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Introduction 
 

The Uniting Church strongly believes the natural environment is not merely a resource for the 

benefit of human beings but has intrinsic value as part of God’s good creation. This commitment to 

the environment arises out of the Christian belief that God, as the Creator of the universe, calls us 

into a special relationship with the creation – a relationship of mutuality and interdependence. We 

believe that God’s will for the earth is renewal and reconciliation, not destruction by human beings. 

The Uniting Church regards climate change as a serious threat to the future and integrity of life on 

earth and acknowledges that it is the most vulnerable nations that will suffer the most imminent 

impacts of a changing climate. 

Through Uniting World, we work together with our Church partners in Africa, Asia and the Pacific to 

eradicate poverty and strengthen partnerships, connecting with each other for life. Our Relief and 

Development, Church Connections, Experience volunteer programmes are brought together in our 

partner Churches. The Partner church relationship is integral to the work of Uniting World and at the 

heart of everything we do. Some relationships are over 100 years old and form a kind of 

international intimacy between Uniting Church communities in Australia and those of our partners. 

Uniting World advocates on behalf of our partners on issues that affect them and through 

representing them, transforms both their communities and ourselves. 

The Uniting Church in Australia’s Western Australian Synod has built strong relationships with many 

partner Churches within the Indian Ocean Rim and is concerned for those nations vulnerable to the 

effects of climate change. The purpose of this document is to provide a foundation and framework 

for an educational resource for congregations, specifically directed at those in Western Australia. 

The aim of the resource being to increase awareness of issues our partner Churches are currently 

facing, and what we as individuals, congregations, and as a nation can do to assist and support our 

partners in Christ in these challenging times.  
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Section 1: Theological Reflection 
 

 

The Psalmist effectively sets the scene for us as he brings together a number of essential elements. 

The Psalm begins on a note of praise: Praise the Lord! … I will sing praises to my God all my life long. 

Such an emphasis is timely, not least in terms of our appreciation of God’s creation. We are called to 

lift our sights beyond the mundane and ordinary, from the human level to the divine. There are two 

points here. First, we are reminded that it is God who made heaven and earth … and all that is in 

them. Such an affirmation is crucial to an ecological reading of the Scripture. If God created our 

planet home, then we surely have a duty of care regarding it. Second, we are reminded that this 

Psalm 146] 

Praise the LORD. 

Praise the LORD, my soul. 

I will praise the LORD all my life; 

    I will sing praise to my God as long as I live. 

Do not put your trust in princes, 

    in human beings, who cannot save. 
 When their spirit departs, they return to the ground; 

    on that very day their plans come to nothing. 

Blessed are those whose help is the God of Jacob, 

    whose hope is in the LORD their God. 

He is the Maker of heaven and earth, 

    the sea, and everything in them— 

    he remains faithful forever. 

He upholds the cause of the oppressed 

    and gives food to the hungry. 

The LORD sets prisoners free, 

  the LORD gives sight to the blind, 

the LORD lifts up those who are bowed down, 

    the LORD loves the righteous. 

The LORD watches over the foreigner 

    and sustains the fatherless and the widow, 

    but he frustrates the ways of the wicked. 

The LORD reigns forever, 

    your God, O Zion, for all generations. 

Praise the LORD 
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Creator God keeps faith forever, and is the source of our help and our hope. But there is more still, 

with an emphasis on social justice and God’s concern for the oppressed and “those who are bowed 

down”. Sadly there is no shortage of issues in that regard, but today is an opportunity to remember 

those who are impacted by the changing environment, especially climate change. For those whose 

home is a low-lying island in the Pacific such as the islands of Tuvalu, the rising sea level is not a 

distant threat but a current reality that makes their life very difficult. The bookends of the Psalm are 

the same profound yet simple words – “Praise the Lord”! In between the bookends of praise there 

are the ingredients of a duty of care for Earth and all life on the planet1. 

Section 2: Environmental and Societal Concerns 
 
Globally, there is now a general consensus in regards to the environmental effects climate change 

could have, particularly on the most vulnerable nations. These impacts are vast and do not only 

threaten those immediately impacted but have the potential for causing greater societal issues, 

displacing populations, threatening cultures, and destabilising entire nations.  

The changing climate will have a profound effect on the global productive landscape. Rising sea levels, 

changing weather patterns and influxes in temperature and rainfall have the potential to turn fertile 

arable lands into unproductive spaces affecting food, water and energy resources, particularly in 

developing regions where these are already scarce2. This will cause new global issues around food, 

water, energy and security and exacerbate existing ones, creating competition over resources at all 

levels, locally, nationally and internationally.  

The rising ocean temperatures are predicted to increase the intensity and frequency of hydro 

meteorological events. These kinds of natural disasters, such as tsunamis, cyclones and tidal waves 

have the capacity to cause irreversible damage to countries, destroying infrastructure and resources, 

increasing the likelihood and spread of disease, and creating economic and social costs beyond the 

capacity of poor and developing countries.  Changing temperatures also affect the distribution of 

vector borne diseases, such as malaria, with warmer climates enabling disease-carrying agents such 

as mosquitos to travel higher in altitude and further into remote communities without modern health 

care facilities3. 

These catastrophic events, combined with rising sea levels, create the potential for mass population 

displacement, where whole communities, or even entire nations, are forced to evacuate their 

homelands. This raises concern as to how these communities retain their cultural identities and 

heritage and whether religious communities will undergo a mass crisis of faith. Unregulated 

population movements also have the ability to destabilise states internally, within both the sending 

and receiving states. The refugee crisis the world is currently facing illustrates the political tensions 

and trans-border conflicts that mass migrations can cause. The current inability of international bodies 

to adequately deal with displaced people highlights the need for better solutions and international 

cooperation. 

                                                           
1 Uniting World, Together for a World Made Whole, 2016   
2 Alan Dupont, 2008, The Strategic Implications of Climate Change, Survival, 50:3, p. 33 
3 Dupont, p. 37 
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Climate change is essentially seen as a ‘threat multiplier’, where it has the capacity to not only create 

issues but to exacerbate all existing issues4. When a nation already experiencing multiple threats and 

challenges is also faced with a changing climate it can result in a cascade of problems  adversely 

affecting the country’s resilience and capacity for adaptation, undermining infrastructure and 

destabilising governments.    

Section 3: Case Studies 
 
There is increasing international attention on the islands in the Pacific, such as Tuvalu and Kiribasi, 

that are projected to suffer the most imminent effects of sea level rise and climate change. This 

resource aims to focus on vulnerable nations outside of those in the current spotlight in the Pacific, 

with whom the Uniting Church in Australia has strong partner Church affiliations.  

Sri Lanka 
Sri Lanka is a developing island nation south of India in the Indian Ocean. The country’s topography 

consists of vast coastal plains with a mountainous region in the central south of the island5.  Sri Lanka 

is subject to tropical climate patterns and is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 

                                                           
4 Oli Brown & Robert McLeman, A Recurring Anarchy? The Emergence of Climate Change as a Threat to 
international Peace and Security, Conflict, Security and Development, 9:3, 2009, p. 7. 
5Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery, Vulnerability, Risk Reduction, and Adaptation to Climate 
Change – Sri Lanka, The World Bank Group, 2011 

Figure 0.1 Damage to village caused by the landslide 
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High intensity rainfall, flash floods, landslides and droughts are becoming increasingly common in Sri 

Lanka adversely impacting on the primary economic activities which are motivated by agriculture and 

the manufacturing sectors6 

Sri Lanka frequently experiences intense monsoons and flooding. Meteorologists have predicted that  

this year’s pre-monsoon cyclone season will produce unusually severe tropical cyclones as a result of 

the rising sea surface temperature across the region to between 1C-2C above average7. This was 

proven true recently as Cyclone Roanu caused havoc across the Bay of Bengal. The onset of the tropical 

cyclone produced the heaviest rains in Sri Lanka in the last 25 years, with Colombo experiencing in 

one day, a third of the monthly average rainfall for May. The torrential rainfall caused fatal flooding 

and landslides affecting 22 out of 25 districts in the country, causing many fatalities and displacing 

almost half a million people from their homes8.  

These kinds of disasters have the potential to affect the long term stability of the country in regards 

to damage done to infrastructure and stress relating to its adaptive coping capacity and resilience. 

Damage to productive agricultural lands not only puts stress on food and water resources but also on 

the economic sectors which in turn can also destabilise governments. Sri Lanka is already suffering the 

                                                           
6 Ministry for the Environment – Sri Lanka, National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for Sri Lanka, 2011. 
7 Everton Fox, Pre-monsoon rains cause flooding across Sri Lanka, Al Jazeera, 2016 15th May 
8ABC News, Sri Lanka Floods: Aid begins to reach thousands of people displaced by rain, landslides, ABC News, 
2016 21ST May 
 

Figure 0.2 Tsunami affected area - all topsoil washed away 
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effects of a warming climate and is extremely vulnerable to further flooding and hydro meteorological 

events.  

The Uniting Church has a long-term partnership with the Methodist Church in Sri Lanka. The Methodist 

Church played an integral role in providing emergency aid and relief following the recent cyclone and 

the Uniting Church supported this effort by initiating a fundraising appeal. The relief and development 

arm of the Uniting Church, Uniting World, has long term programmes running in Sri Lanka for the 

empowerment of children with disabilities and special needs. The projects aim to increase access to, 

and benefit from, mainstream education9. Uniting World also support The Women’s and Children’s 

Empowerment Centre, a project designed for women and children who have been affected by 

violence and exploitation10. The Uniting Church Synod of WA also runs a programme through this 

partnership that supports the supply of nutritious food and funding of teachers’ salaries for local 

preschools in districts that have been devastated by civil war and tsunamis.  

The Methodist Church in Sri Lanka has an experimental farm demonstrating sustainable agriculture 

and techniques that suit the changed and changing environmental conditions. They are seeking the 

                                                           
9 Uniting World, Empowering People with Disabilities, Sri Lanka, Uniting World, 2016, Viewed on 28th June, 
2016, http://www.unitingworld.org.au/about/relief-and-development/relief-and-development-
programs/economic-and-social-empowerment/empowering-people-with-disabilities-in-sri-lanka/ 
10 Uniting World, Women and Children, Sri Lanka, Uniting World, 2016, Viewed on 28th June, 2016, 
http://www.unitingworld.org.au/about/relief-and-development/relief-and-development-programs/economic-
and-social-empowerment/sri-lanka-women-and-children/ 

Figure 0.3 Demonstration Farm 



 8 

support of international partners to further strengthen the educational work. They already undertake 

training for a number of farmers and are seeking to train more.  

 

Papua New Guinea and West Papua 
The island of New Guinea is split into two countries; the east side of the land mass being Papua New 

Guinea (PNG) and the west side, (provinces of Indonesia) referred to as Papua and West Papua. Whilst 

there is substantial climate data for PNG there is little data available for the Indonesian Archipelago. 

Although PNG has a dry season from May through to October and a wet season from November 

through to April, seasonal variation is really only felt in Port Moresby, in the South West of the island11. 

Port Moresby experiences 78% of its yearly average rainfall during the wet season due to the West 

Pacific Monsoon, driven by vast temperature differences between the land and ocean. In the North of 

the country rainfall is more consistent occurring all year round, with the islands being located in the 

West Pacific warm pool. This general lack of seasonal variation correlates with anecdotal reports from 

Jayapura in Papua, where rain is reported to be unpredictable but frequently occurring with rising 

daily temperatures12. However, the climate does vary from year to year as a result of the El Nino-

Southern Oscillation - a naturally occurring climate pattern throughout the tropical pacific- ocean 

                                                           
11 Australian Government, Current and Future Climate of Papua New Guinea, Pacific Climate Change Science 
Program partners, 2011, p. 2 
12 Personal Interviews  

Figure 0.4 Working on an organic fertiliser 
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affecting weather patterns globally. For New Guinea this means that during El Nino years, the climate 

is usually drier than normal whilst La Nina events are associated with increased rainfall13.  

The impacts of El Nino were clearly seen in the droughts that occurred in the highlands of PNG and 

the Solomon Islands in 2015. The onset of high altitude frosts that accompanied the droughts 

destroyed crops;, water supplies dried up and large bush fires destroyed areas of vegetation. Wide 

spread famine ensued and people were hospitalised due to waterborne and airborne disease14.  

Reports have been made that during the same time period in Papua, the fertile and agriculturally 

productive highland provinces of Wamena and Merauke also failed to harvest crops15. Within the 

same year, heavy rain and storm surges were reported to cause mass flooding in the lowland areas of 

Sentani and Jayapura.  

Annual minimum and maximum temperatures recorded in Port Morseby has increased since 1950, in 

a pattern that is consistent with global warming16. Satellite data is showing a significant rise in sea 

level around PNG with an average annual increase of around 7mm (the global average being between 

2.8 and 3.6mm). This significant increase could be partly due to El Nino-Southern Oscillation related 

events. The Ocean around PNG has slowly become more acidic since the 18th century as a result of the 

ocean working as a carbon sink for CO2 emissions. Climate Change projections predict temperatures 

will continue to increase as well as seasonal rainfall. Tropical cyclones are predicted to decrease.  

However, there is likely to be an increase in the proportion of  more intense storms, with increased 

wind speeds and rainfall intensity17. It is expected that sea levels will continue to rise and by 2030, 

                                                           
13 Australian Government, p. 2 
14 Uniting World, Famine in PNG, Uniting World, December 2015, viewed July 2016, 
http://www.unitingworld.org.au/announcements/slow-unfolding-disaster-in-png-2/ 
15 Personal Interviews 
16 Australian Government, p. 4 
17 Australian Government, p. 6 

Figure 0.5 Dead crops in village in highlands of PNG 
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could reach a rise in the range of 4-15cm. This is likely to increase the impact of storm surges and 

coastal flooding. Ocean acidification is also set to continue increasing the threat to coral reef systems. 

The Uniting Church in Australia has extensive relationships with Churches in both PNG and Papua, 

Indonesia. Uniting World worked closely with the United Church in Papua New Guinea during the 

droughts by providing food and water- purification equipment to the hundreds of communities in 

remote locations suffering from hunger and dehydration18. Once the emergency of malnutrition had 

been dealt with Uniting World also continued their support by supplying the materials needed for 

planting, seed and equipment The Uniting Church in Australia also works in partnership on the west 

side of New Guinea with the Evangelical Christian Church in the Land of Papua, - Gereja Kristin 

Protestan de Tanah Papua (GKI TP). This partnership has a special connection with the Uniting Church 

WA synod, where a variety of development and educational projects are currently being undertaken. 

Our partner church, GKI TP, also works with local communities to deal with land appropriations for 

the production of palm oil. This has both environmental and social justice aspects. Our partners report 

that sediment run off and loss of topsoil due to vegetation clearing has a damaging effect on the land 

used and also on the eco-systems adjacent. GKI TP have a department called Justice, Peace and the 

Integrity of Creation which works in the legal system to support indigenous land owners.   

                                                           
18 Uniting World, Famine in PNG, Uniting World, December 2015, viewed July 2016, 
http://www.unitingworld.org.au/announcements/slow-unfolding-disaster-in-png-2/ 
 

Figure 0.6 Subsisent farming in the highlands of Papua 
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Section 4: Role of the Australian Government 
 
The Australian Government has a global role to play in our climatically changing world. The first 

responsibility it has is to mitigate the effects of climate change by reducing carbon emissions. The 

second responsibility is in modifying national policies regarding refugees and asylum seekers. Current 

policies do not allow for the numbers of refugees and asylum seekers that Australia is now facing on 

its doorstep.  Neither does it take into account the potential for mass populations of displaced people 

arriving due to climate change factors, such as sea level rise and food and water scarcity. Australia also 

needs to acknowledge its global position and responsibility in regards to foreign aid contributions, i.e. 

deforestation support particularly now when it is the poorest nations who will suffer the worst effects 

of climate change.  

Australia’s Role in Contributing to Climate Change 
Australia’s emissions per capita are the highest in the OECD and among the highest in the world19. 

These extremely high emissions are predominantly a result of the reliance on black coal for power 

generation, which accounts for almost half of Australia’s total primary energy supply20.  Australia’s 

reliance on renewable energy for electricity production was noted in 2015 as being only 11.1%21. The 

current coalition has a renewable energy target of 23% by 2020 and a reduction of emissions target 

of 26% by 2030 on 2005 levels; whilst Labour opposition is advocating for a 50% renewable energy 

target by 2030 and a reduced carbon pollution target of 45% by 2030 on 2005 levels22. The Uniting 

Church has a strong commitment to a clean environment and a sustainable future and all Synods have 

divested from fossil fuel related interests, as well as running ‘Green Church’ programmes within their 

presbyteries . The Uniting Church believes by 2025 Australia can be transformed into a robust and 

successful low carbon economy by presently adopting a target of at least 40% of 2000 levels by 202523 

There is a role for the Australian Government’s overseas aid program in funding programs which 

enhance forest preservation. This has already been done in different areas of Indonesia and could 

helpfully assist in preserving native forest in remote areas of the highlands in Papua and West Papua.   

Climate Change Population Displacement  
The Australian Government has historically held very conservative policies towards refugees and 

asylum seekers and as such has indicated they will not be willing to relocate populations displaced by 

climate change and sea level rise. Globally Australia is ranked at number 50 out of all countries in 

terms of hosting refugees; it is ranked 67th when looked at on a per capita basis; and at 84th for 

                                                           
19 The Garnaut Climate Change Review, Chapter 7: Australia’s Emissions in a Global Context, 2011, p. 154 
20 National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting, 2014-2015 Published Data Highlights, Australian Government, 
27th February 2016, viewed on 27th June 2016, http://www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au/NGER/Published-
information/Data-highlights/2014-15-published-data-highlights 
21 National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting, 2014-2015 Published Data Highlights, Australian Government, 
27th February 2016, viewed on 27th June 2016, http://www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au/NGER/Published-
information/Data-highlights/2014-15-published-data-highlights 
22 Gareth Hutchens, Malcom Turnbull: Labor’s climate targets will destroy Australia’s bargaining power, The 
Guardian, 9th May 2016, viewed on 27th June 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2016/may/09/malcolm-turnbull-labors-climate-targets-will-destroy-australias-bargaining-power 
23 Uniting Justice Australia, Submissions: Australia’s post 2020 greenhouse gas emissions reduction target, 27th 
April 2015, viewed 27th June 2016, http://www.unitingjustice.org.au/environment/submissions/item/1005-
australia-s-post-2020-greenhouse-gas-emissions-reduction-target 
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refugees under Australia’s care relative to total GDP24. Given Australia’s healthy economy and land 

mass there is scope for Australia to step up and do a lot more in regards to the global refugee crisis. 

This situation is only going to get worse when whole communities potentially get displaced through 

climate change induced events in the near future. The Australian Government needs to plan now to 

address the issues facing our neighbours in need.  

Cuts to Foreign Aid 
The recent budget announced significant cuts to foreign aid, with Australia’s contribution to Indonesia 

almost halved and aid to Africa decreased by 70%25. The President of the Uniting Church, Stuart 

McMillian, released a statement saying “It is deeply disappointing that planned cuts to foreign aid are 

going ahead, leaving some of the world’s poorest people without the life-changing,  - often life-saving, 

– assistance that comes with Australian Aid”26. As a result of the budget cuts, the Uniting Church has 

joined a coalition of organisations, community groups and individuals in a campaign for Australian Aid. 

This campaign aims to highlight the benefits of aid internationally in reducing poverty and providing 

humanitarian assistance to those in dire need.  

Section 5: Take Action! 
 
The Uniting Church seeks to bring God’s vision of a reconciled world into the present, to reflect 
God’s love for everyone, work for justice and peace and follow the example and teachings of Jesus 
Christ who taught what it means to love your neighbour and your enemy, called on his disciples to 
heal the sick and give to the poor, and who himself challenged the systems and structures of 
oppression in his society27. The Uniting Church is committed to engaging in public life as it sought to 
live out the gospel in the world, in this regard there is a responsibility to be involved in social and 
national affairs, advocating for justice and equality for all human beings and the sustainability and 
protection of the earth. The Uniting Churches partners in the Pacific and Indian Ocean are calling for 
assistance and support in developing mitigation and adaptation measures for preparing and 
responding to the challenges of climate change.  
 
There are many ways in which individuals, congregations and organisations can act in a local context 
to support the communities in climatically vulnerable regions and decrease Australia’s role in 
contributing to carbon emissions.  
 
 

 Raise awareness within your communities about the plight of our partner churches 

 Fundraise in your church communities for projects that contribute to the adaptive capacity 

and resilience of these vulnerable nations 

 Join the campaign for Australian Aid 

                                                           
24 Uniting Justice Australia, Searching for Freedom, Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, 2016, p. 7 
25 Johanna Nicholson, Budget 2015: Foreign Aid to Africa cut by 70pc; contributions to Indonesia nearly halved, 
ABC News, 26th May 2015, viewed on the 26th June 2016, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-05-13/foreign-
aid-cuts-under-new-budget-africa-indonesia/6465264 
26 Uniting Church, A missed opportunity?, Responding to the Federal Budget, 4th May 2016, viewed on 26th 
June 2016, http://sa.uca.org.au/new-times/2016-17-budget-responses 
27 Uniting Justice, About Uniting Justice, 2016, viewed on 26th June 2016, 
http://www.unitingjustice.org.au/about/about-unitingjustice 
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 Advocate and lobby the government for a greater responsibility towards vulnerable nations 

with regards to foreign aid and assisting displaced populations 

 Do more research and increase your own knowledge about the impact of climate change for 

Australia as well as globally 

 Advocate and lobby the government towards increased emissions targets and divestment 

from coal 

 Take responsibility for your own contribution to climate change 

- Reduce, Reuse, Recycle 

- Evaluate and reduce your meat consumption (agricultural sector is a major player in 

contributing to C02 emissions) 

- Reduce your energy consumption and encourage your Church community to do the same. 

For ideas on how to do this see https://ecochurcheswa.net/  

- Stop supporting institutions and organisations that use coal power generation and those 

whose activities contribute to deforestation.  

 

 


