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ABSTRACT 

	 According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), in 2016 more 
than 3 million people left their countries to seek asylum. Amid long-term conflicts with 
no end in sight are persecution and poverty – every minute 24 people are displaced, 
joining millions of  others already in exile. Since 2015, when Europe experienced the 
highest influx of  refugees since the Second World War, migration took central stage on 
both the international and national scene. This proved to be fertile ground for 
populism already on the rise, putting in question core European values and the 
European Construction itself. International organizations alongside national 
governments rushed to find solutions, ranging from the imperative of  ending the 
Syrian Conflict, negotiating agreements with third countries, to a so-called Marshall 
Plan for Africa. What has not been sufficiently addressed, however, is the growing 
environmental pressure caused by climate change.  

As Hervé Le Bras emphasized in his latest book, climate variations have long 
been evidenced to be catalysts for migration. However, until recently, migration studies 
have neglected the impact of  physical environment (Bras, 2017). In 1985, Essam El-
Hinnawi coined the term “environmental refugee” in the report of  the same name for 
the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP). Shortly after, climatologists 
such as George Myers took the lead in the field. In 1993, he estimated that by 2100, 
climate change would displace more than 150 million people. The predicted numbers 
have rapidly risen since. Today, we can no longer afford to predict: it’s time for us to 
act.  
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PROJECT OVERVIEW: 
 
	 The Human Development Research Initiative sees climate migration as an 
important part of  present scope of  societal issues, well within the realm of  relevant 
future challenges. As we aim to bring the discussion to the table, to advance reflections 
and solutions, we developed three axes of  research. 

The first axis will focus on the politics of  climate migration. How do we define 
climate refugees? Which is the most appropriate term: climate refugee, climate 
migrant, environmental refugee, or environmental migrant? The distinction is more 
important than it may appear initially, as it would differentiate between anthropogenic 
and natural causes, opening the question of  responsibility.  Also rather importantly, 
how should we identify climate migration among the multiple multi-dimensional 
causes which trigger human displacement, such as poverty, conflict, and natural 
disasters? As we have witnessed in recent years, the distinction between 
“refugees” (persons fleeing armed conflict or persecution) and “economic 
migrants” (individuals who choose to move not because of  a direct threat of  
persecution or death, but to improve one’s means and quality of  life) has been crucial 
for the way governments and policy makers in Europe and the United States reacted 
to incoming migration and in shaping public opinion. With the exception of  some 
extreme cases, when large portions of  land will become uninhabitable, climate change 
will affect crops, decrease rainfall, and produce extreme punctual events such as 
droughts, floods and forest fires; therefore, pinpointing climate change as a migration 
factor is often complicated.  

We will also analyse the implications of  an international recognition of  climate 
migration. In 2009, at the Copenhagen Climate Summit, the Bangladesh minister of  
finance, Abul Maal Abdul Muhith, called for a redefinition of  the international law to 
give climate refugees the same status as people fleeing political repression (The 
Guardian, 2009). Eight years later, there have been no major breakthroughs in the 
arena. Moreover, we witnessed how states struggled and often failed to assure the 
protection mandated by the 1951 Refugee Convention. As it is less likely that 
governments would be eager to ratify a document that will further expend their 
responsibilities, which types of  institutions and normative responses are best suited at 
national, regional and international levels? We further examine if  climate migration 
could indeed be put under the sign of  global governance, and if  so, under which 
sphere: migration, environment, development, or disaster response and management.  

The second axis of  research will focus on mapping the most vulnerable 
regions. We will examine the existing work of  climatologists which calculate how 
much land the coastal nations may lose, and juxtapose this information with the 
population density to provide a studied estimate of  the number of  people that will be 
affected. However, we do recognize that predictions of  people displaced by climate 
change have not proven to bear much weight in the policy debate as they are difficult 
to measure with accuracy. Thus, we suggest an approach focusing on determining 
level of  risk associated with geographic territories. To accommodate for an inability to 
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see what the future holds in reducing emissions, we will use the International Energy 
Agency’s three scenarios – the New Policies Scenario, the Current Policies Scenario, 
and the 450 Scenario – to advance the work and to provide hypotheses of  how certain 
various populations may live in a world 2, 4 or 6 degrees warmer.  

Our final axis of  research will focus on the measures and policies that have to 
be taken both at the international and the national level in order to mitigate climate 
change impact, to build local climate and economic resilience, and to size the 
opportunity migration brings in host countries. People’s reactions to environmental 
change demonstrate great variation, often depending on their particular socio-
economic conditions. Wealthier inhabitants of  disaster zones often recover faster and 
are able to resettle with fewer delays than other communities who have less access to 
resources. Moreover, the decision to migrate is influenced by such a wide array of  
factors, including social relations and the nature of  capital that treating climate 
change as a decisive, triggering variable would be too simplistic and the approach 
would fail in finding long-term viable and sustainable solutions.  

Our aim is to address climate migration in all its complexity and in good faith, 
constantly bearing in mind that at the center of  the challenge lays the inalienable 
human right to development.  
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