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Climate change is a fact that threaten the most basic human needs, from 
food and water to human settlement patterns. One of the major conse-
quences from climate change will be the flow of people who will leave 
their homes because of the changing environment and its impact on 
their livelihoods. In other words, they will become “climate refugees”. 
It is difficult to predict the scale of climate migration since migration 
is multi-casual. Nevertheless, a commonly used estimation indicates 
that 200 million people will be displaced due to climate change by 2050.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change wrote in its 1990 
report that “the greatest single impact of climate change could be on hu-
man migration”, and there has since been considerable interest in the is-
sue of migration and climate change. The international community has 
for example made efforts to address the challenge of “climate refugees” 
by, for example, including reference to migration in the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees considering areas hosting refugees as “hot 
spots” for climate change and the International Organization for Mi-
gration’s MECLEP project. Furthermore, the international community 
have gathered around the Paris Agreement, the Sustainable Development 
Goals and the Nansen Initiative Protection Agenda. However, legal rec-
ognition and adequate protection of “climate refugees” is still lacking. 

This report examines the most important aspects of climate migration 
issues as comprehensively as possible, and strives to identify the signifi-
cance and magnitude of possible climate migration flows. Our target is to 
answer some basic and highly functional questions in order to create a re-
port which will help the reader grasp the issue and support policymakers and 
other actors involved in developing the most suitable policies on the issue.
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Environment-related risks, including “Extreme weather events”, 

“Water crisis”, and “Failure of climate-change mitigation and adapta-

tion” dominate the 2018 edition of the World Economic Forum’s annual 

Global Risks Report where “Food crisis” and “Large-scale involuntary 

migration”, are also both rated higher than “Failure of financial mecha-

nism or institution”, “Spread of infectious diseases” or “Profound social 

instability”.1

The World Economic Forum’s analysis clearly show us that we need to 

focus more on the climate refugees. According to the IPCC: ”the greatest 

single impact of climate change could be on human migration” 2 and the 

UN Refugee Agency UNHCR states that ”Displacement linked to climate 

change is not a future hypothetical – it’s a current reality. An annual aver-

age of 21.5 million people have been forcibly displaced by weather-related 

sudden onset hazards such as floods, storms, wildfires, extreme tempera-

ture - each year since 2008”.3  

Legally speaking, we do not know what a climate refugee is. He or 

(more often) she is not recognized by the United Nations refugee con-

vention, and is not likely to be so in the foreseeable future. This, however, 

should not be a hindrance for actors wishing to address the issue, with an 

approach that may include the following three elements:

1. WEF (2017)
2. IPCC (1990)
3. UNHCR (2016)

FOREWORD: 

Time for a Home for 
the “Climate Refugees”
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1. If combatting climate change, include migration. The Paris 

Agreement clarifies that climate adaptation is on equal footing 

with the pledge to limit global warming to two degrees Celsius 

compared to pre-industrial times. Climate-induced migration, 

however, is not specifically included, but this does not pre-

clude other actors from doing so.

2. When addressing migration, take climate change into 

account. Among the most prominent organizations focusing 

on migration and migrants, it is no exaggeration to claim that 

far from all are leading actors in mitigating climate change. A 

stronger involvement with the issue will also ensure better 

preparedness to work with what is often perceived as one of 

the main challenges of the future.

3. Find a working definition. Since there is no universally 

agreed definition of “climate refugees”, a working definition is 

needed. In this report, the Nansen Initiative’s proposed word-

ing is used - there may be other possibilities, but it is unsatis-

factory to address the issue without properly defining what is 

meant by the term. 

According to the International Organization for Migration “there has 

been a collective, and rather successful, attempt to ignore the scope of 

the problem… so far there is no ‘home’ for forced climate migrants in 

the international community, both literally and figuratively”. 4 Given the 

wide-spread agreement on the importance of the issue, it is time for that 

home to materialize.

Mattias Goldmann

CEO, Fores

4. Brown, O. (2008, p. 10)
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Climate change, in both scale and potential impact, is a fact that threatens 

the most basic human needs, from food and water to human settlement pat-

terns. Whilst climate change will impact regions and people differently, one 

of the major consequences is the flow of people who will leave their homes 

because of the changing environment and its impact on their livelihoods. In 

other words, they will become “climate refugees”. A commonly used estima-

tion indicates that 200 million people will be displaced due to climate change 

by 2050.5 It is difficult, however, to predict the scale of climate migration 

since migration is multi-casual. 

The definition of “climate refugees” was introduced in 1985,6 but the idea 

of an “ecological refugee” was first mentioned in 1948,7 and has been on the 

agenda of researchers since the 1970s. The Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-

mate Change (IPCC) wrote in its 1990 report that “the greatest single impact 

of climate change could be on human migration”, and there has since been 

considerable interest in the issue of migration and climate change. Efforts 

made by the international community have, often, been either weak or with-

out sufficient political willingness to deal with “climate refugees”. As a result, 

the term “climate refugees” is neither recognised by international law, nor 

endorsed by the United Nations. 

The international community has, nonetheless, been aware of the risks 

of global warming for a long time, and has taken some meaningful actions 

to adapt preventive measures and to tackle the possible hazards. In regard 

to mitigation efforts, the Paris Agreement was adopted on 12 December 

2012 under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

5.Myers, N. (2005)
6. Essam El-Hinnawi introduced the term “environmental refugee” in 1985 which share the same definition as “climate 
refugees. See El-Hinnawi, E. (1985) and chapter one which explains the various terms used and definitions.
7. Guterres, A. (2012)

Introduction
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(UNFCCC), and is the latest success of dedicated and determined interna-

tional co-operation. The Agreement entered into force on 4 November 2016 

following a record-breaking ratification.8 At the time of writing this report, 

142 countries, including the United States and China, have ratified the Agree-

ment. The Paris Agreement proclaims that mitigating the effect of climate 

change must be prioritized to diminish climate related displacement. Having 

said that, parts of the Paris Agreement in terms of implementation will not 

enter into force until 2021, and the Agreement does not comprise remedies 

for several urgent issues, including the protection of “climate refugees”.

This report examines the most important aspects of climate migration 

issues as comprehensively as possible, and strives to identify the significance 

and magnitude of possible climate migration flows. Our target is to answer 

some basic and highly functional questions in order to create a report which 

will help the reader grasp the issue and support policymakers and other 

actors involved in developing the most suitable policies on the issue. In addi-

tion to explaining and defining the phenomenon with research, statistics and 

reports from the UNFCCC, IPCC, UNHCR (United Nations High Commis-

ioner for Refugees) and other reliable sources, we tried to answer the follow-

ing questions:

1. What is the current and expected number of “climate refugees” 

and which regions have been – and will be in the years to come – 

the most affected?

2. What are the types and important triggers of climate migration?

3. As one of the basic ambiguities that hinder policy development; 

why is the term “climate refugee” so problematic and controver-

sial? 

4. How does the international community, including the UNHCR, 

deal with the issues and what are the international policy 

responses and initiatives to tackle the issue?

5. What is the European Union’s legal and policy framework for 

dealing with “climate refugees”?

8. Laporte, A. (2016); See also UN Sustainable Development Blog (2016)

Emine Behiye Karakitapoglu, Markus Larsson and Adam Reuben
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In the first chapter of this report, we examine the term “climate refugee”, 

its standing in international law and why it is difficult to fit the term within 

the 1951 Refugee Convention and the Convention on the Rights of the 

Migrant Worker. We believe that it is necessary to introduce the definitional 

issues of “climate refugees” in relation to possible policy actions. Similarly, 

the challenges of finding one precise definition follows from the multi-casual 

causes of migration, which are examined in the following chapters. Indeed, 

the various factors involved in the decision to migrate also provides a chal-

lenge when projecting the future numbers of “climate refugees”. Chapter 

two examines the magnitude, significance and future estimations by 

comparing a few of the projections (including that of Norman Myers, 

whose projection of 200 million “climate refugees” by 2050 is one of the 

most quoted). We also introduce statistics from the Internal Displace-

ment Monitoring Centre (IDMC) on past numbers of “climate refugees” 

in total and by region. Furthermore, we present a table by Frank Bier-

mann and Ingrid Boas, which is one of the more comprehensive studies 

on future projections. 

In Chapter three we will examine the triggers of climate migration. 

We recognise that most “climate refugees” will be the victims of either 

a rapid-onset or a slow-onset climate event. Sea-level rise and competi-

tion and conflicts over natural resources will also be important triggers 

which will lead to climate migration. The chapter will therefore provide 

an in-depth analysis of the four triggers. We will examine the slow-onset 

climate events by providing a study on the impact of climate change on 

food security and water scarcity. We will also provide empirical evidence 

by examining the Syrian Civil War and the Conflict in Darfur and how 

these two conflicts are related to climate change. Thus, the first half of 

the report looks at how and why climate migration will occur and its cur-

rent and projected volumes. 

The second half of the report is dedicated to examining the inter-

national and European frameworks and policy responses. It primarily 

focuses on cross-border movements rather than internal displacement. 

Chapter four examines the UNFCCC and its ability to consider “climate 

refugees”. We acknowledge the milestone of the Paris Agreement and 

Emine Behiye Karakitapoglu, Markus Larsson and Adam Reuben
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will therefore examine the Paris Agreement in further details in chapter 

four. We will also look at the Nansen Initiative’s Protection Agenda on 

Cross-Border Displacement, which was adopted in 2015 and endorsed 

by 110 countries. We also note the role of the UNHCR and how the UN’s 

refugee organization has been able to assist “climate refugees” within 

its existing mandate. We also provide a brief overview of the available 

human rights laws. Since Sweden is a member of the European Union, 

this report will also consider the EU’s legal and policy frameworks by 

examining reports by the European Parliament and the European Com-

mission alongside Commission Staff Working Papers. 

Introduction
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In academic literature, there are several different terms and concepts, 

like climate or environmental refugee, climate or environmental migrant, 

climate or environmental induced migration and climate or environme-

ntal induced displacement. These terms are used interchangeably and 

they are not precisely defined. One of the challenges is finding the direct 

linkage between migration and environmental factors. In his working 

paper for the UNHCR, Richard Black noted that migration often occurs 

for several reasons.9  Thus, whether one can isolate climate change as 

the only reason for migration is questionable, which adds to a second 

challenge: whether the migration is voluntary or forced.10  The aim of this 

chapter is to introduce the terms and their limitations in the debate. 

At the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) conference held in Nairobi 

in 1985, Essam El-Hinnawi introduced a definition of “environmental 

refugees” as:

“… those people who have been forced to leave their traditional hab-

itat, temporarily or permanently, because of marked environmental 

disruption (natural and/or triggered by people) that jeopardized 

their existence and/or seriously affect the quality of their life.” 11

9. Black, R. (2001)
10. Dun, O., Gemenne, F. (2008)
11. El-Hinnawi, E. (1985)

Chapter 1 

Definitional Issue
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This is the most quoted definition of “environmental refugees”. Roger 

Zetter with Camillo Boano and Tim Morris in 2008 wrote that this defini-

tion provides three categories of persons: 

1. temporarily displaced persons that can return when the envi-

ronmental damage has been repaid;

2. permanently displaced persons that will resettle elsewhere 

and 

3. persons that migrate for a better quality of life when their 

home no longer can meet their basic needs.12  

El-Hinnawi’s definition of “environmental refugees” is also often used to 

define the term “climate refugees”. Catherine-Amélie Chassin wrote that 

“environment” would include both human and non-human environmen-

tal activities, whilst “climate” is limited to the impact of climate change. 

A “climate refugee” would, in that case, be a more restrictive term than 

“environmental refugee”.13 However, Chassin wrote this in a footnote 

and it remains unclear whether this is a division that is accepted by other 

scholars. The leading Australian scholar, Jane McAdam, for example, 

does not write about this kind of division in her book Climate Change, 

Forced Migration and International Law when she quoted El-Hinnawi, and 

continued by acknowledging that “in legal terms, there is no such thing 

as a ‘climate change refugee’”.14 Another leading scholar, Norman Myers, 

introduced a further definition in 1995 as: 

“… persons who can no longer gain secure livelihood in their tradi-

tional homelands because of environmental factors of unusual scope, 

notably drought, desertification, deforestation, soil erosion, water 

shortage, climate change and also natural disasters.” 15 

12. Boano, C., Zetter, R., Morris, T. (2008, p. 7)
13. Chassin, C-A. (2015)
14. McAdam, J. (2012)
15. Myers, N., Kent, J. (1995, p. 17-19)

Definitional Issue
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The definition by Myers seeks to include the various reasons why envi-

ronmental factors may cause migration, but he does not make a division 

between climate change and environment. Neither is there any distinc-

tion between internal and cross-border displacement in his definition. 

According to Future Floods of Refugees, written by Vikram Kolmannskog 

for the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), the term “climate refugee” 

has been gaining popularity in the public discourse.16 The term “climate 

refugee” has been used by the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP)17. The European Union (EU) – including the Parliament18 and the 

Commission19 and the European Environmental Agency (EEA)20  have also 

used “climate refugee”. At the Green Climate Fund Pledging Conference 

in 2014, Sweden’s Minister for International Development Cooperation, 

Isabella Lövin, made a reference to “climate refugees” during her official 

speech.21 Likewise, the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency (SIDA) and the Swedish media regularly refer to “climate refu-

gees” when discussing climate change and migration. This policy paper 

will, therefore, use the term “climate refugee”, even if we have reserva-

tions about the coherence of this expression.

There is, however, no agreed definition of “climate refugees” and the 

term is not endorsed by the United Nations.22 The absence of a universally 

accepted definition is one of the obstacles for the international commu-

nity, because it is commonly accepted that a precise definition is impor-

tant for practitioners and policy makers in order to develop effective 

policy responses and decide on the legal rights of those crossing borders. 

In international law, there are currently two conventions that protect the 

cross-border migration of people. One is the Convention on the Rights 

of all Migrant Workers23, which provides the following definition of a 

migrant as a person:

16. Kolmannskog, V. (2008)
17. Shachi, S.M. (2015)
18. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
19. See Juncker, J.C. (2015) and European Commission (2013)
20. See the European Environmental Agency (2011)
21. Lövin, I. (2014)
22. Boano, C., Zetter, R., Morris, T. (2008)
23. United Nations Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, Part 
I, Article 2(1). The Convention is available here: https://treaties.un.org/doc/source/docs/A_RES_45_158-E.pdf

Emine Behiye Karakitapoglu, Markus Larsson and Adam Reuben
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“… who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remu-

nerated activity in a State of which he or she is not a national.”

The other international convention is the 1951 Refugee Convention and 

its 1967 Protocol24  which legally defines a refugee as a person:

“… owning to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group 

or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is 

unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the pro-

tection of that country.” 25

In order to be recognised as a refugee, a person must thus have a fear 

of persecution that is well-founded. The persecution must also be linked 

to one of the so called inclusion grounds.26  One can summarize the dif-

ference between the two definitions as a migrant leaving her home by 

choice whilst the refugee leaves his or her home by force. Using “refugee” 

in “climate refugee” is, according to the UNHCR, misleading because the 

Refugee Convention does not recognize the environment as a cause for 

displacement.27 The Migrant Convention does, however, require a volun-

tary decision to move that is free from external pressures.28 The United 

Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants noted in 

a report to the General Assembly in 2012 that this creates a gap in inter-

national law when considering persons that move for environmental 

reasons.29 This was further acknowledged by Benjamin Glahn, Deputy 

Chief Program Officer at the Salzburg Global Seminar. He noted that 

“climate refugees” has no legal ground in existing international refugee 

24. See United Nations, Convention and Protocol on the Status of Refugees, Chapter I, Article 1(A). The Convention is 
available here: http://www.unhcr.org/uk/3b66c2aa10
25. The refugee definition also applies to stateless persons “who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of 
his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” Sweden 
has, for example, extended the so called “inclusion grounds” to also apply if the persecution is because of gender or sexual 
orientation (Chapter 4, Article 1, Aliens Act (2005:716)), which otherwise is regarded as being included within a particular 
social group.
26. For more information see Zamfir, I (2015)
27. UNHCR (2016)
28. IOM (2011)
29. Special-Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants (2012)

Definitional Issue
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and asylum law, nor does the international community agree on what to 

do about the problem. “Climate refugees” is therefore both “problematic 

and controversial”.30  In order to provide protection for “climate refu-

gees”, some have suggested an extension of the 1951 Refugee Convention, 

whilst others have suggested that such an extension is not possible and 

instead recommend the creation of a new convention. As of yet, however, 

a consensus has been out of reach. As Oli Brown, author of the report 

Migration and Climate Change, published by the International Organiza-

tion for Migration (IOM), puts it: “there has been a collective, and rather 

successful, attempt to ignore the scope of the problem … so far there is no 

‘home’ for forced climate migrants in the international community, both 

literally and figuratively”.31 

30. Glahn, B. (2009)
31. Brown, O. (2008, p. 10)

Emine Behiye Karakitapoglu, Markus Larsson and Adam Reuben
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Even though specific reference to climate change and migration 

began appearing in the scientific literature several decades ago, with 

occasional papers in the 1970s and 1980s, expanding into more regular 

citations throughout the 1990s,32 “climate refugees” still has no standing 

in international law. There is no legally recognised definition, and there 

is an ongoing debate whether climate change and migration are linked 

to each other. Black, for example, asked in 2001 why so much energy is 

spent on trying to distinguish environmental causes of migration from 

political, social or economic causes, “even to the point of trying to rewrite 

the definition of a refugee in international law”. Black wrote and argued 

that the answer to his question lies within the environmentalist literature 

rather than the refugee studies literature,33 as it depends on whether the 

study uses the legal definition or a social definition of a refugee.34 Others, 

such as the IPCC35, have included climate induced migration since its 

first assessment report in 1990 when they wrote that the “greatest single 

32. Warner, K. (2011)
33. Black, R. (2001, p. 12)
34. Dun, O., Gemenne, F. (2008)
35. The IPCC is the leading international body for the assessment of climate change, including the physical science of 
climate, impacts, adaptation, vulnerability and mitigation of climate change. The IPCC was established by the UNEP and 
the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to provide the world with a comprehensive assessment of the current state 
of knowledge of climate change and its potential environmental and socioeconomic impacts.

Chapter 2 

Climate Refugees: 
Significance, Magnitude 
and Future Estimations
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impact of climate change could be on human migration”.36 Whilst esti-

mating the number of “climate refugees” may be difficult because of the 

multi-casual causes of migration (further discussed in chapter three of 

this report), many have still attempted. The IPCC, for example, believes 

that by 2050, 1.5 percent of the world’s population – that is 150 million – 

will be environmentally displaced.37 One of the more quoted estimations 

was introduced by Myers in 1993 when he predicted 150 million “climate 

refugees”. In 2005, Myers changed his prediction and now estimates 200 

million people to be displaced by climate change.38 His methodology for 

reaching these estimations has been subjected to criticism and debates 

about accuracy.39 The figure is thus not commonly accepted. 

The 200 million by 2050 estimation was also shared by the Stern 

Review in 2007 40 and by Friends of the Earth in 2007.41 Christian Aid 

goes further and predicts one billion displaced by 2050.42 Data over the 

last thirty years also shows that the number of storms, droughts and 

floods have increased with devastating effects on vulnerable communi-

ties, particularly in the developing world. Between 1995 and 2015, more 

than 525,000 people have died and a reported 2.97 trillion US dollars in 

Purchasing Power Parity (PPP),43 have been lost as a direct result of over 

15,000 extreme weather events.44  

During a seven year-period, extreme weather has displaced a total 

of 157.9 million compared to 26.6 displaced by geophysical – primarily 

earthquakes and volcanic eruption – reasons (table 1).45 The NRC and 

the IDMC wrote in their Global Report on Internal Displacement 2016 that 

19.2 million people across 113 countries were displaced in 2015 due to 

disasters, which is twice as many as the number of those displaced due 

to conflict and violence. Noteworthy, this only considers disasters for 

36. IPCC (1990). See also Brown, O. (2007)
37. Boano, C., Zetter, R., Morris, T. (2008)
38. Myers, N. (2005)
39. See for example Gemenne, F. (2011) and Boano, C., Zetter, R., Morris, T. (2008)
40. Stern, N.H. (2006)
41. Friends of the Earth (2007)
42. Christian Aid (2007)
43. PPP are the rates of currency conversion that equalize the purchasing power of different currencies by eliminating the 
differences in price levels between countries. In their simplest form, PPPs are simply price relatives that show the ratio of 
the prices in national currencies of the same good or service in different countries. 
44. Kreft, S., Eckstein, D., Dorsch, L., Fischer, L. (2015)
45. NRC/IDMC (2016)

Climate Refugees: Significance, Magnitude and Future Estimations
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“which natural hazards have been identified as the primary trigger”.46 Sea 

rise level is, for example, not included in the definition unless it causes 

floods. Since 2008, the NRC has noted 246,4 million people displaced by 

disasters with an average of 24,6  million people/year.47 In its 2009 report, 

the IOM noted, based on data for over the past thirty years, that 1.6 billion 

people have been displaced by droughts compared to 718 million people 

that were displaced by storms.48

In 2010, Frank Biermann and Ingrid Boas created a table on the climate 

change impact by region (table 2). Their table is one of the few compre-

hensive regionalized analyses and estimations that are based on data 

from i.a. UNEP, IPCC, The World Bank, Myers, Nigel Arnell and Richard 

Nicholls. 49

46. NRC/IDMC (2016, p. 81)
47. NRC/IDMC (2016)
48. Laczko, F., Aghazarm, C. (2009)
49. Biermann, F., Boas, I. (2010, p. 61)

Table 1: Disaster Displacement between 2008 and 2017 (by million)
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People affected each 
year by 2080s by storm 
surges with sea-level 
rise of about 38 cm 
assuming constant 
protection mechanism 
(evolving protection 
mechanisms)

Estimated climate 
refugees due to
sea-level rise (slr)

Vulnerability to 
tropical cyclones

People at risk of water 
stress by 2085 due to a 
temperature increase 
of  2-3 (depending on 
population level)

Estimates related to 
drought and water 
stress

Additional number of 
people at risk of hunger 
by the 2080s

Southern 
Mediterranean: 
13 million (6 million)

West Africa: 
36 million (3 million)

East Africa: 
33 million (5 million)

Egypt:
12 million by 2050

Nigeria: 
6-11 million by 2050

Southeast Africa: 
low to moderate risk

North Africa:
155-599 million 

South and 
East Africa:
15-529 million

West Africa:
27-517 million

14 African Countries 
currently experience 
water scarcity 

Expect to rise to 24 
countries by 2030

Total 23-200

South Asia: 
98 million (55 million)

Southeast Asia:
43 million (21 million)

Bangladesh: 
26 million by 2050

China: 
73 million

India: 
20 million by 2050

Major urban centers: 
moderate to high risk

South Asia:
moderate risk

East Asia:
moderate to high risk

South East Asia: 
moderate to high risk

South Asia: 
39-812 million

West Asia: 
95-492 million

Central Asia:
 14-228 million

East Asia: 41-1577 in worst 
case scenario

Millions at risk due to the 
glacier melt in the Hima-
layas. 50-60 percent of 
world population live 
in the larger Himalaya- 
Hindu Kush region and 
could be affected by 
water stress

West Asia:
5-134 million
Southeast Asia:  
2-44 million

N/A

Venezuela: 56,000 
assuming 1m slr 
and no adaptation 
measures

Uruguay: 13,000 
assuming 1m slr 
and no adaptation 
measures

Central America: 
low to high risk

Northern  Latin 
America: low risk

Central America: 5-246 
million

South America: 72-272 
million in the worst-case 
scenario

Glacier melt in the South 
American Andes could 
cause water stress for
40 million by 2050

Total: 
5-85 million

Caribbean: 
1,350,000 (560,00)

Indian Ocean:
920 thousand 
(460,000) 

Pacific: 290,000 

1 million Caribbean: 
low to moderate risk

Indian Ocean: 
low to moderate risk

Pacific: 
Low to high risk

Caribbean: 0-73 million Watter availability could 
become too low during 
low rainfall seasons

N/A

Source: Biermann, F., Boas, I. (2010)

Africa

Asia

Latin
America

Small
Island
States

Table 2: Climate Change Impact by Regions

(160.000) 
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Any prediction indicating mass migration caused by climate change 

has a high level of uncertainty since climate change will affect nations 

and regions differently (table 3), as will the climate change mitigation 

and adaptation capacities. The IPCC noted, for example, that the East 

and Horn of Africa is one of the regions that will have the most negative 

impact from climate change. These countries already suffer from pro-

longed droughts, desertification, flash floods and degradation which, 

most likely, will be exacerbated by climate change in the medium and 

long term.50 Most studies also recognise the difficulty in identifying a 

direct link between climate change and migration. Whilst e.g. the Paris 

Agreement or the New York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants note 

climate change as a reason for migration, neither instrument goes any 

further to establish the link. 

Table 3: Disaster displacement in 2017 by regions.51 

50. IPCC (2007); See also UNHCR (2012)
51. NRC/IDMC (2016, p. 14)

Chapter 3

Important Triggers  
of Climate Migration

The Americas  
4,4m  (23.8%)

Other 0,2 (1,7%)

Sub-Saharan Africa 
2,5m (13.6%)

East Asia  
and the Pacific
8,6m (46%)

Source: NRC/IDMC (2018) p. 16.
South Asia 2.8m (15.1%)
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Even if the exact number of “climate refugees” is not known and the 

estimations vary from study to study depending on their methods and 

other variables, research and several reports indicate that the number 

of “climate refugees” will increase and be much higher than other types 

of refugees. In 2008, Walter Kälin introduced a framework on the causes 

of environmental displacement.52 He noted that “climate refugees” will 

mainly be the victims of either:

• Rapid-onset climate events (extreme hydro-meteorological 

events)

• Slow-onset climate events (drought, food and water scarcity)

• Sea-level rise (a combination of rapid- and slow-onset climate 

events) 

• Competition and conflicts over natural resources or

• Governmental-planned disaster-evacuation.

Displacement occurs to avoid the loss of life, physical harm or destruc-

tion of livelihood. This report will not consider governmental-planned 

disaster-evacuation. Whilst a cause of displacement, it is due to one of the 

other listed causes (or as a precaution to avoid harm) and will, therefore, 

focus on those. Rapid-onset climate events describe extreme hydro-mete-

orological events such as floods, hurricanes and tropical cyclones, heat 

and cold waves. It is, in other words, events that occur rapidly and mostly 

cause temporarily displacement. Slow-onset climate events, on the other 

hand, include e.g. droughts, glacial retreat, land- and forest degradation, 

increasing temperatures and loss of biodiversity.53 The link between 

slow-onset climate events and migration is, however, more difficult to 

establish. McAdam noted that migration caused by slow-onset climate 

events may be considered voluntary migration. Forced displacement may 

be considered only when the area becomes uninhabitable.54 As noted by 

the European Parliament study Climate refugees: Legal and Policy Responses 

52. Kälin, W. (2010, p. 85)
53. UNFCCC (2012)
54. McAdam, J. (2012)
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to Environmentally Induced Migration, “sea-level rise can be characterised 

both as slow-onset gradual environmental change and as a contributor to 

the impact of flooding and storms.” It is, at the same time, the most dra-

matic manifestation of climate change as the rise of sea-level puts small 

island states at the risk of disappearing.55  

In their study Preparing for a Warmer World: Towards Global Governance 

System to Protect Climate Refugees, Biermann and Boas argues that adap-

tation measures, such as reinforced coastal protection, changes in agri-

cultural production or water management, that are undertaken by richer 

countries in the North, may prevent “refugee crises”. Poorer countries 

will most likely not be able to put efficient adaptation programs in place. 

Migration might, therefore, be “the only option for many communities in 

the South”.56 Due to some regions’ vulnerability to climate change, Bier-

mann and Boas reiterates that extreme weather events and sea-level rise 

will cause the largest “climate refugee” movements from Africa and Asia. 

These regions are also vulnerable to drought and water scarcity. This 

chapter will continue with a closer consideration of the four reasons of 

climate migration. 

Rapid-Onset Climate Events
Extreme weather events contribute to rapid-onset climate events and 

they are already effective migration triggers in several regions. Statistics 

from scientific studies indicate that the trends in migration, as a compo-

nent of changing population dynamics, have the potential to rise because 

of alterations in extreme climate event frequency.

The 2012 report by IPCC, Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Dis-

asters by Advance Climate Change Adaptation, noted that 200,000 people in 

2001, 163,000 people in 2007 and 102,000 people in 2008 were displaced 

by floods in Mozambique.57 Of the 19.2 million disaster-displaced in 2015, 

a majority was displaced by extreme weather such as storms and floods.58  

55. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
56. Biermann, F., Boas, I, (2010, p. 61)
57. IPCC (2012)
58. NRC/IDMC (2016)
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Most affected by rapid-onset events were South and East Asia and the 

Pacific, making up 16.3 million, or 85 percent of the total number of dis-

placed by disasters in 2015, with China, India and Nepal being the three 

countries with the highest number of displaced people (3.7, 3.6 and 2.6 

million respectively).59  Noticeably, there were, according to the NRC, few 

disasters but with large-scale migration as a consequence during 2015. 

For example, 75 percent of the Chinese displacement was triggered by 

one flood disaster and three large-scale typhoons.60 

In a 2011 study published by the European Parliament, it is noted 

that the level of vulnerability will impact the level of displacement. Rap-

id-onset events will mainly result in a short-distanced, often internal, 

and short-term displacement with a return to the area of origin as soon 

as possible. In other words, the displacement takes place to avoid loss of 

life and/or physical harm. If, however, the area is frequently damaged by 

disaster, permanent displacement may be more likely. Whilst the disas-

ters forced people to leave, the affected areas will also be more desirable 

since farmland may be fertilised by the floods.61  Rapid-onset events may, 

therefore, have both a push and a pull factor. 

Slow-Onset Climate Events
In a policy working paper for the World Bank in 1992, Richard Bilsbor-

row explained that “sociologists … use the terminology of ‘push’ and 

‘pull’ factors to refer to, respectively, the negative aspects of the place 

of origin on impelling migration and the positive aspects of the place(s) 

of destination on attracting migration.62 Bilsborrow also identified three 

factors that will cause migration: income effects, risk effects and environ-

mental effects. He explained that the decision to migrate is made if the 

income-earnings opportunities are reduced by e.g. gradual decline in 

the quality and capability of the soil. Greater frequency of, for example, 

droughts will increase the risk of an income instability that may be a fac-

59. NRC/IDMC (2016)
60. NRC/IDMC (2016)
61. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
62. Bilsborrow, R. (1992, p. 3)
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tor that causes migration. If the degradation leads to an environment that 

is unpleasant or unhealthy for livelihood, migration will also occur.63 Cli-

mate migration is, nevertheless, complex and will also depend on factors 

such as the socioeconomic status of the migrant (i.e. being able to fund 

the migration) and political reasons.64 As previously noted, migration 

caused by slow-onset climate events may be regarded as voluntary until 

the area becomes uninhabitable. The Migrant Convention does however 

require a decision free of choice without external pressures. To capture 

the complexity of slow-onset climate events and its impact on migration, 

the IOM introduced a working definition of “environmental migrant” as:

“persons or groups of persons who, for compelling reasons of sudden 

or progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their 

lives or living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, 

or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who move 

either within their country or abroad.” 65 

Thus, this definition includes not only extreme environmental events 

(rapid-onset), but also deteriorating environmental conditions (slow-on-

set), and recognises that migration due to environmental factors may be 

forced or a matter of choice.66 This chapter will continue with an exami-

nation of climate change impact on food security, water scarcity and the 

sea level rise.

Food Security
The former Executive Director of the World Food Programme (WFP), 

Josette Sheeran, reflected in 2009 that “a hungry world is a dangerous 

world … Without food, people have only three options: they riot, they 

emigrate or they die”.67 Indeed, the facts and figures do not seem prom-

ising, especially given the negative impact of climate change on food 

security. According to WFP statistics, there are already 975 million 

63. Bilsborrow, R. (1992)
64. Castles, S. (2002)
65. IOM (2007, p. 1)
66. IOM (2007)
67. Sheeran, J. (2009)
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undernourished people in the world and, out of the total global popu-

lation, one in eight goes to bed hungry each night. By 2050, the world’s 

total population is expected to be 9.7 billion (compared to 7.4 billion as 

of 2016). Climate change and more extreme weather will however make 

it difficult for agriculture to meet the demand. Whilst the poorest coun-

tries, together with the low-lying island states, are the most vulnerable68, 

food security may be a global threat if crop failure is the consequence of 

climate change in important production-regions.69  The World Economic 

Forum (WEF) affirmed in its Global Risks Report 2016 that there are two 

ways climate change seriously threatens food security. The first one is a 

market more prone to volatility. A rise in temperature and changes in the 

rainfall pattern will slow the crops, leading to an increase in food prices 

and a precarious supply-and-demand balance. Secondly, climate change 

will disrupt food systems, destabilize markets, jeopardise transports and 

cause local food crisis. Consequently, “the risk of humanitarian emergen-

cies, national and regional instability and mass migration will increase”.70  

The United Nations Paris Agreement’s main aim is to keep the global 

temperature rise well below 2 degrees Celsius and attempt to limit the 

temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius. The WEF noted in its 2016 report 

that certain vulnerable areas, such as Sub-Saharan Africa, could see a 40 

percent loss of maize cropping areas with a temperature rise of 1.5 degrees 

Celsius, while an increase above 2 degrees Celsius could see unprece-

dented and extremely heated summers in across 60-70 percent of South-

East Asia. Would the temperature rise beyond 4 degrees Celsius, South-

East Asia would have an increase in both droughts and floods, since the 

rainfall patterns would change with a 30 percent decline during the dry 

season and a 30 percent increase during the wet season.71 The IPCC also 

estimates that climate change may make staple crops, such as rice, wheat 

and maize, decline by half in some regions over the next 35 years.72  

It is further noted by the IPCC that the impact of climate change will 

vary across regions and crops. 10 percent of the 2030-2049 projection 

68. World Bank (2009)
69. Vidal, J (2013)
70. World Economic Forum (2016, p. 50-53)
71. World Economic Forum (2016)
72. IPCC (2015)
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shows a yield gain of more than 10 percent. Another 10 percent shows 

yield losses of more than 25 percent when compared with the late 20th 

century.73 Wheat and maize yields were estimated to have declined 

with roughly 6 and 4 percent respectively because of global warming.74  

Increases in the global temperature, combined with the increased 

demand for food, would pose large risks to global, regional and national 

food security. Lobell and Gourdji conclude in their 2012 article that 

small-scale changes could still have a profound impact on food security, 

even if global food production remains the same.75 However, the OECD 

noted in September 2015 that some areas will benefit from climate change 

in relation to the production capacity of certain crops, although most will be 

negatively impacted (map 1).76 

73. IPCC (2015)
74. Lobell, D.B. Gourdji, S.M. (2012)
75. Lobell, D.B. Gourdji, S.M. (2012)
76. OECD (2015, p. 2)
77. The IPSL model considers projected changes in crops by 2050 taking into account climate change whilst the Hadley 
model is based on projections if there had not been any climate changes after 2005. 

Map 1: Estimations on crop growth show some areas benefitting from climate 
change (blue shades) but most regions will experience negative impacts (red 
shades).77
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The International Monetary Fund (IMF) reiterated in its 2008 report 

that developing countries have more to lose and lesser ability to adapt to 

climate change than developed countries. These vulnerable nations are 

geographically situated in regions where the temperatures “are close 

or beyond the threshold” to negatively impact agriculture.78 We have 

excluded several consequences of food scarcity, because the aim of this 

chapter is to provide an overview of climate change and its relationship to 

food security. There will, obviously, be several other effects of food inse-

curity on populations and migration. To provide one example, a study 

conducted by the Oxford Martin Programme on the Future of Food esti-

mates that in 2050, more than 500,000 people could die due to changes 

in diets and body weight because of the impact of climate change on crop 

productivity.79  

Water Scarcity
In 2015, the then US Secretary of State John Kerry warned about the 

consequences on migration when there is an absence of food and water. 

Whilst the right to water as a human right is relatively new, recognised 

by the United Nations in 2010,80 conflicts over water have occurred 

throughout history. The Pacific Institute operates a database showing 

water conflicts from as early as 2500 BC.81  The importance of water for 

the livelihood of living creatures is, thus, common knowledge. Agenda 

2030, which established the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

in 2015, also recognises the importance of clean water and sanitation. It 

is noted in the United Nations Agenda 2030 that bad economics and/or 

poor infrastructure results in the death of millions of people every year 

from diseases associated with inadequate water supply, sanitation and 

hygiene.82 Water scarcity thus has a negative impact on food security, 

livelihood and education. UN-Water wrote in 2010 that water stress is 

already high in many developing countries with the current climate var-

78. Cline, W.R. (2008)
79. Springmann M., Mason-D’Croz, D., Robinson, S. et al. (2012)
80. United Nations (2010) Resolution 64/292
81. See the Pacific Institute (2017)
82. United Nations (2015) Resolution 70/1; See also the Sustainable Development Goals webpage: http://www.un.org/
sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/  
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iability. “Without improved water resources management”, they contin-

ued, “the progress towards poverty reduction targets … and sustainable 

development in all its economic, social and environmental dimensions 

will be jeopardized.” 83  A new report, Climate Change, Water and Economy, 

published by the World Bank in 2016, found that changes in water avail-

ability and variability can induce migration and trigger civil conflicts.84 

Water scarcity is, thus, accepted as one of the important conflict triggers 

and reason of mass migration. In chapter 3 we will present empirical 

evidence of climate change impacts on the conflicts in Syria and Darfur, 

which are linked to both food and water.

A report from the World Bank (2016) also pointed out potential future 

migration waves in countries where economic growth is impacted by rain-

fall and warns the international community that people will move from 

areas where there are inequities in reaching their basic needs to regions 

that could meet these needs. As a result, the movement may increase 

social tensions. Water management will, therefore, be essential in order 

to reduce poverty and increase shared prosperity. It will also be necessary 

to achieve the SDGs, because water is linked to nearly all of them.85 Fur-

thermore, the report noted that a decrease in water supply may slow the 

economic growth in countries, and in some parts of the world, the eco-

nomic growth rate may decline by as much as 6 percent of GDP by 2050 as 

a result of “water-related losses”.86  

In the Global Risks Report 2016, water is ranked as the one of the highest 

risk impacting global society for the next fifteen years and in the report it 

is noted that 40 percent of the world’s population has water shortages for 

at least one month every year and over a billion people do not have access 

to improved water.87  By 2050, at least 25 percent of the world’s population 

will be likely to live in countries affected by chronic or recurring short-

ages of fresh water.88 The World Water Council (WWC) noted that as 

83. UN-Water (2010)
84.World Bank (2016)
85. World Bank (2016)
86. World Bank (2016, )
87. Access to an improved water source refers to the proportion of the population with access to an improved drinking 
water source in a dwelling or located within a convenient distance from the user’s dwelling. See the web page of UN-Water 
for more information: http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/natlinfo/indicators/methodology_sheets/poverty/improved_wa-
ter_source.pdf
88. World Economic Forum (2016)
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much as 80-90 percent of the arid and semi-arid river basins where water 

is scarce are being used. The economic development of the communities 

along rivers increases water consumption and, as a result, over 70 percent 

of the world’s major rivers no longer reach the sea. As the Global Risks 

Report 2016 declares, “an economic development based on unsustainable 

use of water can be a thirsty business”.89  The risk assessment of water 

continued also in the 2017 edition.90  

Water is also of importance for energy, food and health and plays a role 

in mitigating the impact of climate change on humans. The WWC noted 

in its Strategy 2016-2018 that “this unique and irreplaceable resource 

must be shared between many uses and users and be managed sustaina-

ble, within its finite limits, to ensure water security for the future”.91 The 

expected growth of the world’s population and accelerant economies will 

put a greater demand on water for its many uses and users whilst, at the 

same time, create opportunities for new technologies that will ensure a 

more efficient use of water.92  

Sea-Level Rise
According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency, cli-

mate change will reduce the water supply whilst increasing the demand 

for water in many areas. Other areas will see a reduction in the quality of 

the water and damages to the infrastructure used to transport and deliver 

water due to, for example, sea level rise.93  The European Environmental 

Agency (EEA) writes that the global mean sea level rise from 1901 to 2015 

is 19.5 cm, with an average of 1.7 mm/year.94  The sea level rise since 1993, 

when satellite measurements became available have been at around 3.3 

mm/year. The global sea-level rise in 2015 was 70 mm higher than in 1993, 

resulting in the highest yearly average over the record.95 The EEA also 

noted that without the increased water storage on land, the global sea 

89. World Economic Forum (2016, p. 12-13); See also WWC (2000)
90. World Economic Forum (2017)
91. WWC (2015, p. 3)
92. WWC (2015)
93. United States Environmental Protection Agency (2017)
94. European Environmental Agency (2016)
95. European Environmental Agency (2016)
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level rise between 2002 and 2014 would have been 15-20 percent higher.96  

A paper released in 2015 concluded with 95 percent certainty that at least 

6 cm (2.5 inches) of sea level rise during the 20th century was directly 

caused by global warming.97  Furthermore, NASA noted in its latest meas-

urement of the sea level (October 2016) that the global sea level rise has 

been 81.1 mm since 1993.98 A study released in 2012 predicts that the sea 

level may rise by 1.2 m by 2100 after concluding that the sea level has risen 

by 3.2 mm/year in the past thirty years.99  With more than 600 million peo-

ple living in low-lying coastal zones, sea level rise poses a huge challenge. 

Recently, Time Magazine reported that five of the islands of the Sol-

omon Islands, a nation made up of hundreds of islands, have already 

disappeared into the Pacific Ocean due to rising sea levels and erosion.100  

The European Parliament study Climate Refugees held sea level rise as the 

most dramatic manifestation of climate change as nations, either wholly 

or partially, and its citizens are at risk of disappearing in the next 30-60 

years. The IPCC also identified low-lying islands as the most vulnerable 

to the impact of climate change in its 4th assessment report.101 Leaders 

of, for example, Kiribati, Tuvalu and the Maldives, have therefore been 

critical about the inadequate efforts taken to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions which melt the polar ice caps and raise the sea level. As a pre-

cautionary measure, low-lying island countries in the Pacific and Indian 

Oceans have been discussing options to relocate their populations and 

finding the necessary financial resources to do so. Kiribati, for example, 

has bought land 1,000 miles away in Fiji for US$8 million for its 102,000 

citizens.102 On the island of Tuvalu, the leaders speak about their land as 

part of the Tuvaluan identity, culture and the “right to remain at home”. 

McAdam wrote in 2012, based on fieldwork in the Pacific Islands, that the 

refugee label is “resoundingly rejected” by officials and private citizens as 

it entails a vulnerability in contrast to the “strong sense of Pacific pride”.103 

96. European Environmental Agency (2016)
97. Kopp, R.E., Kemp A.D., Bittermann, K. Horton, B.P. et al. (2016)
98. NASA (2017)
99. Gray, L. (2012)
100. John, T. (2016)
101. IPCC (2007:2)
102. Tomkiw, L. (2015)
103. McAdam, J. (2012, p. 35)
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Map 2: Projected Global Sea-Level Rise based on the RCP Scenarios104 ;  
a) 2,6, b) 4,5, c) 6,0 and d) 8,5105

The impact of climate change will, thus, be both physically and soci-

oeconomically complex and vary from place to place. Whilst low-lying 

coastal zones are, as noted, the most vulnerable, sea level rise will also 

affect other states through “climate refugee influx”. Giam Kibreab argues 

that the “climate refugee” hosting states encourage the usage of the ref-

ugee label as this puts “climate refugees” outside the legal definition of a 

refugee and outside the legal obligation to provide protection according 

to the 1951 Refugee Convention.106  During the Paris Conference in 2015, 

Australia successfully negotiated for the removal of a passage in the draft 

Agreement that would create a “climate change displacement coordina-

tion facility to provide organised migration, planned relocation and com-

pensation” to “climate refugees”.107 The President of Kiribati responded 

by saying that Australia does not care about the low-lying islands’ fate.108  

104. Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP) was adopted by the ICPP in its Fifth Assessment Report and takes 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) into consideration. The 2.6 scenario assumes that global GHG peak between 2010-2020 
with a substantive decline thereafter. The 4.6 and 6.0 scenarios see GHG peak around 2040 and 2080 respectively. A decline 
in emissions follows both scenarios whilst for the 8.5 scenario emissions continue to rise.
105. Church, J.A., Clark, P.U., (2013, p. 1196)
106. Kibreab, G. (1997)
107. Milman, O. (2015). See chapter 4.1.1. as it was later returned for the final agreement 
108. Mitchell, T. (2015)

a)

c)

b)

d)

-0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8
(m)

S
o

u
rc

e
: C

h
u

rc
h

, J
.A

., 
C

la
rk

, P
.U

., 
(2

0
13

, p
. 1

19
6

)

Important Triggers of Climate Migration



31

It is further noted by the New Matilda Magazine that a group of islands off 

the Papua New Guinea coast have asked Australia to contribute AU$1,6 

million to relocate 140 families from the islands heavily affected by cli-

mate change. “Our shorelines are getting really, really small. We have lost 

a lot of land – it’s been washed away. The salt water continues to really 

destroy our food gardens, and the sea walls we have built are washed 

away”, said the Chairman of the local community group on the islands.109  

Papua New Guinea signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 

IOM in July 2015 which will give visibility to “climate refugees” and their 

specific needs. The agreement also recognises the link between climate 

change and migration, and aims to address the multiple existing inter-

actions between climate change and its physical, social and economic 

impacts on human society.110  

In 2010, Jonathan Lusthaus wrote about the consequences of sea 

level rise, maritime boundaries and conflicts, explaining the four types 

of ocean zones ,111 all impacted by sea level rise.112 The shift in maritime 

boundaries may also result in tension and conflicts between states 

because ocean zones are lucrative sources of resources such as fish, min-

erals, oil and gas, and provides navigation rights of both economic and 

strategic importance.113

Competition and Conflicts  
over Natural Resources
The literature on the relationship between climate change and conflicts 

includes dozens of research studies carried out in several different 

regions and nations, including Sub-Saharan Africa, Middle East, South-

ern Ethiopia, and Northern Kenya. There are even studies investigating 

the conflict and climate change relationship in Europe.114  This section will 

109. Mitchell, T. (2016)
110. IOM (2016); For further reading on climate change impact in Papua New Guinea, see IOM (2014)
111. Lusthaus, J. (2010, p. 113-114) explains the four ocean zones as the territorial sea, the contiguous zone, the exclusive eco-
nomic zone and the continental shelf. The ocean zones are drawn from the normal baseline which, according to the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is explained “as the low-water line along the coast as marked on large-scale charts 
officially recognized by the coastal state” which special rules applying to, for example, deeply indented or fringed with 
islands, river mouths, islands and reefs”. 
112. Lusthaus, J. (2010)
113. Lusthaus, J. (2010)
114. Tol, R. S.J., Wagner, S. (2010)
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introduce the relationship between conflict and climate change ahead of 

the empirical studies of the conflicts in Darfur and Syria. 

Firstly, it is worth noting that there is no consensus on the issue and 

discussions between different perspectives are on-going. Some argue 

that a direct link between conflicts and climate change cannot be estab-

lished. Others, however, argue that climate change will lead to resource 

competition, displacement and accelerate the armed conflicts in, and 

between, countries. Solomon Hsiang et al., for example, argued that there 

is a strong link based on an analysis of the 60 most rigorous quantitative 

studies and documents drawn from archaeology, criminology, econom-

ics, geography, history, political science and psychology. Thus, they 

argued, there is strong casual evidence across all major regions and across 

a range of spatial and temporal scales. The median estimation indicates 

that interpersonal violence increases by 4 percent and intergroup con-

flicts by 14 percent for each one standard deviation (1σ) change in climate 

towards warmer temperatures or more extreme rainfall.115  

Brown and Crawford instead argued in their study on the Middle East 

that the region is constantly concerned with the notion of security and 

“climate change will likely present an ever more serious challenge than 

it otherwise would”.116 Furthermore, they put forward six examples of 

how climate change may lead to conflict. Existing peace agreements and 

future peace negotiations may be difficult to follow/fulfil because water 

scarcity increases national instability. Similarly, food scarcity may cause 

conflict over the return or retention of occupied land. Economic growth 

could be hampered because of climate change, thereby increasing pov-

erty and social tensions. Climate change could also negatively affect the 

livelihood of people and their socioeconomic status, thus increasing the 

social tensions concerning refugee populations. The shrinking of natu-

ral resources could also increase the militarization of strategic natural 

resources. Lastly, the inability to mitigate the effects of climate change 

may grow resentment and distrusts of the West (and Israel) by Arab 

nations.117 

115. Hsiang, S.M., Burke, M., Miguel, E., (2013)
116. Brown, O., Crawford, A. (2009, p. 28)
117. Brown, O., Crawford, A. (2009)
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The 2014 IPCC report reaffirmed that conflicts could arise due to cli-

mate change as its impact poses a threat to food, health and the economy 

– all known drivers of conflict.118 However, just as migration, conflicts 

occur for a variety of reasons, including country-specific socio-political 

and cultural factors. Furthermore, the IPCC noted, as an example, the 

overexploitation and environmental degradation of natural resources 

as increasing conflicts over the distribution of these resources.119 Also, 

Boas noted that climate change impacts on societies are often indirect 

and depending on structural factors such as “the availability of socioec-

onomic opportunities to diversify livelihood strategies, access to social 

networks that communities can rely on in times of need, and the level of 

government support or foreign aid”.120 Socioeconomic and political fac-

tors are thus more vital in determining situations of conflict. 

We want to continue this section on conflict by analysing two coun-

tries to demonstrate the ongoing discussions on the relationship between 

climate change, conflict and migration. One is Syria, which is at the centre 

of competing discussions due to the ongoing refugee influx. The other 

country is Sudan, which though not new as a conflict still constitutes 

concerns for the international community. The case studies of Syria 

and Darfur will, in many ways, show the multi-casual factors of conflict 

and migration, thus providing support for the arguments presented by 

Brown, Crawford and Boas. 

Climate Change Impact on the Syrian Civil War
Since the first protests in the rural town of Dara’a in March 2011, the UN 

estimates that more than 400,000 people have died. 4.8 million are dis-

placed in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq, with a further one mil-

lion displaced in Europe, including more than 100,000 in Sweden121 and 

6,6 million internally displaced.122 An article by Colin Kelley et al., released 

in March 2015, started the debate on whether the Syrian civil war was 

118. IPCC (2014:2)
119. IPCC (2014:2)
120. Boas, I. (2016)
121. Migrationsverket (2017): The figure of Syrians in Sweden thus only consider the time from 2011 to 2016 and those apply-
ing for asylum. Syrians granted residence permit through family connection is therefore not included in the figures.  
122. IDMC (2016); See also UNHCR (2017) and (2016:2), Migration Policy Centre (2016) and Hudson J. (2016)
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triggered by climate change. In their article, Climate Change in the Fertile 

Crescent and Implications of the Recent Syrian Drought, they claimed, refer-

ring to century-long observed trends in precipitation, sea level pressure, 

temperature and climate model results, that the drought in Syria between 

2007 and 2010 was the worst drought in the instrumental record, causing 

widespread crop failure and mass migration of farming families to urban 

centres. Human influence on climate change, they argue, are connected 

to the Syrian civil war.123

Boas, however, argued that it is difficult, and not necessarily helpful, to 

attempt to give conflicts a sole cause. Conflicts are, in fact, multi-casual. 

The drought referred to by Kelley et al. may, according to Boas, have 

been one factor that caused the social unrest in Syria during 2011, but “it 

is certainly not the only factor and its relative importance compared to 

other socio-political factors remain unclear”.124  Further, Boas argued that 

climate change often leads to internal displacement. The cross-border 

displacement from Syria must therefore have been caused by more than 

just climate change because if “your government still supports you, why 

run to another country?”.125  

As a matter of fact, Syria has been experiencing heavy drought for 

several years. Olivier Schutter, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right 

to Food, warned in 2010 that Syria’s drought is affecting food security 

and has pushed two-three million people into “extreme poverty”.126 Since 

2006, 1.3 million people have been affected by the drought with 800,000 

having their livelihoods destroyed. Many farmers, including the small-

scale farmers that have been affected the worst, have not been able to cul-

tivate enough food to earn enough money to feed their families. Accord-

ing to UN figures, herders have lost 80-85 percent of their livestock since 

2005, and thousands have left the north-eastern areas to live in informal 

settlements or camps close to Damascus.127  

Francesca de Chatel noted in her research that the Syrian unrest was 

caused by a number of factors including social, economic and political 

123. Kelley, C.P., Mohtadi, S., Cane, M.A., Seager, R., Kushnir, Y. (2015)
124. Boas. I (2016, p. 1)
125. Boas. I (2016, p. 2)
126. De Schutter, O. (2010); See also United Nations (2010:2)
127.The Inside Story on Emergencies (2010)
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factors, similarly to other countries during the Arab Spring. In the Syrian 

case, a rapid economic liberalization and cancellation of state subsidies 

after 2005 lead to growing poverty. Furthermore, a growing rural-urban 

division, widespread corruption, unemployment, the effects of the severe 

droughts and the lack of political freedom together caused the Syrian 

unrest.128 

De Chatel further claimed in her study, The Role of Drought and Climate 

Change in the Syrian Uprising: Untangling the Triggers of the Revolution, that 

there are many evident causes of the conflict so it appears “unproduc-

tive to focus on the possible role of climate change”.129 The failure by the 

Syrian regime to rationalise water use and enforce environmental laws 

did pose a greater threat to the natural resources than what the drought 

did. She concluded that the drought of 2006-10 in the north-eastern part 

of Syria should not just be considered to prove linkage between climate 

change and conflict, but for “years of mismanagement, unsustainable 

policy making and rising rural poverty, which fuelled pre-existing discon-

tent and sparked the first protests”.130  

Boas noted that the debate on the relationship between climate 

change, migration and the Syrian civil war is complex, thus much discus-

sion and ambiguity remains. Review of the literature on the Syrian case 

shows that further research is necessary to better understand the com-

plex relationship.131  

Climate Change and Tribal Tension in Darfur
The Darfur region in Sudan is the second case in which we choose to 

examine the relationship between climate change and conflict. The UN 

Sudan Office explained the situation in a report and indicated that the 

Darfur conflict has significantly evolved since 2003 and continues to be a 

threat to the well-being of millions of Darfuris. The UN, therefore, asked 

for rapid help from the international community to provide food, health, 

water and shelter. “In many ways”, the UN noted, “today’s emergencies 

128. De Chatel, F. (2014)
129. De Chatel, F. (2014, p. 4)
130. De Chatel, F. (2014, p. 11)
131. Rüttinger, L., Smith, D., Stang, G., Tänzler, D., Vivekananada, J. (2015); King, D. Schrag, D., Dadi, Z., Ye, Q., Ghosh, A. 
(2015); Gleick P. (2014); Bailey, R., Green, G., (2016); Selby, J., Hulme, M. (2015)
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are symptoms of … crisis in the environment, demographic and govern-

ance” and this has contributed to intensified and new conflicts.132 

It is further noted by the report that drought has occurred with greater 

regularity and severity, thus causing harvest failures and increased 

the likelihood of hunger and malnutrition.133 The droughts have also 

decreased the water supply which threatens sanitation and can be a 

serious health risk. Overall, climate change impacts in Darfur have led 

to a greater vulnerability in water, food, nutrition, health and protection 

from increased conflicts. There is reason to believe that this vulnera-

bility will intensify as recent estimations show Darfur at a substantially 

greater risk of drought and associated threats over the next 30 years. In 

2000, there was between 25 and 70 percent harvest failure across Darfur. 

The estimation by 2050 is a harvest failure of between 40 and 80 percent 

across Darfur. In 2010, when the UN published the report, 30 percent of 

harvests were expected to fail.134 At current rates, this means that North 

Darfur could be essentially uninhabitable by 2050, leading to a collapse of 

livelihood with, consequently, conflict and large-scale migration. The UN 

Sudan Office concludes, grimly, that it is essentially impossible to alter 

the direction of climate change impact on the Darfur people.135  

Scott Edwards wrote about the Social Breakdown in Darfur, and noted 

that tribal conflicts over “resource competition, relative deprivation 

and dwindling subsistence opportunities in the face of rapid population 

growth” have occurred in Darfur for generations.136 In an attempt to 

centralise the power to Khartoum, then President Gaafar Nimeiry abol-

ished the tribal-based Native Administration in Darfur, a body that had 

been used by tribes to complain, build compromises and mitigate tribal 

wars. The traditional dispute-reconciliation mechanism was thus broken 

down and the tribes returned to conflicts over the scarce resources.137 

By removing this mechanism, the Khartoum government had “created a 

major crisis” said the Zaghawa tribe of Darfur. Further, Edwards wrote 

132. UN Sudan Office (2010, p. 6)
133. UN Sudan Office (2010)
134. UN Sudan Office (2010)
135. UN Sudan Office (2010) 
136. Edwards, S. (2008, p. 23) 
137. Edwards, S. (2008)
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that “there is no doubt that desertification and drought altered the migra-

tion patterns of pastoralist tribes into new areas. There is also no doubt 

that the altered migration patterns, combined with more permanent 

migration by people in North Darfur looking for viable land for subsist-

ence, led to conflict.” 138  The migration is thus not a direct consequence of 

climate change, but rather a consequence of people’s and communities’ 

abilities to adapt to the changes. The current conflict in Darfur is, thus, a 

combination of climate change (resource scarcity and negative impacts 

on livelihoods), the inability to effectively mitigate the climate change 

impact and a governance failure by removing the dispute-reconciliation 

mechanism. 

138.  Edwards, S. (2008, p. 24)
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In the first half of the report, we have examined the relationship 

between climate change and migration. Climate change, just as migra-

tion, is a global concern and does not consider traditional state-borders. 

We recognise that the impact of climate change will vary across nations 

and regions and affect communities differently. When the state will no 

longer be able to guarantee mitigation of climate change or effective 

adaptation to combat climate change, people will feel pressured to leave 

their homes for another area, within their country or across borders. 

Whether the decision to leave is forced or voluntary remains part of the 

discussion that prevents the international community from reaching one 

single definition of “climate refugees”, and thus, makes policy responses 

difficult to achieve. 

The IOM project Migration, Environment and Climate Change: Evidence 

for Policy (MECLEP)139 wanted to increase the knowledge about the 

relationship between climate change and migration and present policy 

options on how adaptation strategies to climate change could benefit 

from migration. It based the study on the perspectives of the migrants 

themselves, the hosting and the departing communities with empirical 

studies in the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Kenya, Mauritius, Vietnam and 

Papua New Guinea to enhance the understanding.140  The research project 

showed that planned relocation is an important protection mechanism 

for the most vulnerable groups and the so called “trapped populations”. 

Nevertheless, if the relocation does not take into consideration the 

access to a sustainable livelihood, it may make people more vulnerable to 

139. See the web page for more information: http://www.environmentalmigration.iom.int/migration-environment-and-cli-
mate-change-evidence-policy-meclep
140. Gemenne, F. Blocher, J. (2016)
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future hazards.141 

The second half of this report will examine the current international 

and European legal frameworks linked to the notion of “climate refu-

gees”. It will begin with the UNFCCC’s work on the subject before pre-

senting the Nansen Initiative and its Protection Agenda. This chapter 

will also consider the mandate of the UNHCR and the available human 

rights laws and the concept of “climate refugees” in the European Union. 

Finally, the report will acknowledge that the international community 

is encouraging enhanced understanding and, on a limited and largely 

voluntary basis, is taking steps towards increased protection of “climate 

refugees”. 

The UNFCCC Agreements:  
from Copenhagen to Marrakech
The UNFCCC was funded in 1992 during the UN Earth Summit in Rio 

de Janeiro, and the parties to the UNFCCC have since 1995 met annually 

during the Conference of the Parties (COP). The focus of this section 

is the timeframe between the meeting in Copenhagen in 2009 (COP15) 

and the meeting held in Marrakech in 2016 (COP22).142  We find that 

the UNFCCC rarely mentions climate migration, and when doing so, 

generally does it in vague terms and without defining the term. David 

Hodgkinson et al. link this to migration not being within the scope of 

the UNFCCC.143 The framework thus has legal limitations for climate-re-

lated migration. Bonnie Docherty and Tyler Giannini noted in their 2009 

article that the UNFCCC, “like the refugee regime, was not designed for, 

and to date has not adequately dealt with, the problem of climate change 

refugees”.144  The finalised agreement of COP15 is exemplified by both 

Hodgkinson et al. and Docherty and Giannini as to why there is a need for 

a separate agreement for “climate refugees”. 

Migration was first mentioned within the UNFCCC in an assembly 

141. See the final report Melde, S., Laczko, F., Gemenne F. (2017)
142.  The next Conference of the Parties will be held in Bonn on 6-17 November 2017.
143.  Hodgkinson, D., Burton, T., Young, L., Anderson, H. (2009)
144. Docherty, B., Giannini, T. (2009, p. 358) 
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document by the Ad Hoc Working Group on Long-Term Cooperative 

Action under the Convention (AWG-LCA) during COP14 in Poznan.145 In 

2008, leading up to COP15, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) 

released a working paper which encouraged states to “take account of, 

and manage, the humanitarian consequences of climate change, includ-

ing protecting those who may move as a result”.146 The Stockholm Envi-

ronment Institute held a side event at COP15 about “climate refugees” 

and the Prime Minister of Bangladesh addressed the issue during the con-

ference.147 However, the term “climate refugees” was absent from the final 

Copenhagen accord, with many of the issues edited out, consolidated or 

removed in the process. At the following year’s climate meeting, COP16 

in Cancún, the Cancun Adaptation Framework, made the following refer-

ence to climate change and migration in paragraph 14(f):

“…measures to enhance understanding, coordination and coopera-

tion with regard to climate change induced displacement, migration 

and planned relocation, where appropriate, at national, regional 

and international levels.” 148

This paragraph was again used in the Ad Hoc Working Group draft, 

but by the time of the final agreement, all reference to migration and/

or displacement was removed from the COP17 Durban Platform.149 At 

COP18 in Doha, the commitment was nevertheless renewed, and the final 

statement acknowledged the “understanding of and expertise on loss and 

damage, which includes … how impacts of climate change are affecting 

patterns of migration, displacement and human mobility”.150 Reference to 

migration was however, once again, removed from the final texts of both 

Warsaw (COP19) and Lima (COP20) before returning vaguely in the 

145. AWG-LCA (2009)
146.  The IASC describes itself as “a unique inter-agency forum for humanitarian coordination and for its members a policy 
development and decision making forum involving key UN and non-UN humanitarian actors. The IASC was established in 
June 1992 in response to UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182”: IASC (2008)
147.  Hasina, S. (2009)
148. The Cancun Adaptation Framework is available in full here: http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2010/cop16/eng/07a01.
pdf#page=4
149. See the Ad-Hoc Working Group (2015)
150. See 7(vi) of The Doha Agreement, available in full here: http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2012/cop18/eng/l04r01.pdf
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Paris Agreement,151 but again not featured in the Marrakech Agreement 

(COP22).152  

All in all, paragraph 14(f) of the Cancun Framework may well be the 

most relevant of the UN COP references to “climate refugees”, since it 

laid the foundation for the Nansen Initiative which will be considered 

further down in this report.

The Paris Agreement
The adoption of the United Nations Paris Agreement in 2015, including 

its ratification in 2016, is regarded as a milestone in international envi-

ronmental diplomacy.153 In terms of specific assistance and protection 

for those directly affected by climate change impact, the advance is more 

modest. Whilst its predecessor, the Kyoto Protocol, did not include 

provisions on these issues, the preamble of the Paris Agreement vaguely 

acknowledges them:

“Parties should, when taking action to address climate change, 

respect, promote and consider their respective obligations on human 

rights, the right to health, the rights of indigenous peoples, local com-

munities, migrants, children, persons with disabilities and people in 

vulnerable situations and the right to development, as well as gender 

equality, empowerment of women and intergenerational equity”. 

The agreement makes further references to the importance of live-

lihoods, protection of people and the resilience of communities. The 

UNHCR considers these references as “essential entry points for address-

ing environmentally-linked root causes of forced displacement”.154 The 

relevance is, thus, stronger on the causes of migration than on protecting 

the displaced. 

Alexander Betts, director of the Migration Observatory at Oxford Uni-

versity, argued that the absence of “climate refugees” in the Paris Agree-

151. Chassin, C-A. (2015)
152. The COP22 did nevertheless adopt the report by the Warsaw International Mechanism (WIM) for Loss and Damages. 
The work on human mobility and the Paris Agreement Task Force is included in the WIM.
153. The Paris Agreement (2015), available in full here: http://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/
pdf/english_paris_agreement.pdf 
154. UNHCR (2016:3) 
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ment makes it “meaningless” and found it remarkable since the agree-

ment was negotiated at a time when the theme of refugees and migration 

otherwise was prominent in the public debate.155

Prior to the summit, in the autumn of 2015, there was a strong lob-

bying effort to ensure the inclusion of “climate refugees” in the final-

ised Agreement by the Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human 

Mobility, composed of the UNHCR and other UN agencies, the NRC, 

the IDMC, the Center for International Relations Studies of Sciences Po 

and the Arab Network for Environment and Development.156 In addition, 

country leaders from the EU, USA and low-lying islands emphasized the 

urgency of the “climate refugees” issue. The EU Commission President, 

Jean-Claude Juncker, used his 2015 State of the European Union speech 

to warn that “climate refugees” will descend on Europe if government 

leaders failed to achieve an international climate treaty in Paris. Juncker 

claimed that the Union “tomorrow morning will have climate refugees”.157  

Similar warnings came from the then Secretary of State John Kerry, stat-

ing that “climate refugees” could become a new class of migrants. “You 

think migration is a challenge to Europe today”, Kerry continued, “wait 

until you see what happens when there’s an absence of water, an absence 

of food, or one tribe fighting against another for mere survival”.158 French 

President François Hollande also stated that unless the international 

community can reach an efficient climate agreement there would be mil-

lions of refugees in the next twenty years. The Minister of Environment 

and Energy of Maldives, the country that just a few years earlier held an 

underwater cabinet meeting to demonstrate the future of the low-lying 

islands159, stressed that even with an ambitious agreement, many island 

states would still disappear under the rising sea levels.160 

The view on the Paris Agreement is divided. Michael Jacobs, visit-

ing professor at London School of Economics called the agreement a 

“remarkably strong basis for future global actions”, whilst the former 

155. Betts. A. (2015) 
156. UNHCR (2015)
157. Juncker, J.C. (2015); See also Teffer, P. (2015) 
158. Baker, A. (2015) 
159. Buncombe, A. (2009) 
160. Barbière, C. (2015) 
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NASA scientist James Hansen called the agreement “worthless words” 

and a “fraud really, a fake”.161  

The Paris Agreement created a task force to “develop recommenda-

tions for integration approaches to avert, minimize and address displace-

ment related to the adverse impacts of climate change”.162 It was initially 

removed in the draft but was later negotiated back. The American think 

tank Brookings Institute was one of several institutions and media that 

blamed Australia for the removal of the task force from the draft. It argued 

that Australia donated $200 million to the Green Climate Fund and 

another $50 million to climate resilience projects in the Pacific, but that 

the vulnerability of relatively nearby low-lying islands such as Tuvalu, 

Solomon Island and Kiribati may have led Australia to prefer to deal with 

the issue on its own terms.163 In October 2015, a spokesperson for the Aus-

tralian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade explained that Australia 

did not see a task force as the most effective nor the most efficient way 

for international actions to address climate change impact. “Australia 

is already working closely with our Pacific partners on these important 

issues”, said the spokesperson.164 As noted, however, the reference to the 

task force was reintroduced for the final agreement, which also included 

the perfunctory statement that reads: 

“Parties recognize the importance of averting, minimizing and 

addressing loss and damage associated with the adverse effects of 

climate change, including extreme weather events and slow-onset 

events, and the role of sustainable development in reducing the risk 

of loss and damages”.

It encourages parties to “enhance cooperation, action and support 

on the following issues: a) early warning systems, b) emergency pre-

paredness, c) slow-onset events, d) events that may involve irreversible 

and permanent loss and damage, e) comprehensive risk assessment and 

161. Jacobs, M. (2015); See also Milman, O. (2017) 
162. Decision 1/CP.21 (2016) paragraph 49
163. Karasapan, O. (2015)
164. Milman, O. (2015); See also information about the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP): https://dfat.gov.au/trade/agre-
ements/tpp/Documents/tpp-overview.pdf
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management, f) risk insurance facilities, climate risk pooling and other 

insurance solutions, g) non-economic losses and h) resilience of commu-

nities, livelihoods and ecosystems.” The reference to “climate refugees” 

in the Paris Agreement is nevertheless vague and non-binding, just as in 

the other UNFCCC documents. 

The Nansen Initiative 
As previously mentioned, the United Nations Cancun Framework in 2010 

recognised the need for an inter-governmental process to deal with the 

protection gaps and challenges of cross-border displacement. Borrowing 

the name of the polar explorer, scientist, Nobel Peace Prize laureate and 

first High Commissioner for Refugees, who introduced the “Nansen pass-

port”, Fridtjof Nansen165, the Norwegian government hosted the Nansen 

Conference on Climate Change and Displacement in June 2011. The 

outcome of the conference, held in the Norwegian capital, is reflected in 

the ten Nansen Principles. These principles, inter alia, highlight the need 

for adequate knowledge, set out the roles and responsibilities of relevant 

actors, require improved prevention and resilience at all levels, using 

existing international law and address its gaps and increase international 

cooperation. The tenth principle held that “the voices of the displaced 

or those threatened with displacement […] must be heard and taken into 

account, without neglecting those who may choose to remain”.166

Walter Kälin, the envoy of the Chairmanship, explained that the 

principles are not soft law instruments, but rather outline broad policy 

frameworks “addressing disaster-induced displacement by identifying 

key actors and relevant areas of activity”.167 Following the UNHCR Min-

isterial Conference in December 2011, the Swiss and Norwegian govern-

ments established the Nansen Initiative, a state-led bottom-up consulta-

tive process to build consensus and address cross-border displacement 

165.  Read more about Fridtjof Nansen on the Nobel Prize web page: http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/
laureates/1922/nansen-bio.html and University of Oslo web page: http://www.uio.no/english/about/facts/how-uio-changed-
norway/nansen.html 
166. For a list of the ten Nansen Principles, see the Norwegian Government web page: https://www.regjeringen.no/globalas-
sets/upload/ud/vedlegg/hum/nansen_prinsipper.pdf 
167. Kälin, W. (2012)
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in the context of disasters.168 The mission of the Initiative was expressed 

as not seeking to develop new legal standards, but rather to find agree-

ment between states and “its outcome may … lead to new laws, soft law 

instruments or binding agreements”. The Agenda for the Protection of 

Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters and Climate 

Change (Protection Agenda)169, endorsed in October 2015 by 110 gov-

ernments, including Sweden, and the UNHCR, identified the practices 

necessary to address the possible protection needs of people displaced 

across borders in the context of climate change and disasters, in a princi-

pled and practical way. Noteworthy, the Protection Agenda was adopted 

a few weeks before the Paris Agreement, yet climate migration is unspec-

ified in the Paris Agreement. 

The Protection Agenda functions as a support to states and regional 

organizations to implement the recommendations into “their own 

normative frameworks in accordance with their specific situations and 

challenges”. Furthermore, the Protection Agenda aims to “increase pre-

paredness, solidarity and cooperation by States, (sub)-regional organiza-

tions and the international community to prevent, avoid, and respond to 

disaster displacement and its causes”.170 Thus, the Protection Agenda:

“Conceptualizes a comprehensive approach to disaster displacement 

primarily focuses on protecting cross-border disaster-displaced 

persons. At the same time, it presents measures to manage disaster 

displacement risk in the country of origin; It complies a broad set 

of effective practices that could be used by states and other actors to 

ensure more effective future responses to cross-border disaster-dis-

placement. It highlights the need to bring together and link multiple 

policies and action areas to address cross-border disaster-displace-

ment and its root causes that to date have been fragmented rather 

than coordinated, and calls for an increased collaboration of actors 

in these fields, and identifies the following three priority areas for 

enhanced actions by states (sub-)regional organizations, the inter-

168. See the Nansen Initiative web page: https://www.nanseninitiative.org/secretariat/
169. See the Nansen Initiative (2015) 
170. Nansen Initiative (2015, p. 6) 
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national community as well as civil society, local communities, and 

affected populations to address existing gaps:

1) Collecting data and enhancing knowledge on cross-border disas-

ter-displacement

2) Enhancing the use of humanitarian protection measures for 

cross-border disaster-displaced persons, and 

3) Strengthening the management of disaster-displacement”.171 

With the adoption of the Protection Agenda, the Nansen Initiative was 

replaced by the Platform on Disaster Displacement, responsible to follow 

up and implement the recommendations of the Nansen Initiative.172 When 

the international community met at the UN headquarter in September 

2016 for a summit on the global refugee crisis, the result was the adoption 

of the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrations, in which it was 

decided that a Global Compact on Refugees will be adopted in 2018.173 In 

relation to “climate refugees”, the New York Declaration vaguely states 

a commitment to “combat environmental degradation, and ensuring 

effective responses to natural disasters and the adverse impacts of cli-

mate change” in reference to the SDGs. It also reaffirms the commitment 

to the Paris Agreement and acknowledges that migration is a response to 

climate change. It does not, however, provide or recommend any protec-

tion for “climate refugees”. Zetter noted in 2015 that legislation has not 

kept up with the expanding demand of protection from climate change dis-

placement.174 Two years later, this gap in legislation remains.

 

The UNHCR Mandate
As has been noted previously in this report, there is a legislative gap in 

which “climate refugees” exists. One option available to the UNHCR 

when considering displaced persons is to apply the “good office” proce-

171.  Nansen Initiative (2015, p. 7 and 41-45)
172.  Read more about the Platform for Disaster Displacement here: http://disasterdisplacement.org 
173. New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (2016)
174. Zetter, R. (2015)
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dure available to the organization even outside the mandated functions. 

The “good office” has been used several times since the Hungarian refu-

gee crisis in 1956, followed by, among others, Hong Kong in 1959 and in 

Africa during the 1960s, when the General Assembly through resolutions 

extended the mandate of the UNHCR. Thus, it follows from Chapter I(3) 

of the UNHCR Statute, adopted in December 1950, that the UNHCR shall 

follow the policy directives given to the office by the General Assembly 

or the Economic and Social Council. The Statute also specifies that the 

UNHCR shall “provide international protection to refugees who fall 

within the scope of the … Statute and seeking permanent solutions for 

the problems of refugees” (Chapter I (1)). Up until 1967, when the Addi-

tional Protocol was agreed, the Refugee Convention had a geographical 

and timely restriction that limited the definition of a refugee to events 

occurring before 1 January 1951 in Europe. The Refugee Convention was, 

thus, at first hand a response towards the Soviet Union and focused on 

refugees from the totalitarian regime in Eastern Europe.175  

The UNHCR Statute provides a wider definition to anyone fearing 

persecution and outside his or her country of nationality. Furthermore, 

both the General Assembly and the UN Secretary-General has the power 

to provide the UNHCR with policy directions.176 In other words, the Ref-

ugee Convention provides the signatory parties with legal obligations to 

provide protection and refugee-status to those who meet the legal defini-

tion of a refugee. The UNHCR Statute, on the other hand, considers the 

responsibility of the international community to protect those displaced 

from their country of nationality, thus applying a social definition of 

refugee to meet the humanitarian need of the displaced people.177 Never-

theless, the “good office” mandate has yet to be applied to “climate refu-

gees”, as exemplified by Nina Hall in 2013, using the Horn of Africa as an 

example.178 In her article, Hall wrote that a drought in Somalia led to mass 

migration to Kenya and other neighbouring countries. Whilst the UN 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs called this a “climate 

change driven crisis whilst acknowledging the impact of the Somali civil 

175. Orchard, P. (2014)
UNHCR (2003) 
177. Martin, S.F. (2010)
178. Hall, N. (2013)
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war” 179, UNHCR staff at the refugee camps did not consider the drought 

to be the issue of the migration but rather a fear of persecution and/or 

war. UNHCR Kenya staff did acknowledge that drought and famine had 

increased the migration from Somalia and suggested that the famine was 

linked to the civil war. The migration was never called climate induced 

by the UNHCR in order for the displaced to be within the mandate and 

protection of the UNHCR.180  

UNHCR has attempted to extend its mandate to also consider climate 

displacement. The then High Commissioner for Refugees (now Secre-

tary-General of the UN) António Guterres made a speech in November 

2011 to the UN Security Council in which he stated that “more and more 

people are being forced to flee due to reasons that are not covered by the 

1951 Refugee Convention” and that it was humanitarian imperative to 

assist “climate refugees”.181 He repeated his call to expand the UNHCR 

mandate to climate change displacement at the UNHCR Ministerial 

Meeting in December 2011. The states did, however, not provide such a 

mandate and raised concerns whether the UNHCR had enough resources 

for an expansion, “particularly given they had enough difficulty fulfilling 

their obligations to refugees”.182 The UNHCR does, nevertheless, provide 

protection from climate change as evident in its report UNHCR, the Envi-

ronment and Climate Change. Released in October 2015, the report stated 

that a majority of the 59.5 million people of concern to the UNHCR are 

in “climate change hotspots” and risk repeated displacement.183 Further-

more, it is stated that the UNHCR is protecting internally displaced per-

sons (in the context of disasters). The UNHCR is also party to the Nansen 

Initiative and its successor the Disaster Development, planned reloca-

tion and in the UNFCCC Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human 

Mobility. These are examples of the way in which the UNHCR provides 

assistance to “climate refugees” within its existing mandate.

179. Hall, N. (2013, p. 113) 
180. Hall, N. (2013) 
181. Guterras, A. (2011) 
182. Hall, N. (2013, p. 102)
183. UNHCR (2015:2)
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Human Rights Laws 
Whilst there is no specific international legislation for “climate refugees” 

that is binding for the states, the human rights and freedoms still apply to 

“everyone … without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, lan-

guage, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, prop-

erty, birth or other status”. This follows from Article 2 of The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), thus providing human rights with 

universal jurisdiction.184  

Scott Leckie wrote in 2008 that the right to life, freedom of movement 

and choice of residence, right to land and rights in land, right to adequate 

housing and right to privacy and respect for the home are relevant rights 

and freedoms in the context of climate change.185 These are rights that one 

can find in the UDHR, The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights, The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights, Convention Against Torture and, in extension also within The 

Convention on the Right of the Child. None of these legislations are 

enforced with sanctions on the signatory party, although some rights 

(such as the right to life and prohibition against torture) have the status 

of customary international law. This mean that these rights must be pro-

tected even if a state is not a signatory party to any of the conventions. 

Furthermore, the UN has adopted the Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement, the UN Principles on Housing and Property Restitution 

for Refugees and Displaced Persons (“The Pinheiro Principles”) and 

the UN Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and Natural Disaster. 

These principles have been adopted by the General Assembly as guid-

ance to the member states rather than international law, since in the UN 

system, only the Security Council can make resolutions with binding 

effects on the member states, and as of yet, it has not adopted any such 

resolution. The link between human rights, migration and climate change 

has, nevertheless, been recognised by the UN Human Rights Council in 

a 2008 resolution, and whilst it is not legally binding, member states are 

184. Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948)
185. Leckie, S. (2008)
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expected to abide by the resolutions of the United Nations. Since the UN 

generally lacks effective sanction mechanisms to ensure compliance, this 

largely relies on the good will of the states. 

In the 2011 research report, in which Zetter presented his case-study 

of Bangladesh, Vietnam, Ghana and Kenya, he concluded that neither 

of the countries had implemented the Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement.186 Further, María José Fernández noted that most of the 

human rights instruments can only provide protection of subsidiary kind, 

i.e. they consider the human right being breached, not climate change. 

Thus, concluding that a state obligation for “climate refugees” is “one of 

the most complex issues”.187  

The UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner for Protection, Volker 

Türk, explained that the UN refugee organization developed the Guide-

lines on Temporary Protection or Stay Arrangements (TPSA)188 in Febru-

ary 2014 to address the gaps in international law in particularly four areas: 

1) large scale influx of asylum seekers or other similar humanitar-

ian crisis, 

2) complex or mixed cross-border population movements, 

3) fluid or transitional contexts and 

4) other exceptional and temporary conditions in the country of 

origin necessitating international protection and which pre-

vent return in safety and dignity”. He noted further that the 

guidelines should be seen as complementary to the refugee 

regime but does not oblige States.189

His article refers to the Nansen Initiative Protection Agenda, which to 

some effects have proven to join the States together on a voluntary basis 

in more of a successful way than the traditional human rights organiza-

tions in the United Nations have been able to do. 

186. Zetter, R. (2011)
187. Fernández, M.J. (2015) 
188. See the Guidelines on Temporary Protection or Stay Arrangements in full here: http://www.unhcr.org/5304b71c9.pdf 
189. Türk, V. (2014, p. 40-41)
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For the European Union member states, the European Convention 

on Human Rights and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union apply and any member state is obliged to follow the provisions 

in the instruments. To what extent these pieces of legislation consider 

“climate refugees” merits further discussion. The connection between 

a healthy environment and human rights has been an issue for both the 

European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg and the Court of Jus-

tice of the European Union in Luxembourg, but neither has considered 

“climate refugees”. This chapter will address “climate refugees” in the 

European Union by introducing the reader to the study Climate Refugees190 

by the European Parliament and the communication Global Approach to 

Migration and Mobility (GAMM)191 by the European Commission. Both 

were published in 2011 with a review of the GAMM released in February 

2014. The Science for Environmental Policy Thematic Issue published by 

the European Commission in September 2015 on Migration in Response to 

Environmental Change192 will also be introduced in this chapter, though the 

views of the journal may not reflect the views of the European Union. 

It should be noted that “climate refugees” is not legally recognised by 

the EU, nor is it possible to interpret existing legislation as incorporat-

ing “climate refugees” within the protection regime.193 The Temporary 

Protection Directive (TPD) could be applied though, in case of a massive 

influx. It was created as a response to people fleeing armed conflict, per-

sons at serious risk of, or victims of, systematic or generalised violations 

190. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
191. European Commission (2011)
192. European Commission (2015),
193. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
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of human rights. As noted by the Commission Staff Working Paper in 

2013, the open definition of mass influx means that the TPD could also 

apply to “climate refugees”.194 However, applying the TPD requires a deci-

sion by the European Council, which would have a high political thresh-

old and face difficulties in its implementation.195 

Noteworthy, the European Agenda for Migration196 does not mention 

the TPD and the study on the TPD does not mention climate change, 

disaster or the environment.197  The former does mention climate change, 

but in the context of root cause of irregular and forced displacement 

in third countries, and calls on the prevention and mitigation of this 

“threat” as of primary importance for the migration debate.198 Similarly, 

the GAMM shows an overall absence of climate change, but “addressing 

environmentally induced migration, also by means of adaptation to the 

adverse effects of climate change, should be considered part of the Global 

Approach”.199 It is therefore difficult to draw any conclusions from the 

main instruments on migration on “climate refugees” in the European 

Union. Thus, the point made earlier that no existing legislation can be 

interpreted to include “climate refugees” is sustained. 

A Commission Staff Working Document may nevertheless provide 

guidance for the future. The Next Steps for a Sustainable European Future 

report about the implementation of the SDGs was released in Novem-

ber 2016.200 The EU makes references to migration in relation to goal 10, 

reducing the inequality within and among countries as a need to reduce 

the irregular migration to the Union and to “build dialogue and partner-

ships with countries of origin and transit, based on solidarity and shared 

responsibility”.201 The 2014-2017 Roadmap of the Joint Africa-EU Strategy 

considers migration in a chapter on human development. Human devel-

opment is one of the five priority areas in the Roadmap. It is stated in 

the Roadmap that the EU will cooperate with the African nations in “the 

field of international protection and asylum” and work on promoting 

194. European Commission (2013)
195. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
196. European Commission (2015:2)
197. European Commission (2016)
198. European Commission (2015:2)
199. European Commission (2011)
200. European Commission (2013)
201. European Commission (2016:2)
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respect of migrant’s human rights.202 A similar provision on partnership 

with non-EU states that have shared interests and concerns with the EU is 

featured in the GAMM.203 

The most comprehensive study was published by the European Parlia-

ment in 2011, which held that it would be necessary for the EU to introduce 

provisions in the asylum legislation that considers “climate refugees” of 

both rapid- and slow-onset climate events.204 More importantly, the study 

concluded that it would be possible, under the powers of the Lisbon Treaty 

and with a human rights approach, to revise the Common European Asy-

lum System to regulate the status of “climate refugees”.205 Since climate 

change will have different impacts on different regions and migration pat-

terns, “any policy must be based on a clear understanding and a clear typol-

ogy of the phenomenon of environmentally induced migration … to dis-

entangle and reflect different dimensions”.206 Two years after the release 

of this study, the Commission Staff Working Paper on Climate Change, 

Environmental Degradation and Migration was released which instead sug-

gested that “climate refugees” will not be a concern to the EU because the 

migration will be internal or to neighbouring countries.207 This view has, 

however, not been maintained as Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of 

the European Commission warned about the consequences of “climate 

refugees” unless the Union acts swiftly.208 One of the articles in Migration 

in Response to Environmental Change argued that climate change already 

impacts migration patterns to the Union. It further raises the issue that cli-

mate migration may not just be external, i.e. to the EU, but also within the 

EU, i.e. between the member states. Such internal movement is however 

regulated with the Freedom of Movement and protected with rights and 

freedoms as EU-citizens. The main challenge remains for those arriving to 

the Union externally and for what reason they do so. Climate change may 

be recognised as a migration trigger, but the protection of “climate refu-

gees” is still absent from the legislation and policy of the European Union. 

202. EU-Africa Summit (2014)
203. European Commission (2011); See also Rousselot, A., Aiolfi, L., Charpin, A. (2013)
204. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011, p. 73)
205. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011)
206. Kraler, A., Cernei, T., Noack, M. (2011, p. 11) 
207. European Commission (2013)
208. Juncker, J.C. (2015); See also Teffer, P. (2015)

Emine Behiye Karakitapoglu, Markus Larsson and Adam Reuben



54

“A hungry world is a dangerous world … Without food, people have 

only three options: they riot, they emigrate or they die”. This quote gives 

a hint about the potential triggers of climate change on migration. This 

report has recognised that rapid-onset and slow-onset climate events and 

competition and conflicts over natural resources will be factors behind 

large-scale movement of people both as internally displaced and across 

international borders: Disasters will be intensified and more frequent, 

the ability to use land for agricultural purposes to meet the ever-growing 

demand will be affected by droughts and floods, drinking water will be 

at risk by the sea-level rise. Climate change will impact countries, region 

and peoples differently, but all in all, climate change will have an impact 

on the life and livelihood of people. 

A commonly used estimation indicates that 200 million people will be 

“climate refugees” by 2050. Furthermore, the NRC/IDMC has estimated 

that an average of 25.4 million people/year have been displaced by disas-

ters since 2008. In 2009, the IOM suggested that 1.6 billion people have 

been displaced by drought over a thirty-year-period. It is nevertheless 

difficult to project the magnitude of climate migration since migration, 

just like climate change, is multi-casual.

The international community has recognised the challenge of “climate 

refugees” and made efforts to address the protection gap in international 

law by e.g. including reference to migration in the UNFCCC, the UNHCR 

considering areas hosting refugees as “hot spots” for climate change 

and the IOM MECLEP project. The efforts have nevertheless often been 

either weak or without sufficient political willingness to adequately 

address the challenge. Alas, academics have argued that the UNFCCC 

Conclusion
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and the UNHCR do not have the mandate to consider “climate refugees”. 

The international community has nevertheless gathered around the 

Nansen Initiative, which is a state-led bottom-up approach to address the 

cross-border displacement by enhanced knowledge, the use of humani-

tarian protection measures and by a strengthened management of disas-

ter-displacement. We recognise that the Nansen Initiative’s Protection 

Agenda can be a fruitful contribution to the Global Compact on Refugees 

which will be adopted in 2018.  

We also recommend further studies on whether a “Convention on 

Climate Refugees”, which would fill the protection gap, is plausible or 

whether existing international and/or regional frameworks (such as 

the TPSA or the EU TPD) could be consider and be implemented in the 

context of “climate refugees”. Until an adequate solution on climate 

migration is reached by the international community, we recognise the 

importance of human rights laws and the Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement as providing some protection to “climate refugees”. 
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