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Is Tuvalu doomed, as the world assumes? 

Evolutionist Charles Darwin theorised that atolls were built on subsiding volcanic rock 
and, to test this, in 1867 the University of Sydney drilled into one. Today the drill site 
that earned the island some scientific renown is marked with a plinth on the back lawn of 
the official residency of the Prime Minister of Tuvalu. 

The world’s fourth smallest nation, Tuvalu has 26 square kilometres of land and 11,000 
people, spread over nine atolls. At its widest point, it can be crossed in a two-minute 
walk. But its most crucial geographical fact – the one that has again placed it at the centre 
of scientific debate – is that it is no more than 4.5m above sea level. Media worldwide are 
calling time on our tiny neighbour, from the Japan Times (“It’s too late for Tuvalu, 
[people] are packing their bags as their homes are being swallowed by the rising sea”) to 
the Pasadena Citizen (“It seems that Tuvalu is sinking”). 

The worry isn’t new. In 1992 then Prime Minister Bikenibeu Paeniu told a Pacific 
summit in Tahiti that Tuvalu was “the world’s first victim of climate change”. Another 
PM, Saufatu Sapo’aga, told the UN that the global-warming threat is no different from “a 
slow and insidious form of terrorism against us”. 

But is the island doomed, as the world assumes? And if it is, is only global warming to 
blame, or are the scars of World War II still dragging the country down? 

In the early 1990s, Australia’s National Tidal Centre (NTC) began installing a network of 
tide gauges around the region as part of the “South Pacific Sea Level and Climate 
Monitoring Project”. In 2000, then NTC director Wolfgang Scherer said that, 
surprisingly, after seven years of measurements, “there is no acceleration in sea-level 
rise”. Soon after, Scherer left NTC, and the project, controlled by Monash University, 
was made part of the Australian Bureau of Meteorology. 

NTC’s most recent report on Tuvalu last June says that, based on 11 years of data, 
Tuvalu’s rate of sea-level rise was 5.9mm a year. That compares with an estimate by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) that global average long-term sea-
level rise over the last hundred years has been 1-2mm/yr. But the graphs that go with 
NTC’s reports make it clear that the data is fragile at best: “Please exercise caution in 
interpreting the short-term trends – they will almost certainly change over the coming 
years as the data set increases in length.” 

This has invited more argument. US astrophysicist Sallie Baliunas and Harvard College 
Observatory’s Willie Soon noted in a critical account of the Sinking Tuvalu theory that 



“estimates of globally averaged sea-level rise in the 20th century are irrelevant, since 
Tuvalu’s local sea-level change is very different from the globally averaged change”. 

They say the tidal measuring data shows Tuvalu having “ups and downs of many inches 
over periods of years”. 

Baliunas and Soon say that, if Tuvalu is sinking, it is a local problem that will not be 
solved with massive cuts in carbon dioxide emission. 

Auckland University physical geographer Paul Kench told the Listener that history is 
littered with examples of islands coming and going. “The crux of the problem is one of 
time scale. Over millions of years, the entire structure of the atoll is considered to be 
subsiding at very slow rates, ie, 0.01mm/year.” 

Over shorter time scales, the sea level has risen and fallen by as much as 120 metres. The 
current sea level has lasted for 5000 to 6000 years. 

New Zealand National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research climatologist and 
IPCC author Jim Salinger says that they wouldn’t consider using tide gauge records 
“unless they are at least 50 years long”. 

Salinger and NTC point to climatic factors such as El Niño, which has proven to have a 
big impact on sea level. In 1997/98, Tuvalu was significantly higher out of the water, 
thanks to El Niño. 

Australia’s anti-Kyoto stand has raised issues of NTC’s credibility, but University of the 
South Pacific oceanic geosciences professor Patrick Nunn says he is happy with that. 
“What troubles me is that the data is not being interpreted properly by many scientists 
and that certain political choices are consequently being supported on this basis. The 
long-term trend in most of the Pacific is sea-level rise.” 

And new data on sea level from oceano-grapher John Hunter, of the University of 
Tasmania, may prove crucial in settling the surrounding debates. Hunter told the Listener 
that his team have used the latest and thus longest data and combined it with satellite 
altimeter data in order to provide a “reconstruction” of spatial and temporal variation of 
sea-level rise over the period 1950 to 2001. 

This shows that Tuvalu is experiencing a sea-level rise of around 2.3mm a year, plus or 
minus 1.6mm a year.  

“The new estimate is now positive at a quite high level of significance,” says Hunter. “It 
is unlikely that rise or sinkage of the island is a major factor … It is clear that the ‘sea-
level rise problems’ at Tuvalu may have a number of causes, of which one is the rise in 
mean sea level. 



“The last few years have seen a steadily increasing confidence in our understanding of 
20th-century sea-level rise. 

“I think we are just seeing a quite rapid increase in our understanding of present sea-level 
rise. I’m not really surprised – perhaps more satisfied with the progress.” 

Global warming, however, is not the only factor in the sinking feeling at Funafuti, 
Tuvalu’s capital. World War II, the Internet and Tuvaluans’ anxiety to join the world go 
into the mix. 

The atolls were happily remote through the first half of the 20th century, until war 
brought Imperial Japanese forces to Tarawa, now the capital of Kiribati, where they 
began building an airstrip.  

US Marine Corps, ordered to seize Tarawa, secretly set up in Funafuti, 660km to the 
south, and began work on their own airstrip. They excavated 10 “borrow pits” in the atoll 
to create the runway. The pits went below sea level, permanently damaging the fresh-
water lens and breaching the atoll’s thin defences against the Pacific. 

The islands were punctured, and today the pits are striking health hazards, but filling 
them in has proven impossible; the rock would have to be imported from elsewhere. The 
US and Japan show no interest in cleaning up after themselves. 

Tuvalu’s .tv Internet suffix is set to make $US40 million over 10 years, emboldening the 
Tuvaluans to spend $US10 million on tar-sealing the nearly 20km of roads.  

However, tar-sealed roads and the runway have no proper drainage, and a United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification report says that the sealing project has had 
significant environmental impacts. For instance, the total area of vegetation removed 
during the road construction project amounted to “31.73 percent of the total land area of 
Tuvalu”. 

Geographer Kench says that overcrowding and construction around the capital may have 
had a similar effect to sinking. 

“A much greater percentage of the land surface is sealed. Consequently, in higher tides 
there a fewer places for the groundwater table to outcrop at the island surface. I suspect 
this exacerbates flooding in those areas where water can still leak out of the ground.” 

 


