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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Climate migration is an essential component of the renewed socio-environmental 
interactions of the 21st century. During the last three decades, the debate on 
climate migration has been structured around alarmist numbers of climate-related 
displaced people and skepticism regarding the existence of climate-induced 
displacement. 
 
Though there exist several working definitions adopted by international 
organizations such as the International Organization for Migration (IOM), there is no 
single definition that is officially recognized. Terminology carries a strong political 
connotation; while the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
and the international community may not accept using the word refugee in the 
context of climate-induced migration due to fear of endangering the status of 
currently recognized refugees, the distinction between climate and environment 
raises the question of responsibility. For our research we chose the term climate 
migrant or climate change migrant, which both recognizes human action in bringing 
about factors that necessitate displacement and acknowledges the agency or self-
determination of societies that had been previously framed as vulnerable entities in 
need of charity.  
 
The demands of identifying and recognizing climate migration are related to the 
complexity of the phenomenon and the difficulty of isolating environmental factors 
from other causes of displacement. 
 
Despite the multiple actions and propositions to address the challenge, we 
identified three overlapping spheres of governance — national, regional and global 
— and several overlapping institutions. Considering the fragmentation of 
competencies and the gaps in international legislation, the protection of climate 
migrants currently cannot be assured.  
 
As contemporary predictions warn that most climate-induced displacement will be 
internal, cities have an essential role in addressing the challenge of climate 
migration: increasing local populations’ resilience, urban planning, innovative 
solutions, the inclusion of migration in the climate change–development nexus, are 
all essential steps in achieving the SDG 11.   
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RÉSUMÉ 

Les migrations climatiques figurent parmi les éléments essentiels du renouvellement 
des interactions socio-environnementales du XXIème siècle. Au cours des trois 
dernières décennies, le débat sur les migrations climatiques s'est structuré autour 
du nombre alarmant des déplacés climatiques, mais aussi autour d’un certain 
scepticisme sur les déplacements causés par le climat. 
 
Bien qu'il existe quelques définitions élémentaires émanant de certaines 
organisations internationales à l'instar de l'Organisation internationale pour les 
migrations (OIM), aucune d'elles ne fait l'objet d'une reconnaissance unanime. Les 
termes utilisés pour les décrire sont trop fortement teintés d'une connotation 
politique. Alors que le Haut-Commissariat des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés (HCR) 
semble réticent à l’emploi du terme « réfugié » pour qualifier les migrations 
climatiques, peut-être par crainte d’une ambiguïté avec le statut de réfugié tel qu’il 
existe aujourd’hui, la distinction entre climat et environnement met en évidence la 
question de la responsabilité. Dans le cadre de notre recherche, nous avons choisi 
le terme de « migrant climatique » ou de « migrant du changement climatique », en 
ce que les deux expressions n'occultent pas la dimension humaine des facteurs de 
ces déplacements tout en reconnaissant l'auto-détermination de sociétés 
précédemment caractérisées comme vulnérables en demande de soutien.  
Les difficultés d'identification et de reconnaissance des migrations climatiques 
prennent leurs racines dans le caractère complexe du phénomène et dans la 
difficulté d'isoler les facteurs environnementaux des autres causes de 
déplacements. 
 
Malgré les multiples actions et propositions visant à relever ce défi, nous avons 
identifié trois niveaux de gouvernance imbriqués : les échelles nationale, régionale, 
mondiale, mais également le chevauchement de plusieurs institutions. Compte tenu 
de la fragmentation des compétences et du vide juridique international, la 
protection des migrants climatiques n'est actuellement pas assurée.  
 
Les études contemporaines alertent sur le rôle essentiel qu’ont à jouer les villes 
pour répondre au défi des migrations climatiques, dans la mesure où la majorité des 
déplacements liés au climat sont des déplacements internes. Ainsi, augmenter la 
résilience des populations locales, favoriser un aménagement urbain soutenable et 
intégré, via des solutions innovantes, intégrer la migration au réchauffement 
climatique et le lien avec le développement des villes de demain seront des étapes 
essentielles vers la réussite de l’Objectif de Développement Durable 11 (ODD). 
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Introduction 

Nearly 10,000 years ago, the Neolithic Revolution began. The piece of land situated 
at the northern end of the Arab Peninsula known as the Fertile Crescent gave birth 
to agriculture and writing and saw the rise of some of the most magnificent 
civilizations in human history: Sumer, Babylon, Assyria, and later Persia. In his book 
Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared Diamond, while analyzing how environmental 
conditions favored the development of the Fertile Crescent, concludes that the 
region lost its lead at a certain point in history because its people committed 
“ecological suicide by destroying their own resource base”: while the population 
grew, deforestation lead to soil erosion, irrigation to salinization, and domestication 
contributed to the slow regeneration of vegetation.  

Closer to modern history, starting in 300 BC, the Roman Empire faced several 
invasions by barbarian tribes; the high influx of migration combined with internal 
turmoil led to the fall of the empire. Recently, scientists concluded that climate 
variability, which brought agricultural instability both for the Romans and the 
northeast tribes, might represent the root causes of the fall. 

The lesson to be drawn from these two stories is that the environment and climate 
have always played an essential role in the development of societies, and have had 
a great impact on the movement of people. During the last two centuries, human 
activity had a tremendous impact on the environment. Considering the predictions 
of temperatures rising between 4 and 6 degrees Celsius by 2100 compared to pre-
industrial levels, several regions may become uninhabitable. Thus, adaptation to 
climate change events in the form of human mobility will become a reality. 

While world leaders continue to debate about commitments to cutting emissions 
and target setting at the yearly COP gatherings and other global summits, the 
urgency of the matter of the current crisis cannot be ignored. During the World 
Humanitarian Summit of 2016, Enele Sopoaga, the prime minister of Tuvalu 
appealed to the international community to implement a new legal framework 
offering protection for climate migrants: “The UN dialogue must now focus not 
on… talks, definitions and aspirations, but on the means and actions of 
implementation”, which emphasized the urgency of IPCC figures and projections.  

However, migration is a sticky topic on its own, as population growth and issues of 
national security often take center stage on the broader debate. Many academics 
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and politicians now agree that the decision to close borders does not stop the flow 
of migrants, but rather increases the dangers and hardships migrants face along the 
way (see Carens, 1987; Pécoud & Guchteneire, 2007). It also indirectly fuels an 
informal economy of smugglers and human trafficking regimes. Migrants often have 
to pay large sums to be able to leave, causing the poorest to get left behind (see 
Salt and Stein 1997). While it is important to keep the border discussion in mind 
when discussing migration, it is not our primary concern here as much of climate 
displacement happens internally (McAdam, 2012; Gemenne, 2011). We speak more 
of the role of internal displacement in the following sections. 

Another premise we must acknowledge here is that the volatility of estimates of the 
number of those likely to be displaced can cause mistrust in the international 
community: “The problem with numbers is that they are constructed on a crude, 
deterministic and mono-causal understanding of mobility” (Bettini, 2017). Notions 
of national security risk and false predictions may harm rather than help the plight of 
migrants, and adjust accordingly our delivery of information on the situation. This 
delicate balance of urgency on the one hand and negotiation on the other is part 
and parcel of the current international relations paradigm. 

As the first part of HDRI’s research on climate migration, this paper will address the 
complicated dimension of the politics of climate-induced migration. The paper is 
structured in six chapters. The first will address underlying definitional questions and 
the difficulty of identifying climate change as a displacement-triggering factor. The 
next three parts will focus on the implications of international recognition of 
environmentally induced migration, institutions, spheres of governance and 
normative responses. The fifth section addresses internal displacement and the role 
of cities. The last section will lay out the conclusions.  
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Defining the problem 

As it stands currently, there is no officially recognized definition of climate-
induced migration. This state of affairs is largely due to the complexity of 
the phenomenon itself and the difficulty of attributing climate change as a 
sole displacement-triggering factor.  

In this chapter we analyze the conceptual discussion on defining climate-
induced migration. We identified four terms which are usually used in 
debates, each one with a strong political connotation: climate refugee, 
climate migrant, environmental refugee, and environmental migrant.  

There are several definitions for climate change-induced displacement. The first one 
was coined by El-Hinnawi, in 1985, in a report for the United Nations Environment 
Programme; he defined environmental refugees as:  

Those people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat, 
temporarily or permanently, because of a marked environmental disruption 
(natural and/or triggered by people) that jeopardized their existence and/or 
seriously affected the quality of their life [sic]. By ‘environmental disruption’, this 
definition means any physical, chemical, and/or biological changes in the 
ecosystem (or resource base) that renders it temporarily or permanently 
unsuitable to support human life. (El-Hinnawi, 1985, p. 4) 

Today, the United Nations Statistics Division defines an environmental refugee as a  

Person displaced owing to environmental causes, notably land loss and 
degradation, and natural disaster”, while IOM’s working definition for 
environmental migrants is “persons or groups of persons who, predominantly 
for 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. (United Nations, 2017).   

Terminological ambiguity 

The term ‘climate refugee’ is not unfamiliar in today’s global scene, although it is 
one that seems to be embroiled in controversy. Furthermore, UNHCR could find it 
unacceptable to use the term ‘refugee’ alongside the words ‘climate’ and 
‘environmental’, acknowledging that this could potentially endanger the status 
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accorded to currently recognized refugees. This paper aligns with UNHCR’s 
perspective in agreement with Sassen (2016), who calls for new mechanisms to 
better comprehend and protect emerging large-scale displacements caused by 
shortages in water supply, pollution issues, and other climate change impacts. 

The term ‘climate refugee’ has been perhaps too widely applied, with a lack of 
actual significance in international courts. In ‘Climate refugees’: An oceanic 
perspective, Hingley emphasized that those labeled as such are viewed with “pity 
and sympathy”, although no legal protection is granted as a result of this 
characterization (Hingley, 2017). She laments the irresponsible abuse of the term 
across multiple levels, identifying the existence of a ‘definitional crisis’. Definitions 
affect particular action paths, so accuracy and precision in wording can be heavily 
fraught with implications. An effective definition, she says, should “resonate at 
ground level with those defined within”, and permit us to contemplate our 
succeeding plans of action. 

Moreover, using the word refugee as it was defined by the 1951 Refugee 
Convention in Article 1 as a  

“Person who owing to a 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 
protection of that country; or 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”  

would be unsuited for climate change–related displacement as there is no 
identifiable persecutor.  

Furthermore, Hingley (2017) warns that the “use of the term ‘climate refugees’ 
within the Pacific context is highly insensitive and counterproductive,” and that “this 
misrepresentation by external international actors strips the Pacific peoples of their 
agency and dismisses their potential to contribute to the fight against climate 
change”. She mentions work previously published by Farbotko and Lazrus (2012), 
explaining that the word refugee carries with it what they call “inequitable power 
relations,” opening up greater likelihood for their exploitation and commodification, 
even by the most well-meaning of actors. The framing of a person as a “climate 
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refugee” makes him or her seem more “vulnerable and weak” rather than “resistant 
and strong”(Hingley, 2017). 

The term “environmental” used alongside “refugee” or “migrant” could also be 
problematic. Despite the Institute for Environment and Human Security’s own use of 
the term at a conference convened at the United Nations Headquarters in 2007, 
UNU-EHS advisor Anthony Oliver-Smith insists that it could be misleading, due to 
how it “tends to suggest that nature is at fault, when in fact humans are deeply 
implicated in the environmental changes that make life impossible in certain 
circumstances” (Boano, Zetter, & Morris, 2008) Perhaps, then, a definition including 
the word “environment” should be avoided. This leaves us with a choice between 
climate refugee and climate migrant. 

For reasons mentioned above, this study will use the terms “climate migrant” or 
“climate change migrant,” which both recognizes human action in bringing about 
factors that necessitate displacement and acknowledges the agency or self-
determination of societies that had been previously framed as vulnerable entities in 
need of charity. . A climate migrant would therefore be a person forced to flee his 
or her home temporarily or permanently, within the country or abroad, because of a 
sudden or slow onset change in environmental conditions that threatens the 
existence of their country or seriously affects the quality of their lives.  

How do we identify climate migration? 

One complication in formalizing a normative status for climate migration is the 
difficulty of isolating environmental factors from other causes of displacement. 
Except extreme cases when coastal habitats will disappear underwater, climate 
change will mostly affect the means of supporting life (via phenomena such as 
desertification and water scarcity), increase the frequency and intensity of natural 
disasters and give birth to conflicts for natural resources. This distinction is 
acknowledged in the literature as sudden versus slow onset disasters with the latter 
being harder to separate from other socio-economic factors (Mayer, Boas, Ewing, 
Baillat, & Kumar Das, 2013). The difficulty in identifying environmental factors as the 
root cause of any displacement scenario is fraught with reductionism, and we 
acknowledge in this paper that climate events often act as a “tipping point” for 
vulnerable communities that have already suffered economic, social or political 
hardship.  

Kälin has proposed a more specific understanding of the effects of climate change 
on the environment (McAdam, 2012). He distinguished between sudden-onset 
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disasters, slow-onset environmental degradation, sinking small island states, areas 
designated by the government as prohibited for human habitation and unrest 
disturbing public order, violence and armed conflict.  

The complexity and uncertainty of the effects of climate change are reflected in the 
political sphere, where decision-makers are caught between alarmist discourse 
predicated on the predication of a humanitarian catastrophe and skeptics who say 
that environmental migration is just another term that is used to hide well-known 
political, social and economic causes of migration.  

Looking forward, perhaps the distinction between an economic migrant and a 
climate change migrant will diminish significantly. Due to their overlapping nature, 
Betts (2010) proposes a new term, “survival migrants,” which encompasses both 
climate change and economic migrants (Nishimura, 2015). Alternatively, the mayor 
of Paris Anne Hidalgo has proposed the term “humanitarian migrants”. This term 
would encompass a wider range of potential reasons for migration, pre-empting 
unforeseen shifts in the causes of migration that may occur in the future (Gillet, 
2017). 

 Combining categories of migrants could be a response to the difficulties in 
distinguishing who could be accorded specific rights, which may be apt considering 
that a number of economic concerns stem from environmental causes. However, in 
the interim, starting with the inclusion of a separate, legally binding definition for 
this group of people is highly important. 
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The implications of an international recognition 

Despite the existence of the 1951 Refugee Convention, in the wake of the 
2015 migration crisis, states and local populations proved extremely 
reluctant to accept refugees. National governments may be reluctant to 
ratify a legal framework that will impose new compromises to facilitate the 
incoming populations. This chapter focuses on the normative responses and 
on the several actions that have been put in place by the international 
community in order to address the existing legal gaps on the matter.  

Although the effects of climate change on human mobility have been widely 
discussed in the international arena, so far there is no international consensus 
regarding what approach should be taken. There is no agreement about whether or 
not a climate refugee status should be introduced into the UNHCR framework or 
whether the focus should be on prevention or remedial efforts; climate migration 
has been maintained as a sidebar issue. This was certainly the case during the 
COP21 when the proposed Coordinating Committee for Climate-Induced Migration 
was removed from the final agreement. This decision illustrates how the difficulty of 
identifying a ‘climate migrant’ and the fact that the majority of climate-induced 
migration occurs within national borders are important roadblocks to creating a 
specific framework to address this issue. Moreover, demonstrated the reluctance of 
some countries to embrace concrete action plans to address climate-induced 
migration at an international scale.  

Discussing the implications of international recognition of climate migration means 
asking how and to what extent could a ‘climate migrant’ status help the affected 
communities? This question is significant not only because it has proven to be 
challenging to establish such a framework, , but also because the governments of 
countries that are already severely affected by climate change, such as Kiribati, have 
spoken against the creation of a climate refugee status (Randall, 2014). The term 
‘refugee’ carries heavy baggage and the past actions of host countries leave much 
to be desired. This explains why the government of Kiribati has already bought 20sq 
km of land on Vanua Levu, one of the Fiji islands, in case its people cannot be 
moved internally (Caramel, 2014). Moreover, the urgent situation of countries such 
as Kiribati poses the questions: What would happen to island countries that may 
lose their entire territory? Will entire societies lose their citizenship and become 
stateless? And finally the question of climate justice: How do we  account for the 
fact that the most vulnerable groups in society and the ones who are at the most 
risk are the groups which contribute the least to the emission of greenhouse gases?  
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A timeline of climate-induced migration: Discussions at the international 
level 

In 2007, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s fourth assessment report 
was published and was one of the first documents where climate change migration 
was acknowledged. Even though this is not a binding document, it presented 
general guidance of how to deal with displacement caused by climate change and 
acted as a catalyst for future discussions on the topic at the international level. Thus, 
in 2008, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee — the primary mechanism for the 
coordination of humanitarian assistance between UN and non-UN agencies — 
established a task force on climate change to integrate the issue into various 
humanitarian agency programs. As a result, in December 2010, the COP16 adopted 
the Cancún Adaptation Framework, a document which asked parties to take 
“measures to enhance understanding, coordination, and cooperation with regard to 
climate change induced displacement, migration and planned relocation, where 
appropriate at the national, regional and international levels” (Cancún Adaptation 
Framework, 2011, p.9). One of the reasons why this proposal did not face 
opposition was that migration and mobility were introduced as a technical issue 
rather than a political one, implying that adding references to climate justice and 
human rights would have caused discussions to not run so smoothly (McAdam, 
2012). From a legal perspective, this proposition is very weak; it’s a non-binding 
decision and imposes no formal obligations. From an advocacy point of view, 
however, it has provided momentum for other initiatives. Following this event, in 
February 2011 the Bellagio Expert Meeting on Climate Change and Displacement 
took place. The expert group could not reach consensus on all issues but did 
determine that there was a need to develop a global guiding framework to apply to 
situations of cross-border displacement aside from the 1951 Convention. The 
Bellagio Conference was the precedent to the Nansen Conference on Climate 
Change and Displacement held in Oslo in June 2011. The Nansen Initiative has 
been the most significant international action to tackle climate-induced 
displacement; it is a bottom-up, state-led initiative launched in 2012 by the 
governments of Norway and Switzerland, which facilitates a consultative process 
seeking to build consensus on a Protection Agenda to respond to the needs of 
climate migrants. As a follow-up to the Nansen Initiative, in October 2015, the 
Agenda for the Protection of Cross Border Displaced Persons in the context of 
Disasters and Climate Change (the Protection Agenda) was created and endorsed 
by 109 delegations. Its goal is to implement the recommendations of the Nansen 
Initiative and it provides a toolbox for countries to prevent and prepare for disaster 
strikes. It is a non-binding agreement with no enforcement mechanism. The logic 
behind the Agenda is to integrate and leverage existing nation-based and (sub-) 
regional frameworks in order to respond to specific situations. 
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The current international context does not offer actionable solutions for the issues 
and concerns created by climate-induced migration. In 2015, the COP21 raised 
many expectations concerning the political willingness and promptness to adopt 
preventive and adaptive measures for climate change. Before the COP21 took 
place, the Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human Mobility included a 
proposal to create a Climate Change Displacement Coordination Facility in their 
recommendations to prevent and reduce climate change–related displacement 
(Milman, 2015). Yet, the Paris Agreement only refers to the challenges of climate-
induced migration in very general terms:  

“Acknowledging that climate change is a common concern of 
humankind, 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 
communities, 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.” 
(UNFCCC, COP21 Agreement 2016, p.2).  

Thus, even though the COP21 was assumed to be the place where climate-induced 
migration would be tackled, especially considering the context under which the 
conference took place with thousands of migrants arriving in Europe, no concrete 
progress took place.  

Climate migration has been on the table for discussion at the national level, 
particularly for countries that are in immediate danger due to climate change, and 
at the international level by being present in the agendas of the UN, UNHCR, and 
major events such as the COP21. Nonetheless, although the issue of climate 
migration is already a globally recognized problem, there are still neither concrete 
legal frameworks nor international binding agreements to address climate 
migration. There are many reasons for this deficiency. On the one hand, there is the 
complex challenge of defining and identifying climate migration. The majority of the 
literature addressing the issue of migration and climate change has been based in 
traditional migration theory which categorizes the reasons for migration in five 
broad situations — out-migration, draw-in migrants, network factors, national 
policies and personal goals — however, these factors and their interactions are very 
complex. The motivations for movement are a range of intersecting reasons, 
including famine, conflict, food insecurity and environmental degradation (McAdam 
& Limon, 2016). On the other hand, the challenges to respond effectively to the 
issue of climate migration are not solely based on the difficulties to agree on a 
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suitable definition. Nor can they be attributed to disagreements regarding whether 
to focus on preventive or adaptive measures. They are instead directly linked to 
disagreements regarding the implications of upholding the responsibilities of 
accepting climate justice. As the former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Mary Robinson stated, “those who are suffering disproportionately don't drive cars, 
don’t have electricity, don’t consume very significantly, and yet they are feeling 
more and more impacts of the changes in the climate” (Robinson, Ted Women, 
2015). What the COP21 and previous conferences that approached the issue of 
climate change and climate-induced migration have demonstrated is that “states 
want to retain control over these developments, both in terms of how the issue is 
represented and how responses are shaped. They are reluctant to assume formal 
obligations or ‘delegate’ responsibility to international organizations” (McAdam, 
2013, p.12). 

What happened with the case of Australia at the COP21 is an illustrative example of 
this situation. While islands such as Kiribati and Tuvalu are experiencing harsh 
consequences due to rising sea levels and face major challenges including losing 
ground water and dry land from which to harvest, Australia, a close neighbor, was 
the leading country opposing to the creation of a Climate Change Displacement 
Coordination Facility. Even though Australia has spent more than $50M in climate 
resilience projects in the Pacific and has begun to create guiding frameworks for the 
migration of people from these islands, it showed a strong reluctance to allow the 
international community to get involved and enforce specific actions to help 
affected populations. Australia justified its opposition by stating that “Australia does 
not see the creation of the climate change displacement coordination facility as the 
most effective or efficient way to progress meaningful international action to 
address the impacts of climate change” (Marles, 2015). This case exemplifies how 
climate-induced migration is not yet perceived as an issue that needs to be solved 
through international inter-sectoral coordination.  Moreover, the UNHCR has stated 
clearly that “Rather than calling for a new binding international convention on cross 
border disaster-displacement, UNHCR supports an approach that focuses on the 
integration of effective practices by States and (sub-)regional organizations into their 
normative frameworks and practices in accordance with their specific situations and 
challenges” (UNHCR, 2013, p.7). Opposition to the creation of another body to 
address climate-induced migration is a reasonable view considering the technical 
difficulties to identify climate migrants; nonetheless, a framework to coordinate 
cross border displacement is and will continue to be necessary to stand up to 
upcoming challenges. 
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The gaps in a rights-based approach to climate-induced migration 

Normative responses, based on Humanitarian Rights Law and Environmental Law, 
are too broad to effectively prevent and address climate change–induced 
displacement. The more tangible frameworks to which cross-national climate 
migrants can appeal are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and 
Environmental Law. A rights-based approach has been the most popular method 
with which to address climate change–induced displacement. However, this 
approach remains very broad and is difficult to make actionable. The Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development of 1991, is currently one of the most 
specific instruments that can be used to aid climate-migrants, arguing that everyone 
“is entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature” (Principle 1) and 
that “The environment and natural resources of people under oppression, 
domination and occupation shall be protected” (Principle 23). These work as 
generally binding tools to at least acknowledge the issue of climate-induced 
migration; nonetheless, these tools remain too broad considering the magnitude of 
the issue.  

There is an explicit recognition of climate change–induced displacement that is 
specific to internally displaced people. The Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement (1998) define  IDPs as “persons who have been forced or obliged to 
flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result 
of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized 
violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who 
have not crossed an internationally recognized State border”. However, the legal 
recognition of IDPs is not enough to tackle the scale of the problem. Countries such 
as South Sudan which have experienced massive internal displacement due to 
intersecting issues such as civil conflict, economic collapse, climate change and 
severe droughts that affect food security, are facing massive challenges to which a 
humanitarian approach has not been sufficient.  The present situation in South 
Sudan, where there are 1.9 million IDPs, 1.3 million refugees of South Sudan in 
foreign countries and a total of over 7.5 million people in need of humanitarian 
assistance across the country (OCHA, 2017), have resulted in worryingly 
overpopulated UN IDP camps, where living conditions continue to deteriorate. This 
is an example of how the scale of conflict, loss of land and displacement that some 
countries are facing can’t be solved by only humanitarian assistance. The situation is 
even more complex for countries that face the challenging scenario of losing all of 
their habitable land. Currently, the only international agreements concerning the 
possibility of whole populations losing their territory are Article 51 of The Human 
Rights Declaration which states that “everyone has the right to a nationality” and 
the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness of 1961. While this convention 



The age of climate migration: Political perspectives  

	 	

                          HUMAN DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH INITIATIVE               
 

17	

thoroughly addresses the problem of statelessness, it does not take into account 
the present context of statelessness caused by a climate-induced loss of territory. 
Furthermore, the approach it takes to resolving statelessness relies on integrating 
displaced people into a new society. Therefore, the proposed solution requires 
displaced groups to embrace a different country’s citizenship, which would imply 
the loss of cultures and entire societies in the context of climate change–induced 
displacement.  

Climate-induced migration: A permanent challenge 

Migration, fueled by a mix of environmental, economic, social and political drivers, 
will only increase in the coming years. Specifically, while climate migration has 
mostly unfolded as domestic movements from rural areas to cities, a trend that 
continues to produce risks to vulnerable groups, in the long run, cross-border 
migration will occur and specific coordination frameworks will be crucial. Climate 
change is a threat multiplier, meaning that it has the potential to exacerbate other 
drivers of insecurity. For this reason, climate-induced migration cannot be 
approached as an isolated issue (Werrell & Femia, 2015). How the ‘migrant crisis’ 
has been debated in politics and the media reflects that these new migration trends 
are still considered to be temporary. The word crisis, overwhelmingly used in the 
last couple of years, misinterprets the situation by characterizing it as something 
temporary, a disaster to be solved. However, climate-induced migration is not and 
will not be a temporary crisis; according to the Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre (IDMC) 2015 Global Estimates report, “since 2008, an average 26.4 million 
people per year have been displaced from their homes by disasters brought on by 
natural hazards. This is equivalent to one person being displaced every second” 
(IDMC, 2014, p.11) and this will only continue to produce more vulnerable groups 
facing severe risks.   
 

The absence of effective enforcing mechanisms at the international level along with 
the urgency of the issue has resulted in the creation of some independent regional 
mechanisms. Africa, a continent with more than 12 million IDPs, created the world’s 
first continental instrument that legally binds governments to protect the rights and 
the well-being of the people forced to flee their homes by conflict, violence, 
disasters and human rights abuses: the African Union Convention for the Protection 
and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa, also known as the Kampala 
Convention. While this convention is a step forward towards acting upon the issue 
of climate change–induced displacement, climate change is not explicitly 
recognized as a driver of migration. This is problematic considering that climate 
change effects for populations in developing countries are expected to be far worse 
than in other places (Ringlet et. al, 2010). Internal migration in Africa is not only the 
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result of political upheavals and civil conflict, but climate change effects, such as 
droughts, are also root causes that trigger conflict and violence, thereby forcing 
people to migrate.  
 

Actions at national and regional scales are certainly a positive development; 
nonetheless the question of climate justice cannot be pushed aside. The 
consequences of climate change are unevenly distributed and migration will not be 
contained by national borders.  The present understanding of climate-induced 
migration as a temporary issue that requires reactive measures is inadequate: the 
consequences of climate change are causing a massive loss of habitat which in turn 
will demand a global reallocation of resources and population. Moreover, waiting 
for the crisis to occur not only maximizes the potential casualties and worsens the 
resulting situation, but also neglects to consider those who cannot migrate. The 
ones left behind in deteriorating environmental conditions are usually forgotten 
when the international community focuses solely on dilemmas of refugee statuses 
and procedures for asylum seekers, or in decision-making dilemmas such as 
delegating responsibilities at the regional or national level instead of upholding 
international frameworks of action that respond to the root causes that drive 
migration.  
 
Current international instruments are inadequate for the types of challenges that the   
Anthropocene is presenting. International recognition of climate-induced migration 
carries important consequences and must be included on the international agenda. 
Lagging behind on the creation of specific regulations to adapt humanitarian 
disaster response to climate-induced displacement, including working on 
strengthening the resilience of climate-vulnerable populations through preventive 
and adaptive strategies will make it even more difficult to respond effectively in 
future scenarios. Reaching a consensus will be difficult so long as climate migration 
is perceived as a temporary crisis rather than an adaptive strategy to climate 
change’s daunting challenges. 
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Governance and institutions 

Is it possible to envisage international governance for climate migration to 
complement and complete the nascent global climate governance? 
Because of its complexity, the issue stands at the crossroads of several 
fields: migration, environment, development, human rights, disaster 
management and humanitarian relief. Spheres of governance often overlap 
both vertically with global, regional, national and local levels, as well as 
horizontally, with the possibility for several UN agencies or other 
international institutions to take the lead.  

This chapter analyzes different spheres of governance and considers several existing 
international bodies that could take the lead on climate migration under their 
current mandates. 

Vertically overlapping spheres of governance 

It is important to note that governance is not a synonym of government. 
Governance has nothing to do with direct power dynamics and its objective is not to 
rule or to manage a phenomenon as a state would rule or manage a territory and 
population with sovereign rights.  Rather, it alludes to a conceptual framework that 
gathers the abilities of several actors in order to provide common objectives so as 
to regulate a phenomenon that is considered to be problematic. 
 
The question is now to determine at which scale of governance climate migration 
could be efficiently addressed. However, working on scales of governance involves 
preliminary geographical considerations about climate migrations. This is because 
geographical impacts of climate events often are a cross-border issue, which points 
to the arbitrariness of political borders in the context of the Anthropocene A 
preliminary analysis of where climate migration occurs and where natural disasters 
are more frequent and impactful are fundamental discussion points when 
considering vertical spheres of influence. 
 
Three principal observations come to light when looking at previous studies. First, a 
majority of countries are concerned by global warming and displacement due to 
climate change, so  a national or local approach might be the most rational scale of 
governance. Second, displacement due to climate change and natural disasters is 
concentrated in certain regions such as Asia, Latin America, and Africa, implying 
that the regional scale might be very coherent as well. Lastly, the phenomenon is 
global and touches every continent, so the global scale  may be a better vantage 
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point to tackle governmental issues. These three observations justify concerns over 
sphere of governance. This analysis was run in the wake of the collective work of 
Badie, Devin, Brauman, Decaux and Withol de Wenden (2008) about the global 
governance of international migrations.  
 
Theoretically, global governance would be the most efficient scale from which to 
prevent, supervise and regulate a global phenomenon. Unfortunately, such a 
framework is difficult to implement. Indeed, developed countries struggle to admit 
their responsibilities in global warming. These reactions make it more difficult to 
recognize the role that those countries have to play in finding a solution to the 
problems associated with climate-induced migration. 
A global governance of climate migrations must lead to a normative framework; a 
legal text would not be sufficient to resolve an issue so permeated by national 
interests and diverging points of view. Institutionalized climate migration 
governance will be unlikely to rise unless the parties involved in international 
negotiations change their speech about both migration and climate change. A 
solution could be to make sure that states would not negotiate alone; in order to be 
efficient, a global governance should include all stakeholders: the civil society, the 
scientific community, NGOs and the private sector.  
 
As specialists predict that climate migration will be primarily internal (Laczko, 2009, 
IOM 2017), the national scale could represent a suitable alternative considering the 
practical limits of global efforts. The Global Commission for International Migration 
has emphasized how important national governance is for the efficiency of global 
governance. The report specifically highlighted “national coherence,” referring to 
the consistency of the positions of different ministries within the same state. 
National governance seems to be fundamental to solve the climate migration 
problem, but also carries its own limits. First, national views on the question are 
different: each country may consider climate change and climate migrants in a 
different way. Practically speaking, if two countries envision the problem in different 
ways — even if both are concerned by natural disasters due to global warming and 
the ensuing population displacement — they may respond with different policy 
agendas. From this gap results a general problem that removes the possibility of 
responding to climate migration at only the national scale: an inequality in 
considering the problem will obviously lead to an inequality in treating the problem.  
 
There is also a material inequality. The different states concerned by climate 
migrants may not have the same possibilities regarding policy implementation, 
since implementation often involves injecting funds. Therefore, the pressure on the 
poorest countries, many of which already experience difficulty in developing 
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efficient policies for building climate change resilience, is enormous.1 Moreover, 
national public policies on migration usually focus on short-term objectives.2 If a 
humanitarian approach to the question is required, a governance of climate 
migrations at a national scale must also consider any potential policy in the long 
run, so as to protect the affected populations and prevent future climate migrations. 
Finally, even at the national level these policies must be considered from a multi-
actor perspective, including NGOs, syndicates, companies and local organizations, 
in order to pinpoint all the dimensions of the phenomenon and ensure an 
appropriate policy response.   
 
All the limits of both the global and national scales suggest a regional treatment of 
the issue, especially given the different degree of climate migration throughout the 
world. Asia, Africa and Latin America appear to be more concerned by climate 
migrations and natural disasters than others. Several studies published by 
international organizations already recognize the role of regional governance 
regarding migration; migration — and climate migration is no exception — primarily 
manifests itself in internal displacement, but also occurs inside a continent or within 
a specific region because of geographic or cultural proximity. Secondly, the 
countries belonging to the same regional entity are in general more homogeneous. 
A regional governance of climate migration would thereby be coherent as it can 
overcome some of the barriers met at the global and national scales. Indeed, a 
regional approach to the question would imply regional negotiations and would be 
helpful to standardize a common vision of the problem in addition to providing a 
framework in which to implement consistent policy responses. The regional scale 
would also bring about a better forum for communication, dialogue and information 
exchange, further fostering agreement. 
 
Despite all the advantages of a regional governance approach to climate migration, 
there is once again an important limiting factor to take into consideration. Regional 
integration processes are not systematically equal in all parts of the world. There are 
indeed factors as conflicts, fragmentation of regional institutions or simply an 
insufficiently strong sense of belonging to build regional cooperation.  
 
All things considered, a global governance of climate migration probably will not 
suffice on its own and the same is true for the regional and national scales. If 

																																																													
1 An interesting article on the subject was written by the French economist Gaël Giraud, Climat : La 
priorité est de réduire le train de vie des plus riches, pas la natalité des plus pauvres, Le Monde, 24 
November, 2017.  
2See Paris’ plan of action: in 2015: emergency of welcoming people. Now in 2017: integrating 
people in society and building resilience. 
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national governance is absolutely necessary to ensure an efficient application of the 
measures that aim to mitigate natural disasters’ effects, it also needs to be 
incorporated within a regional and global framework. This is why neither the global 
nor the regional scales should be set aside. A multi-level dialogue is an essential 
condition for reliable climate migration governance and the link between global, 
national and regional institutions seems to be a key element.  
 
A better understanding of the interests of the concerned actors will make 
international organizations’ propositions much more tailored to national needs. This 
multi-scale and multi-actor network of negotiation must not settle for a simple 
discussion, as it represents a real and important opportunity for effective 
cooperation. This is precisely what the Nansen Initiative aims to do.  

Horizontally overlapping institutions 

A large number of international organizations work in fields directly or indirectly 
related to the question of migration. For instance, of the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) deal directly with migration in a broad sense. Other institutions deal with 
specific dimensions of migration, including the International Labor Organization 
(ILO), the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the United Nations Office 
for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR), the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR), the World Bank, the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
Even the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) has found an interest in treating migration affairs in its cultural and 
educational dimensions, creating an international migration section in 2001. This 
fragmentation of the multilateral treatment of migrations allows for responses to 
almost every dimension of the phenomenon. However, none of these institutions 
include climate migration apart from the UNHCR, which has expanded its mandate 
to the implementation of humanitarian emergency actions in order to help affected 
populations after natural disasters, and the IOM, which regularly provides updated 
studies and reports about climate migration.  

While it is one of the leading institutions on displacement, in terms of climate 
change the UNHCR focuses mainly on disaster-related movement rather than the 
slow-onset climate change scenario. This is shown in the Platform on Disaster 
Displacement program follow up to the 2012 Nansen Initiative. The Platform on 
Disaster Displacement aims to implement the recommendations of the Protections 
Agenda that were agreed upon at the global consultation in October 2015. 
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Essentially, those displaced by climate events, even without access to the refugee 
status, would be able to receive protection. This agreement arose from a bottom-up 
approach to consensus building: identify the needs, exchange practices and then 
develop a protection agenda in Geneva.  

While this is a positive step forward in recognizing the needs and particularities 
involved in a regional response strategy, the very idea of protectionism is wrought 
with paternalistic undertones and often leads to objections by affected communities 
(McAdam, 2012). This is not to denounce the Nansen Initiative’s tactics, but rather 
to emphasize that a continuous dialogue and monitoring of adaptation strategies is 
crucial in order to avoid problems of maladaptation and to consider the sensitivities 
of communities at stake. One also must be wary that this initiative focuses primarily 
on disaster scenarios and focuses less on adaptation strategies for complex and 
gradual change. Whether this platform is able to respond effectively to such 
complexities remains to be seen. 

With 165 member states to date, most look to the International Organization for 
Migration as the leading intergovernmental institution on displacement issues. The 
IOM has been active since the 1990s in mapping climate change issues, but only 
recently became an associated organization with the United Nations. Seeing as it 
was originally created to resettle people in Europe who had been displaced by 
World War Two, the IOM has seen a vast change in the needs and causes of 
displaced peoples worldwide. This is exemplified by the fact that the organization 
has changed its name and mandate three times since its inception. The expansion 
of the organization’s tasks throughout the years includes the creation of objectives 
in managing environmental migration: to prevent forced migration as a result of 
environmental factors when possible, to assist and protect affected populations in 
the event that forced migration does occur and to facilitate migration as an 
adaptation strategy to climate change (IOM).  

With regard to existing disaster management and environmental institutions, the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) lacks 
experience addressing the human problem of migration and thus far has shied away 
from a head-on approach towards climate migration (Docherty & Giannini 2009). 
This was demonstrated most recently during the COP23 in Bonn Germany, where 
migration was addressed on the side as a series of reports considering the access to 
assistance for SIDS (Small Island Developing States).3 While the inclusion of the 
reports is no doubt a step forward, it is far from taking center stage as an issue of 

																																																													
3 United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS) 



The age of climate migration: Political perspectives  

	 	

                          HUMAN DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH INITIATIVE               
 

24	

core relevance to anthropogenic climate change. As explained by climate politics 
and migration researcher Giovanni Bettini, “It has proven difficult enough to create 
political momentum around any substantial emission reductions and financial 
commitments; hoping UNFCCC could be able to ‘rule’ on issues as ticklish as 
migration and displacement seems unrealistic” (2017, p.36). 

Most recently, inter-sectoral collaboration during the COP23 was observed as the 
IOM, UNHCR and 9 other UN agencies provided the UNFCCC Taskforce on 
Displacement with informed discussions on the migration issue as part of the side 
event. (UN, 2017) 

It is also important to briefly acknowledge the increasing role of public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) in funding international aid institutions. As seen in other sectors 
such as global health, many intergovernmental agencies that have been mentioned 
above are kept afloat by financial contributions of PPPs. While this provides the 
organizations with the necessary funding to continue their activities, it also places 
constraints on how those funds can be used. 

There are many voices calling for a new legal instrument  that draws upon a variety 
of pre-existing institutional support (Giannini, 2009). This cry is echoed by Jane 
McAdam (2012), who advocates a soft-law approach with overarching normative 
principles to guide individual countries into making ethical migration decisions. The 
purpose of this research paper is not to advocate one policy approach over another, 
although it agrees on several guiding tenets that should guide future actions and 
responses. Most importantly, we believe that further research on multiple case 
scenarios in specific geographical regions should be conducted. This can be done 
through the use of IPCC data on warming scenarios and on-the-ground estimates of 
specific environmental impacts. This could aid policy makers in the future to create 
more efficient and well-informed adaptation strategies and mitigate the future flows 
of climate migrants. 
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Internal displacement 

Recent empirical evidence suggests that most climate change–induced 
displacement will occur within countries rather than across borders. “[W]hile 
climate change impacts are likely to drive an anticipated surge in human 
movement in the coming decades, primary legal responsibility for ensuring 
people’s rights will lie with the states concerned” (Laczko, 2009). 

The challenge of internal displacement 

As the IOM emphasized, in its report “Migration in Agenda 2030”, migration 
caused by climate change is "sudden, internal and temporary" (IOM, 2017). It 
becomes a necessity when natural resources don't allow a population to live 
properly and require displacement.  

The International Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) characterizes internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) as people involuntary moving within their country. 
According to the IDMC, “an average of 25.3 million displacements have been 
brought on each year since 2008 by sudden-onset disasters alone” (Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2017). As they have not crossed an international 
border, national authorities have the primary duty of protecting their rights.  

Nevertheless, internal displacement can destabilize both national and international 
security if it is poorly managed. Moreover, IDPs frequently experience specific 
problems, such as lack of shelter, loss of property oe access to livelihoods, 
discrimination, lack of identity cards and other formal documents, lack of access to 
services, political rights, restitution or compensation for lost property and low 
chances of return and integration(Betts, 2010). A normative response to internal 
displacement was formulated in 1998 in the form of the Guiding Principle on 
Internal Displacement, which has been codified in several pieces of national 
legislation.  

What can be learned from the Internal Displacement Guiding Principles? 

For climate migration, the 30 Principles adopted in 1998 are relevant not just 
because they provide a framework for the protection of affected populations, but 
also because they were adopted in a moment when the number of internally 
displaced people was on an upward trajectory and the need for an international 
instrument to protect their rights became acute. Even if not legally binding, the 
principles are now part of international customary law and “they are consistent with 
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and reflect international human rights and humanitarian law, as well as refugee law 
by analogy. [They] interpret and apply the existing norms to the situation of 
displaced persons” (IDMC, 2017). This approach proved to be successful and 
appealing to all countries, overcoming issues related to finding consensus. A 
possible normative response for climate migration could follow a similar path. 

SDG 11 in the context of climate migration 

The SDG 11 set the ambitious target of making cities inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable by 2030 (IOM, 2017). The nexus of urbanization, migration and climate 
change is critical for achieving this objective. Cities in developing countries are the 
most vulnerable, lacking infrastructure for their booming population. Moreover, 
many cities, such as Dhaka or Manila, are further endangered by their geographic 
position.  

The urban focus is also a priority for the IDMC as numerous people are moving 
within, between or into cities. Nevertheless, the link between climate migration and 
urbanization is yet to be fully understood. What is sure is that the management and 
planning of urbanization processes is likely to be an important determinant of how 
climate change will affect urban areas.  

At the intersection of climate change, migration and development, two things are at 
stake. First, the formulation of a broader and comprehensive plan by eliminating 
fragmented planning and policy making, developing smart policies, including 
migration in the climate change–development nexus, integrating disaster risk 
reduction, land and natural resource management. Secondly, innovative action will 
prove crucial. For example, the IOM speaks about “green migration governance” 

(IOM, 2017) for managing migration in a sustainable way.  

Cities, urban and rural areas: The new link to focus on 

From the countryside to the city: A renewed exodus narrative? 

Historically, cities have always been poles of attraction, constantly under 
demographic stress. It was true before climate change and remains true today.  It is 
a typical story to see populations that are forced to leave the countryside and their 
farms behind as they relocate to the nearest city, as we've seen in Bangladesh 

(Gardiner, 2014). Are there any differences between the patterns of today and 
urbanization during the Industrial Revolution?  Personal preferences, better life 
opportunities and other classical answers may need to be reviewed; though it is not 
the focus of this research, a few ideas ought to be considered.    
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Asking the question from this angle aims to re-evaluate classic representations of 
migration. Although the rural-urban pattern is still relevant today, urban-urban and 
rural-rural patterns of climate migration must be accounted for as well. 
Acknowledging multiple representations and narratives is particularly important as 
they enter into the framing process and influence the consideration of public policy. 
What is important here is to not see climate migrations as a general class of 
phenomena, but rather as a set of highly localized occurrences. It is also important 
to pay attention to the different local authorities and their links (political, cultural, 
social, economic and historical). Creating a more precise analytical environment is 
key to avoiding misunderstandings in climate migration patterns and how they may 
reshape the urban landscape.  

Climate migration: A challenge for cities towards SDG 11 

The SDG 11 aims at creating inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable cities and 
human settlements. Such cities would ideally be able to integrate migrants in a 
sustainable way, respecting their dignity and fundamental rights and providing 
adequate housing and opportunities regardless of the length of their stay. In the 
following section we will focus on inclusive policies.  

Before discussing the opportunities climate migration may have at the local level, 
several limits must not be acknowledged (IOM, 2017). Certainly the first main 
obstacle would be legal and administrative in nature. As shown previously, the legal 
status is key, but administrative efficiency, willingness and tools to manage the 
specific situation of climate migrants are not a given.  A second limit is the IDPs’ 
limited accessibility to new social networks and knowledge about their new 
surroundings (services, opportunities, hazards) because of a language difference or 
simply because the climate migrants have no links whatsoever with anyone in their 
resettlement location. The job market for climate migrants can also be highly 
dependent on their skills’ relevance to the local needs. Finally, stereotypes about 
the “other” and discrimination can have a strong effect on short- and long-term 
inclusion of climate migrants.  

On the other hand, International Organizations, from the IOM to the World 
Economic Forum, never forget to address the benefits of migration. We can 
distinguish the economic ones (labor and skills supply), social ones (supports 
diversity in cities) and political ones, which push toward inclusive policy-making and 
integrated development (Forum, 2017). As the IOM emphasized, for the cities, 
migrants’ integration opens opportunities to develop resilience. They note that in 
the Global South, where the most vulnerable cities are located, informal settlements 
keep growing, stimulated by government land restrictions blocking affordable 
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housing development. Their report also criticizes the “lack of proactive planning of 
low-cost settlements” (IOM, 2017). But it's precisely through better land and 
housing management, strategic urban development and investment that Morocco 
and China were able to tackle slum spreading (IOM, 2017), which led to local 
development and the inclusion of migrants. Climate migration even adds an 
opportunity for cities to launch sustainable policies in order to mitigate migration 
flows and environmental risks. Having a population that suffered directly from the 
consequences of climate change legitimate further action on the local level and 
open a window of opportunity for any actors defending a related agenda. 

From international and national to local policy-making 

The governance of migration 

Another way to look at the multidimensional nature of climate migration is to look at 
the different actors working on related issues at the urban level: states, international 
organizations, NGOs, companies, local authorities and local associations. Policy-
making and impact evaluation have to take those actors into account.  

To resume the discussion on inclusivity and resilience of cities, the IOM highlights 
the importance of local authorities supported by the private sector and civil society. 
The former has the responsibility of planning, which it has been presented as a vital 
tool. “[P]lanning processes can effectively promote migrant participation in public 
affairs, better addressing their needs through improved access to services and 
opportunities and leveraging their skills and capacities for the well-being of the 
whole community”  (IOM, 2017). 

The recognition of climate migration and building the mechanisms to empower 
policy responses, are important steps since plans and policies have limits. Thus, 
climate migrants have to be an active part of their recovery processes. 
Acknowledging this may lead to a more comprehensive governance of migration. 

Cities are particularly relevant regarding the bottom-up dynamics and their “ability 
to leverage local policies to effect change” (Short, 2017). Cities can (and likely must) 
go beyond the slow-moving and broad international policies and take immediate 
and tailored action.  

Finally, the governance of migration also enters into the dynamics of competition 
and cooperation between cities. At the global level, cities are compared, their 
policies benchmarked and their results ranked. The importance given to climate 
change and livable cities creates incentives to plan proactive, inclusive and resilient 
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cities in order to mitigate the negative effects climate migrations may create. To do 
so, cities can also cooperate. The last C40 Cities summit mainly focused on climate 
change’s effect on urban quality of life and provided a useful forum for cities to 
exchange practices. 

Mumbai case: When the megacity is vulnerable 

An examination of Mumbai, and particularly its flooding vulnerability, is fruitful on 
two accounts here: first, it allows a glance at the vulnerability of one of the largest 
metropolises in the world. While emulating economic and intellectual activity, 
attracting capital and internal migration, Mumbai remains in a vulnerable coastal 
position. Secondly, this very vulnerability combined with inadequate urban planning 
is “creating deadly conditions” (Ramadurai, 2017). 

Comparing recent flooding in Mumbai to that of Houston, a research team from the 
Institute of Development Studies describes a disaster not only caused by climate 
change (to an uncertain extent) but by ineffective urban governance towards flood 
mitigation (Adam, 2017). Mumbai’s flood mitigation policy is based on “built-up 
infrastructure” such as “pump stations” and “storm water drains”, but this urban 
development tends to destroy natural protection (such as wetlands and  
mangroves), and build on “flood prone zones” (Ramadura, 2017). Historically, the 
city was also constructed partially against the ocean because “the only way to 
increase livable land area was to take it back from the sea” (Ramadura, 2017). This 
leads to situations where the urban planning of Mumbai simply doesn't leave room 
for “open spaces and flow of water”, according to Rahul Srivastava, founder of the 
Institute of Urbanology. 

“There is a basic lack of political and bureaucratic will to implement a long-term 
development plan for the city, so we are always operating in crisis mode” criticizes 
Prasad Shetty, associate professor at the School of Environment and Architecture 
(Ramadura, 2017).  

Another relevant example is the the Houston case  which shows the responsibility of 
flawed land governance and the necessity for an urban planning “more attuned to 
local geography and ecology, with plans for spatial expansion tailored accordingly” 

(Ramadura, 2017). At stake is the potential displacement of millions of the city’s 
inhabitants, particularly the poor. 
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Conclusion 

The politics of climate migration are complicated and entangled. As presented 
here, the problems related to definition, recognition and agreement on a normative 
response are all difficult tasks because of the complexity of the phenomenon. 
Climate change will affect livelihoods in different manners and degrees depending 
on geographic position, the local population’s resilience and the effectiveness of 
national adaptation policies. Furthermore, the equation’s most important variable — 
the level of temperature rise — makes the issue even more cumbersome. 

Nevertheless, during the last three decades several actions were taken at the 
international, regional and national levels in order to address the gap in current 
legislation. Several reports of the IOM and high level events, the Nansen Initiative (a 
bottom-up state-led initiative that seeks to build consensus on a Protection Agenda 
to respond to the needs of climate migrants), the Kampala Convention (world’s first 
continental instrument that legally binds governments to protect the rights and the 
well-being of people forced to flee their homes), and the recent reports included at 
COP23 are important steps in advancing the discussion. But they are neither 
specific enough to protect climate migrants, nor to effectively complement current 
legislation. 

This paper also addressed the problem of overlapping sphere of governance and 
overlapping institutions. It concluded that while all three levels of governance 
(international, regional and national) have legitimacy to act on the issue, a global 
governance of climate migration alone would probably not be sufficient. Effective 
national governance that is crafted within a regional framework is absolutely 
necessary to ensure an efficient application of the needed measures for mitigating 
the displacement effects of natural disasters. 

Concerning institutions, a fragmentation of the mandate related to migration across 
multiple UN agencies and international organizations has been observed. While one 
of them could take the lead on climate migration, there are several specialists who 
call for the creation of a new legislative body. 

The final chapter focused on internal migration and the role of cities in addressing 
the challenge of climate migration, echoing SGD 11. The Guiding Principles on 
Internal Migration are a strong base in addressing the challenge, but a high influx of 
IDPs could endanger both  national and international stability. Moreover, internally 
displaced people, even if they are not leaving their country of citizenship, often face 



The age of climate migration: Political perspectives  

	 	

                          HUMAN DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH INITIATIVE               
 

31	

discrimination and difficult living conditions. Cities are essential for the migration–
climate change nexus; in the developing world cities are most vulnerable, lacking 
infrastructure for their booming population and being endangered by geographic 
positions that are highly vulnerable to rising sea levels. The formulation of a broader 
and comprehensive plan by eliminating fragmented urban planning and policy 
making, developing smart policies, including migration in the climate change–
development equation, integrating disaster risk reduction, and improving land and 
natural resource management are all important steps to increase local resilience. 

Further research on multiple case scenarios in specific geographical regions that are 
threatened by climate change–related weather impacts should be conducted in 
order to help policymakers in their search for sustainable solutions. This challenge 
will be addressed in our second publication.  
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