in place, and to increase energy 

security, while decreasing net emissions of greenhouse gases”. 

More specifically, we list here some examples of how RE can contribute to energy security and disaster 

recovery, and is already doing so.  

• Less reliance on erratic supplies of imported fuel. This is particularly important for 

communities on islands away from the main port, for which all fuel has to be transshipped by 
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small boats, whose service is often erratic at the best of times. Thus lighting and refrigeration 

can continue after fuel supplies are cut off. 

• Cost variations in energy have a drastic impact on the budgetary provisions for disaster recovery 

in small economies - a further reason to diversify into renewables and reduce dependency on 

imported fossil fuels. 

• Distributed RE is less vulnerable to storm damage to transmission lines.  On hilly islands, such 

as the main island of Fiji, hydropower is a major source of electricity but the heavy rain 

associated with tropical cyclones usually brings down the transmission lines in the rugged 

country between where the hydro-dam is located and the main towns on the coast.  

• Photovoltaic (PV) panels can withstand cyclones if well fastened. For example in Tonga, the 

3MW of grid connected PV on the island of Tongatapu notably survived Tropical Cyclone Gita 

which went over them in 2018. On that flat island, the distribution system (which is readily 

accessible) was restored in a few days.   

• There are now tens of thousands of ‘solar home systems’ operating in the rural areas and 

remoter islands of the Pacific. Each comprises a small PV panel, with batteries and sufficient 

to meet the basic needs of a single house for lighting, cooling (fans) and recharging of small 

devices. In the newer installations, the PV panels are mounted on the ground or on special poles 

which withstand cyclones better than most Pacific rooftops (Weir 2018). Many households also 

have at least one portable ‘solar lamp’.  

• Drinkable water is often paradoxically difficult to find after a cyclone or other disaster. Solar-

powered water pumps and desalination units can meet this need.  

Most PICs have ambitious RE targets as national policy, but: 

(1) Many targets are ‘conditional’ on external funding by (as yet) unknown donors.  (Among significant 

funders of RE in the region to date are the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, and the aid 

agencies of Korea, Australia, New Zealand and Japan.)  

(2) Most national targets are only for electricity, and do not include transport, even though in many 

PICs transport is 30% to 50% of national energy use, and the fastest growing sector for greenhouse gas 

emissions (GHG)  emissions.  

(3) Greenhouse gas emissions from PICs are only a tiny contribution to global emissions (< 0.1%). So, 

even cutting island GHG emissions to zero would make negligible physical impact on sea level rise, 

which threatens to make much of Kiribati uninhabitable within 30 years.(Storlazzi et al. 2018) But such 

action can set a strong moral example to those larger nations which dominate global emissions, as 
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recognized by the 2018 meeting of island leaders (PI Forum).  

Conclusion 

• There is significant use of RE in PICs already and potential for more. 

• RE (coupled with improved energy efficiency) can enhance island resilience to natural hazards 

and economic shocks by reducing need for expensive fuel imports.  

• Distributed electricity generation reduces vulnerability of supply to severe weather. 

• PIC targets for RE show willingness to act, but are mostly conditional on external finance and 

mostly do not address transport. 

• Implementation of RE can offer a strong moral example to bigger (and richer) countries to 

reduce their much larger emissions and thus reduce global climate change.  
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