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Abstract: The idea of relocation as a transformative disaster risk reduction, climate adaptation,
and development strategy follows the assumption that relocation reduces the vulnerability of
communities. Yet, it is unclear whose and what kind of vulnerability is reduced through relocation,
and which factors are important in determining the “success” of relocation efforts as strategies for
development, climate change adaptation (CCA), and disaster risk reduction (DRR). Temporary and
short distance relocation is highly likely to achieve increased resilience by reducing exposure, but
relocation to a new area and new communities brings a range of issues. CCA and DRR use different
timescales and focal points regarding relocation: CCA focuses on future mass permanent relocation
and the subsequent potential loss of cultures and identities mainly due to projected sea level rise.
The DRR community focuses on temporary relocation as a way to reduce exposure to a range of
hazards, although it is also involved in permanent movement as a transformative way to reduce
risk and enhance development. We explore these differences in this paper, with examples mainly
from the Pacific Small Island Developing States where past relocations have been numerous. Better
understanding and articulation of the underlying assumptions and preferences in CCA, DRR, and
development discourses on planned community relocation could provide a richer context for future
planning and dealing with both slow-onset and sudden disasters.
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1. Introduction

Development-disaster risk systems are facing increasing challenges, many of which are due to the
complex unprecedented nature of changing climate [1,2]. Recent climate change projections—for
example, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Special Report on Extreme Events
(SREX)—have projected increases in the frequency, intensity, and nature of extreme weather events,
with significant impacts on places and people [2]. Given that the scale of projected climate change is
significant, “the need to develop relocation programs would inevitably exert significant force on global
and regional policy priorities” ([3], p. 457). The UK-government supported Foresight project notes
that migration “can represent a ‘transformational’ adaptation to environmental change, and in many
cases will be an extremely effective way to build long-term resilience” ([4], p. 10).

It is commonly assumed that relocation can reduce the vulnerability of communities—that
by taking account of people’s needs [5], the process of relocation can be an important part of a
transformative and adaptive development strategy. This is based on the idea that once people’s
exposure to a major hazard is reduced, their resilience increases, and they are generally better off [6].
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Yet, it is unclear as to whose and what kind of vulnerability is reduced through relocation, and
which factors are important in determining the “success” of relocation efforts as strategies for overall
development, climate change adaptation (CCA), and disaster risk reduction (DRR). Both CCA and
DRR communities, in fact, view community relocation as a way to reduce vulnerability, but they use
very different timescales and focus points.

Development in itself provides somewhat of a paradox, as it can increase or exacerbate disaster
and climate risk, even as it meets other aims. It increases the risk most obviously through increasing
the exposure to hazards. This is the case in both high- and low-income countries—although the
situation of hundreds of millions in informal settlements is often seen as being especially precarious.
This highlights the importance of location, and the difficulty of containing development to low-hazard
areas, and that in this context, “development” is seen as top-down control. Development can also
increase vulnerability through, for example, decreasing traditional coping mechanisms and livelihood
security—first documented by Burton, Kates, and White [7]. However, there are important exceptions
to this, such as the “villages within the city” in some southwest Pacific Island countries [8]. Increasing
urbanization in China has moved many people into high-rise accommodation, which is seen to have
lowered exposure and vulnerability to flooding [9]; the same trend can be observed in Indonesia
through “vertical relocation”, where people have been encouraged to move to high-rises instead of
continuing to live in single-dwellings on flood plains [10].

We can attempt to manage further development in high-hazard areas to restrict the growth in
exposure, while aiming to manage vulnerability. Even if there was no growth in exposure, the issue of
existing hazardous developments would remain. However, the reality is that there is strong growth
in exposure almost everywhere [2,11], and in some cases, strong growth in vulnerability as well.
Relocation can support development while reducing exposure. Temporary relocation at critical times
can also be effective at supporting development in otherwise problematic areas. While not generally
viewed in this way, temporary short distance relocation allows the relative safe occupation of land that
is subject to flooding in many countries, rich and poor. In other words, there are different dimensions
and perceptions of what relocation as a strategy is and what it can be used for.

Despite the policy relevance of the movement of people, the implications of planned community
relocation have been little explored as yet [12]. In this paper, we examine factors that seem to be
pertinent for successful planned community relocation within the context of development, climate
change adaptation (CCA), and disaster risk reduction (DRR). Our aim is to scrutinize the different ways
in which the planned relocation of communities is considered as a strategy for vulnerability reduction
within CCA and DRR, and we review literature that provides insights from actual relocation processes.
We will use Small Island Developing States (SIDS) from the Pacific region as a proxy or exemplar of
relocation, for investigating the potential range of outcomes for development, climate change, and
disaster risk reduction. Pacific SIDS in particular, provide a rich context for this exploration, given
their long-term history of migration and community relocations.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 discusses some of the more generic issues
that are related to the definitions and types of relocation efforts. Section 3 investigates the
similarities, differences, and areas of convergence of climate change adaptation and disaster risk
reduction communities, and how they differ in considering relocation as a strategy for vulnerability
reduction—and thereby for development. Section 4 outlines several often neglected factors in relocation
processes, including destination entitlements, changes in worldviews, and the identification of types
of reduced vulnerability. Lastly, we reflect on the current approaches and initiatives, and we identify
the potential opportunities for future development research, policy, and practice.

2. Relocation: Definitions and Types

Several definitions exist for relocation, which commonly relate to its temporality or permanence,
or its voluntary vs involuntary nature [12,13]. Relocation is intrinsically tied to the issue of scale.
Campbell ([14], p. 2) for example, identifies four general layers of relocation: “(1) proximate relocation
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within customary land boundaries; (2) proximate relocation but beyond the communities’ customary
lands; (3) long distance relocation within national boundaries but outside internal boundaries
such as beyond one’s island or province, and (4) international relocation”. Relocation is rarely a
straight-forward process from point A to point B, but it often involves several types of relocations,
depending on who is relocating, and for what purposes.

Planned relocation in particular has not received as much as attention in the disaster literature as
more temporary disaster-driven movements of people [15]. Planned relocation is “a solutions-oriented
measure, involving the State, in which a community (as distinct from an individual/household) is
physically moved to another location and resettled there. Under this schematic approach, evacuation is
distinct from planned relocation, and it does not fall within its scope. Planned relocation may, of course,
play a role following evacuations in circumstances where places of origin are no longer habitable, and
continued presence in the place of evacuation is not feasible” [15].

Ferris [12] in turn identifies three different dimensions of planned relocation of communities
in the context of climate change: (1) Relocation due to sudden disasters, but which are projected to
increase because of climate change; (2) relocation because of slow long-term threats to livelihoods
accruing from climate change; and (3) relocation due to climate change impacts that render places
unlivable or nearly unlivable.

Several other definitions, scales, and types also exist in the discussions regarding the movement
of people (Table 1). These terms are often used in overlap and without clear definitions, which also
complicates comparisons, and strategy and policy formulation [15,16]. Some differentiate between
migration as voluntary movement, and displacement as forced movement [16]. Forced migration is, for
example, seen as a displacement of people due to external push and contextual factors. Environmental
refugees are those who have to move due to environmental pressures and degradation [17]. Drought
and desertification are the current slow-onset forces driving environmental refugees, but sea level rise
and other climate-related impacts will increase this number in the future [18]. McLeman and Hunter [3]
note that with slow onset processes, such as increased drought, the movement of people is currently
mainly temporary. Yet, under a changing climate, limits to adaptation will become evident and many
of these slow onset processes can render places unlivable, resulting in permanent relocation [19].

Biermann and Boas (2010) in turn argue that to classify someone as a climate refugee, one needs
to consider the movements of people due to “sea-level rise, extreme weather events, and drought
and water scarcity” [20]. This definition only addresses push factors, which can most likely be
linked to anthropogenic climate change. Bukvic [21] notes nevertheless that among climate change
adaptation discourse, relocation is becoming the leading term in discussions relating to climate-induced
population movement.

Table 1. The diversity of definitions, scales, and types in relation to the movement of people.

Type Definition

Forced migration
A general term that refers to the movements of refugees and internally displaced people
(those displaced by conflicts) as well as people displaced by natural or environmental
disasters, chemical or nuclear disasters, famine, or development projects [22].

Climate refugees

People who have to leave their places of living, immediately or in the near future, because
of sudden or gradual alterations in their natural environment related to at least one of
three impacts of climate change: sea-level rise, extreme weather events, and drought and
water scarcity” [20]

Dispersal “movement of residence as a strategy that is adopted to avert or to minimize economic
risks, or to regulate mounting losses . . . ” ([23], p. 517)

Displaced people
“People are considered displaced when they have been forced to leave their homes or
places of residence, and the possibility of return is not permissible, feasible, or cannot be
reasonably required of them” [16]

Environmental refugees People who have left their homes on a semi-permanent or permanent basis, and cannot
return to their homes in the near future because of climate change-related impacts [17]

Planned relocation A term to describe the movement of people that occurs in a more strategic and planned
manner [15].
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However, environmental impacts and pressures are rarely the full story [3,24]. Many more
migrate due to opportunities relating to education and skills development [25], or are displaced both
voluntarily and involuntarily due to civil wars, political unrest, and poverty, and potentially now also
due to projected impacts related to climate change. Often, environmental hazards intensify existing
development problems in communities, and they act as a trigger for people to move to other places
in their search for livelihoods [3,26,27]. This can be especially pertinent in cases where government
assistance is not forthcoming, as Osterling [27] notes in the case of Peruvian communities after a
major earthquake. Hazards are often the final trigger, which function as a push factor in the relocation
process; often existing environmental degradation or lack of access to services are already embedded
in the contextual background of communities who then decide to move [13].

Other commonly identified push factors for migration, for example in Micronesia, include the core
development issues of “earnings at home, potential earnings abroad, and the costs of migration . . .
poverty and hardship, unemployment, low wages, high fertility, poor health, and education services
. . . ” as well as issues of conflict and governance: “ . . . conflict, insecurity and violence; . . . human
rights abuse, and persecution and discrimination” [6]. As McAdam [28] notes, it is difficult to claim
that climate change is the single causal factor for migration or relocation, but it increases the magnitude
of all other contextual pressures. There has, in fact, been a significant shift at the international level
to see climate change displacement as a sub-set of disaster-related impacts, rather than as a separate
category [28].

It is clear, however, that the communities that are most dependent on natural resources for their
livelihoods are the most likely to be adversely impacted by climate change [5,29]. Therefore, relocation
as an adaptation strategy often requires further adjustments in the spheres of livelihoods [5]. However,
today, aid, remittances, and modern communication technology also enable communities to reside
in places where they could otherwise no longer sustain themselves [30]. Changes in livelihoods,
and for example, diversification of income sources through modern market- and service-based skills,
can also allow a community to sustain its functionality in a degraded environment. In effect, many
of the supporting systems in place, such as aid and remittances, enable communities to reside in
environments which—albeit home—may be neither healthy nor sustainable [31]. Many communities
are also supported by the reciprocity of extended families in the Pacific: in Samoa, small tourism
businesses are able to rebuild after disasters with finances from extended family who live overseas [32].
Migration over long distances is often costly, making temporary short-term migration potentially more
attractive [3]. Depending on the scale of relocation, there are increasing costs involved as well that
need to be taken into account [33].

Many Pacific island countries have experienced large-scale migration throughout their
history [13,16], and general migration is not a new phenomenon in the Pacific [26,33]. Many
development approaches include some form of relocation, whether in terms of existing structures,
community networks, or replacement/shifting of livelihoods. Issues surrounding relocation only
become novel to some extent when they are applied to scientific projections of global climate change
impacts [28]. This assumes that the range and frequency of hazards that compel communities to
move will increase in the future [29,34]. Similarly, given such projections, development approaches
also need to take a long-term proactive planning view through considering and implementing a
range of measures such as labor migration, skills development, and designation of resettlement land
(within-country and/or external).

Still, much of the relocation literature has focused on legal issues, potential large-scale mass
migration, and relocation due to climate change impacts. The Pacific has increasingly been recognized
as the most immediately vulnerable region [28,34–37]. Small atoll countries, such as Kiribati and
Tuvalu, have provided vivid images of the possible inundation projected for the future [26,38]. The atoll
countries have also been vocal about the plight of island nations ([28]), in particular in the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change negotiations, where the Alliance of Small Island
States (AOSIS) has commanded significant media attention.
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Much of this discussion emphasizes the close linkages between climate change-exacerbated
disasters and the development in the Pacific, and suggests that relocations due to such disasters (and
to climate change projections) might become frequent in the region already by the 2040s [34]. Such
disasters can halt or set back development. Fiji has identified 676 coastal communities in potential need
of relocation, out of which 42 need to be relocated within the next decade [39]. Campbell et al. [35] also
list 86 cases of existing community relocations in the Pacific, which highlights the historical movement
of people in the region. However, one needs to be careful when proposing relocation as a development
strategy for risk reduction: such language can easily be used to legitimize the movement of people
away from key resources that other parties want to exploit [40]. Next, we discuss the differences,
similarities, and convergence of climate change adaptation and disaster risk-reduction communities,
and the common framings regarding relocation.

3. Development, Climate Adaptation, and Disaster Risk Reduction

Business-as-usual development approaches are no longer workable in a rapidly changing
world [1]. Prudent approaches to development need to consider two major factors: how to adapt to
climate change, and how to deal with disasters. For example, in the Pacific region, the new regional
policy on resilience explicitly addresses all three dimensions (development, CCA, and DRR). However,
CCA and DRR pose some new challenges to development, and it is worth considering how these
disciplines consider relocation as a strategy.

The CCA and DRR communities are often perceived as promoting parallel but somewhat opposing
viewpoints. Yet by seeking to reduce vulnerability and to enable societies to respond to a range of
risks, both aim to ensure that the development process works. Both areas do this by seeking to reduce
vulnerability and enabling societies to respond to a range of risks. In this section, we review the
differences and similarities in their approaches to relocation as a strategy for vulnerability reduction,
and investigate the lessons that they offer for resilient development policy and planning.

Similarities, Differences and Convergence

Although CCA and DRR share a common lexicon of key concepts and terms, such as vulnerability,
resilience, and adaptive capacity, they differ in the use and the content of these terms. This has
partly led to distinct differences in the way that research, policy, and practice are carried out [40–43].
The different approaches adopted are partly based on the different underlying scientific origins of
the problems that they address. For example, DRR institutions and policies were not designed for
long-term strategic policy, but for effective immediate responses [28]. Climate change adaptation, in
turn, has emerged as a concern, not because of direct observations of adaptation, but due to science and
projections of potential impacts accruing from climate change [28]. Over time, different organizations
and institutions have acquired responsibility for each issue [44]: for example, at the international level,
while CCA is addressed through the UNFCCC platform and its associated frameworks, DRR is mostly
managed through the Sendai Agreement led by the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction.

Both are concerned with the possible loss of life and livelihoods; however, DRR addresses a
range of risks, which are not all climate related (such as earthquakes, tsunamis), while CCA addresses
climate-related risks. As a simplification, DRR is based on previous experience and current urgency [28]
whereas CCA is based on scientific projections for the future, and it expected to be included in
development plans. The timescale within which each community operates is decisive with regard to
the role of reflection over e.g., cultural factors and livelihoods: while DRR practitioners often need to
make immediate decisions, CCA practitioners can reflect more closely on the ways to sustain a culture
or forms of livelihoods, as much work often involves future scenarios and future movements of people.
The urgency experienced by DRR practitioners to come up with solutions and to move people out of
harm’s way does not necessarily provide the time needed for robust long-term planning once a disaster
or emergency strikes [6]. However, both disciplines are moving towards broadening the timescales
within which they examine risks, and the extent to which they can learn from each other [44]. Some



Sustainability 2018, 10, 3545 6 of 14

authors have, however, questioned whether the lines dividing these communities are more theoretical
than of practical value: for example, Mercer [45] reports that at a community level, there is little point
from the community’s perspective as to whether activities are classified as DRR or CCA.

Despite these differences, concerted efforts have been made to integrate these two
communities [46]. The rationale for integration stems from the realization of the significant overlap
between the fields. Closer integration can promote greater effectiveness and efficiency in the use of
available resources, reduce administrative and operational burdens, and contribute more effectively
to the goals of sustainable development embedded in both agendas [44,47]. Linking DRR with
CCA has a number of benefits, such as increased access to a broader range of expertise, utilizing
growing international funds for adaptation, and embedding a more forward-thinking approach
in DRR by considering longer timeframes [28]. In addition, since most disaster risk management
strategies, frameworks, and agencies are relatively well-established, they provide a rich resource for
the incorporation and management of climate change adaptation that can harness the lessons learned
from existing practical experience with disasters [27].

This closer integration is evident in the recent push in the Pacific to develop Joint National Action
Plans (JNAPs) for climate change and disaster risk management, and the explicit recognition of climate
adaptation’s importance to disaster risk reduction) [44]. In the Pacific, Tonga has already developed its
Joint National Action Plan on Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Management [48], as has
Niue, while the Solomons has begun introducing institutional changes for such integration through
the National Risk Reduction Plan for Disaster and Climate Change Risk [16]. A similar process is
taking place in Vanuatu, where the National Advisory Board on Climate Change and Disaster Risk
Management coordinates both agendas [14]. The post-Hyogo framework in the Pacific follows an
integrated regional strategy for disaster risk management and climate change adaptation, rather than
continuing with separate frameworks [49]. However, despite this recent convergence, essentially both
communities of practice still carry different views on the issues of scale, timing, and extent of relocation
processes [44].

In terms of relocation, the CCA community has mostly focused on the possibility of anticipatory
permanent (mass) relocation from a country due to climate change impacts, such as sea level rise,
and the consequences to culture, identity, and well-being [32,50]. This view often sees relocation as a
permanent strategy involving possible loss of culture and identity (Table 2). The DRR community’s
focus has remained on current temporary relocation (often as evacuations) to nearby areas, or within the
country, as a way to decrease both exposure and vulnerability. This view is somewhat more positive,
as it frames relocation as a more temporary phase and strategy, which still allows for significant
movement between the old and new places of living.

Table 2. Different views on relocation in climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction, and
their implications for development.

Climate Change Adaptation Disaster Risk Reduction Implications for
Development

Scale Mass relocation of nations Relocation of communities (but can involve
hundreds of thousands)

Timeframe Future-oriented, permanent Mostly immediate, non-permanent

Temporary relocation used as
part of some developments,
but may be inappropriate with
climate change.

Push factors
Directly climate
change-related; both sudden
and slow on-set impacts

All extreme events Can disrupt development
if ignored.

Main concern
Loss of identity and culture,
loss of traditions and
livelihoods

Usually loss of lives; economically justified. If ignored, can result in serious
loss & damage

View Negative due to the
permanency of movement

Positive due to the temporality of
movement

Main options Building new communities in
new places

Building and re-building of infrastructure
in the place of origin

Include in future development
plans, and consider as a way
of fixing existing intractable
problems.
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Relocation as a temporary measure to reduce exposure is orthodoxy in DRR. The logic is that
people removed from harm’s way are much safer—i.e., people that are relocated are no longer exposed
to the hazard [28]. The DRR literature on relocation is preoccupied with how to get people to move,
and the issues and problems surrounding temporary relocation (evacuation). The action of temporary
relocation is seen normatively as a good (albeit often precautionary) approach. However, permanent
relocation is viewed with caution—although the field of DRR has had much experience with the
approach. This is especially the case where flood risk management is concerned, where communities
and towns have been moved and continue to be moved.

Climate change adaptation raises in turn a growing concern that without precautionary efforts
to safeguard such components as culture, values, and well-being, any adaptation process, including
relocation and migration, will ultimately fail [50–52]. The overriding concern with issues of identity,
culture, and sense of place can at times overshadow the questions of ‘appropriate’ resilience as when
tipping points and thresholds are bypassed precisely because of adaptation strategies and subsequent
policy outcomes. Population movements because of climate change impacts are, in other words,
broadly viewed in negative terms among the climate change community [20]. The spatial dimension
considered relates often to long-distance relocation.

A review of climate change and DRR policy frameworks in the Pacific, however, found that these
frameworks paid scant attention to displacement issues [16]. In cases where displacement, migration
and relocation were discussed, almost no attention was given to the re-establishment of communities
and their livelihoods in new places of living. In cases where the analyzed National Adaptation Plans of
Action (NAPAs) under UNFCCC discuss relocation, it is mostly at the village and community levels, as
a last resort adaptation strategy, and a within-country process rather than across national borders. The
main challenges to the use of relocation as an adaptation strategy, especially in the Pacific, lie in the
issues of land rights, land availability, and land tenure [16]—both for those relocating, and for the host
communities. Below, we discuss a range of factors, which impact on the success of relocation planning
and programs, all of which are highly relevant in thinking about how to plan for transformative
strategies that can lead to true risk reduction and increased well-being at the individual, household,
and community levels.

4. Relocation: Entitlements, Worldviews, and Vulnerability

Current and past studies in the Pacific suggest that forced and involuntary permanent mass
relocation is likely to cause problems, both for those who relocate, and for those already living in the
areas adjacent to assigned areas [13]. Here, we discuss several issues associated with relocation of
communities, and we examine those factors, which seem crucial for these contemporary efforts to
reduce vulnerability and exposure.

4.1. Planning for Entitlements: The Missing Link?

While much of the DRR and CCA literature has focused on examining structural relocation
(e.g., new housing structures for relocated settlements), relocation also poses new demands on
environmental knowledge and the pursuit of livelihoods in a new location. Connell [13] for instance
argues that the question of how livelihoods will be secured in the new environment is often neglected,
yet for communities, this is a crucial factor in determining the outcomes of the relocation process.

Many migrants might find that access to services, employment, and even to land is very restricted.
Birkmann [5] reports that while relocated communities in Phu Hiep in the Mekong Delta (Vietnam)
were better off in terms of decreased exposure to flooding, they faced significant difficulties in the
new location in terms of social and economic issues, including chronic poverty. The structure of
the new community also hindered some of the previous livelihoods, such as keeping livestock, with
severe impact on the capacity to maintain food security in the new place. In India, some relocated
communities found their new places of settlement to be nonviable for agriculture, whereas others
failed to gain access to fishing livelihoods and faced opposition from local inhabitants based on their
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religion ([53]). Gaillard [54] notes that in the Philippines, relocation of uphill Aeta communities into
low-lying areas partly erased their practice of traditional medicine due to the lack of medicinal plants
in the new location and increased access to free Western health services.

In some cases, restricted access to a range of entitlements can result in heightened re-migration
back to the original place of residence where this is still possible. For example, in Papua New Guinea
following a forced relocation from an area of volcanic activity to the mainland, Manam islanders
(Madang Province) decided that migrating back to the islands, now partly devastated by volcanic
activity, was a better option than staying on mainland with reduced rights and constant conflicts with
mainlanders over livelihoods and land [13]. Lack of access to key cultural resources actually decreased
community members’ social networks. Traditionally, the villagers used shelled nuts in maintaining
generosity and hospitality. In the new place of living, the villagers did not have access to the nuts or to
many other resources, such as building materials. Hence, reduced access to resources has multiple
impacts including reduction in maintaining social networks [55].

In the case of relocated communities due to volcanic hazards in the Philippines, several challenges
emerged in relocation processes relating to entitlements and planning [6]. For example, while the new
site was ‘safer’ and decreased people’s fears about environmental hazards, the related livelihoods
available were mostly market-based (small shops, service industry), which were in stark contrast to the
old site, which was sustained by mostly agricultural livelihoods. A constant flow of people remains
back and forth between the new site for relocation and the old site where most agricultural land
remains; men in the families could spend the working week in the old site and only return ‘home’ for
Saturday or Sunday. Here, relocation has not been a one-off process, but rather a continuous process
between different locations.

In this case, the government and the donors’ focus remained on moving people out of harm’s
way, but this did not link to opportunities for livelihoods in the new site. While people were provided
with new houses in the new site with the support of the government and aid agencies, electricity was
not provided, and the new market-based livelihoods were not adequate to become robust alternatives
for those community members whose skills mostly remained in the agricultural sector [6]. This links
also to the question of when and how ‘success’ in relocation has been attained, and what parameters
can be used to evaluate the actual completion of a relocation. Relocation thus should not be seen as
a clear ‘one-off event’ [13] but rather as a complex continuous process, which impacts on a range of
entitlements and rights in the long-term. Yet, most communities adapt to new situations and contexts,
and they can learn new skills and practice new livelihoods.

In contexts where strong traditional land ownership, use, and rights are inherently critical [56],
relocation can be highly problematic. For example, in the Solomon Islands, resettlement processes
are a recurring source of violent protests when government decisions to relocate populations from
other islands impact on current landownership arrangements in more urbanized destination areas [57].
This has led to a degree of reluctance by government actors to consider relocation as an alternative in
disaster risk management. For example, in trying to formulate a disaster risk management plan for
the volcanic island of Savo in the Solomon Islands, relocation and resettlement issues were not taken
onto the agenda by national level actors, due to the previous difficulties and conflicts experienced in
relation to relocation, although relocation was rated as one of the most pressing issues for the local
communities involved [57].

Despite these attitudes and potential pitfalls, the Solomon Island’s National Adaptation Program
of Action recognizes the need to start drafting legislative and regulatory mechanisms, to enable
relocation and resettlement schemes to provide avenues for such processes, because of projected
climate change [58]. This is not merely an issue for the future: shortage of water and the degradation
of agricultural lands has already seen communities relocate in the Western, Guadalcanal, Temotu,
Malaita, Choiseul and Makira provinces, as well as in Honiara. Also, low-lying communities such as
Ontong Java, Sikaiana, and Reef Islands and settlements built on water such as Kwai, Ngongosila, and
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Lau are already facing increasing difficulties due to changes in the environment [58]. Hence, some
form of transformation is likely to take place in the future.

A major factor in enabling or constraining the success of relocation is whether the community
is moved to government-owned land, or whether the land occupied is already owned by other
communities. In the case of one of the earliest government-led relocations in Vanuatu (the Maat
community), Tonkinson [59] notes that one of the factors enhancing its success was that the land was
allocated by the government, and it was later purchased by the community itself. Tonkinson [59]
outlines several important features of the success of this relocation to the main island, Efate. First,
the community members were able to locate available land in Efate, while maintaining a similar
village setting and governance structure as in the island of Ambrym, where they came from. The
similar landscape of Efate enabled villagers to continue with the same subsistence livelihoods, but
with increased access to cash cropping and paid wage labor that guaranteed the investments and
development of the village. Second, the community retained their culture and traditions, as they had
minimal contact with other groups living in Efate. Third, better access to schools, health services, and
water supply increased their sense of well-being. Fourth, relocated community members purchased
their land communally, which decreased conflicts over land ownership in the community. Fifth, the
new village on Efate had reportedly no sorcery. This was a significant factor for permanent relocation
as the new village was perceived to be safer than returning back to Ambrym, where sorcery was
seen as a constant threat. Therefore, evaluating the success of relocation efforts needs to take into
consideration a broader set of issues.

Yet, even moving within customary boundaries is not simple. In Fiji, the village of Vunidogoloa
had to be relocated (the process starting in 2006) due to salt water intrusion, flooding, and heavy
rainfall, all of which made it difficult to manage living close to the shore. The village was moved within
customary boundaries to higher ground, but for many villagers, the move had profound impacts on
their identity, with some describing the relocation as a funeral process [60]. Here, the relocation, even
if within customary land boundaries, was a highly emotional process, including having to move the
village cemetery.

4.2. Changing Worldviews

Transformation in the context of development is not only restricted to structures or livelihoods
alone. The history of the Anglican mission in Melanesia illustrates that when communities moved from
the bush to the coast, this involved not only learning new skills such as fishing, but also changes in
societal structures due to access to education and services [61]. The social structure of the communities
changed as the new coastal Christianized communities consisted of several different tribal groups who
had previously lived in isolation, practicing their own cultural ways. These changes also impacted
ultimately on worldviews associated with particular practices; relocation of communities thus brought
broader social change in terms of new livelihoods, the social structure of communities (brought
communities in contact with Western decision-making structures) and worldviews (moving from
indigenous to Christian beliefs) [61]. Relocation can also change the existing traditional governance
systems: for example, in the Philippines, relocation altered the internal community governance
structures and introduced new roles and responsibilities to leaders by linking high status not with age
as previously, but by the strength of personal political ties [54].

In countries such as Fiji and Vanuatu where land is regarded as sacred and it is directly tied to
one’s social status and identity, losing land can be perceived as losing security, since often one’s mana
(power) remains with the specific land or in the structures on that land [14]. Changes in worldviews
due to relocation can also increase exposure in instances where oral traditions and knowledge of
coastal hazards have given way to other types of knowledge. Ballu et al. [62] report that in Tegua
(north Vanuatu), with the loss of oral tradition and beliefs in black magic (as previously seen as causing
coastal hazards), people now appear less aware of ‘dangers from the sea’. The previous settlement
locations on Tegua have been at a much higher elevation and the changing knowledge structure of the
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villagers due to e.g., the introduction of Christianity, could be one possible factor in the decrease in
awareness and the subsequent movement towards lower altitudes [62].

Several factors influence whether cultural transformation takes place among migrants: “the
migrants’ history of mobility, the role of outside agencies in the relocation and its aftermath, the
strength of commitments to traditional values, contact with and changing perceptions of the homeland,
and the relative weight of economic and non-economic factors in the migrants’ self-assessment” [59].
In cases where relocation can be described as communal movement [14], where a group of people
permanently moves to another area together, often the essential political, social, and cultural structures
prior to relocation, including worldviews, can be sustained. Relocation can thus establish the same
community with same structures, albeit in a new physical location and in a new environment.

Yet, not all issues related to relocation are necessarily negative. Temporary relocation in the
context of disaster risk reduction can become permanent because of better access to services and
education; for example, in Vanuatu, several communities moved away from the island of Ambrym to
Port Vila (Efate) because of volcanic eruptions. Few have returned due to enhanced access to services,
employment, and education opportunities close to the capital city [13].

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This paper has examined the different ways in which relocation can be defined, and the range
of dimensions and issues that need to be considered in planned community relocation. We find that
relocation as a transformative development strategy has been viewed differently across disaster
reduction and climate adaptation policy and practice. The timescales issues pertinent to each
community differ: while CCA community has the ‘luxury’ of reflecting over future changes, the DRR
community is often faced with immediate decisions, which demand tangible action in highly volatile
environments imbued with political sensitivity [28]. However, recent policy convergence suggests
that the integration of these disciplinary communities and related agendas is on its way [42,44,49],
as perhaps best evidenced in the Pacific in the integration of the main regional frameworks. Added
to this mix is the recent push to explicitly integrate both CCA and DRR with development, yet such
integration is not well understood. There lies an opportunity in better understanding how all these
three policy and practice communities can interact and contribute to co-benefits, especially at the
local level.

We argue that in this time of convergence, there needs to be a change in how planned community
relocation is understood in two major ways. First, we need to acknowledge that relocation does not
necessarily always reduce the vulnerability of a community simply from physically moving people
to a new location. People’s vulnerability can increase due to the way in which new settlements are
planned and designed (or are not), and the kinds of impacts that this has on people’s livelihoods
and resource access. Therefore, hazards and risks consist also of a range of socio-economic, political,
and cultural dimensions [5,13,14,27,34]. This is where a strong focus on development outcomes
can assist in creating transformative pathways that reduce disaster risk and enable more robust
climate adaptation, especially in SIDS where such policy agendas and strategies need to be considered
simultaneously [16,32]. A key consideration should be that the current development pathways
that often underlie vulnerability and exposure in the first place are not replicated in the new place
of settlement.

Second, in a world where some places of origin might cease to exist, that is, the crises cannot
be reversed and there is no land to go back to, DRR needs to rethink its view on the temporality of
relocation. In some cases, sudden relocations will become permanent, and hence they will require a
new way of thinking how to manage community relocations. This is where sustainable development
and climate change adaptation can assist in providing long-term perspectives for the practice of
DRR [28]; a view that incorporates both slow-onset changes with sudden disasters.

As Moser and Boykoff [63] also note, it is rarely enough to assess and focus on one risk.
Increasingly, attention should be paid to a multitude of risks and changing risk profiles. One approach
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could be to use destination vulnerability and exposure assessments, which consider new and potential
emerging risks for the to-be-relocated community in the area of the suggested relocation. Such
assessments could include socio-economic, political, and cultural dimensions including existing land
rights and entitlements, the extent of existing services, the cultural context, access to the labor market
and potential for pursuing particular livelihoods, and geophysical risks. The role of remittances in the
context of migration and climate change is also still not well understood, and more focus is needed on
how informal networks are supporting communities’ adaptive capacities in relocation processes [32].

In cases where responsibility allocation is unclear, different expectations on who should do
what and for how long can constrain a successful relocation process. Identifying thresholds of when
to undertake transformative policies and strategies is also an area of further research [1], as is the
concept of adaptation limits [64]: when does a community really need to plan for relocation in the face
of increased extreme events and climate change impacts? Mapping and investigating the range of
adaptation limits that interact and come into play in relocation processes can provide also highly useful
information about the emotional experiences and the range of factors that influence well-being. The
concept of transformation itself as part of development, disaster, and climate discourse also needs more
interrogation: for example, for indigenous groups, even the word “transformation” brings up negative
connotations, given the colonial histories and the forced removal of people from their lands [65].

Ultimately, the question that needs to be posed is: when does relocation become ‘successful’
adaptation, or in this case, transformation? Answering this question will require more thorough
analyses of the current, albeit small-scale relocations occurring continuously, in particular, in the
Pacific, and drawing lessons as to the correct balance of the sharing of responsibilities and the role
that community relocation plays in the development–disaster risk system. This also includes outlining
the types of transformations that best reduce risk, while increasing community resilience and positive
development outcomes, but also investigating the subjective dimensions of wellbeing [66] as part
of understanding “success”. We are confident that there is an emerging body of ‘lessons learned’
from recent planned relocation of communities, which provide insights into how planned community
relocation as an adaptation strategy, can be utilized in responding to a multitude of goals and agendas
for vulnerability reduction, reduced exposure, and development outcomes.
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