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As the global impact of climate change becomes more pronounced, people will increasingly
become displaced due to worsening sudden-onset (cyclones, wildfires, floods) and slow-
onset (drought, desertification, sea level rise) natural disasters. If existing patterns are any 
indication, most of those affected will relocate within their home countries, but a growing 
number will likely migrate across international borders in search of relief. This latter group 
of individuals, here referred to as “climate refugees,” and many of whom will hail from some 
of the poorest parts of the globe, will present an attractive target for criminal enterprises. At 
the same time, the growing number of climate refugees will compound national and regional 
security concerns by threatening to overwhelm resources, foster unrest, and even spark 
conflict. The existing global refugee regime remains ill-equipped to deal with the problem, 
having thus far failed to extend legal recognition (and all of its associated guarantees and 
protections) to those migrating across international borders as a consequence of climatic 
factors. This paper contributes to an understanding of the nature and seriousness of climate 
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INTRODUCTION

Since 2008, approximately 24 million people have been displaced by weather 
disasters around the globe every year—a figure that is roughly equivalent to 
65,753 people a day or 45 people every minute and that is expected to rise even 
higher.1 At the same time, millions of other people have become displaced as 
a result of longer term issues like prolonged drought and the rise of sea levels.2 
These displaced individuals frequently originate from the poorest communities 
and the most vulnerable parts of the world, and they are especially ill-suited to 
withstand the effects of climate change. Historically, these vulnerable groups 
have tended to relocate to other areas within their home countries with the 
hope of finding some measure of relief.3 However, they are increasingly seeking 
relief in neighboring and more far-flung countries, contributing to the growth 
of a class of people known as “climate refugees”.4

Climate refugees, also referred to as environmental migrants, climate 
migrants, ecological refugees, and disaster refugees among various other names, 
can be understood as those individuals or groups whose lives are adversely 
affected by and are driven to migrate abroad as a result of sudden or progressive 
climate-related change in their environments.5 Although climate refugees 
appear to already constitute a serious issue, state recognition of their plight has 
been anemic. Due in part to the recent rise in nationalism and anti-immigration 
sentiment in Europe and the United States, governments already chafing at 
their obligations under existing refugee protocol have seemingly been loath 
to consider expanding the term “refugee,” with all of its legal implications, to 
encompass climate refugees.6 Climate refugees consequently continue to be 
relegated to the sidelines where they occupy something of a legal “void” in 
which they are denied proper recognition and assistance.

In the interest of contributing to a greater understanding of the security 
issues posed by international climate migration, this paper first identifies 
two main categories of climate-related factors that might drive individuals 
to migrate across international borders: sudden-onset natural disasters and 
slow-onset natural disasters. It next discusses the difficulty of defining climate 
refugees and the corresponding legal ramifications. The paper then examines 
climate migration as a security issue, focusing on the vulnerability of climate 
refugees to human trafficking and the potential for increasing international 
climate migration to contribute to conflict as the effects of climate change 
worsen. Finally, this paper offers policy options aimed at the United Nations 

refugees’ plight. It further identifies various policy options that the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees and its member states might pursue to better confront the issues 
posed by international climate migration.
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High Commissioner for Refugees and its member states. 

POTENTIAL CLIMATE-RELATED DRIVERS OF MIGRATION: 
TWO MAIN CATEGORIES

SUDDEN-ONSET NATURAL DISASTERS

In this context, sudden-onset natural disasters are dramatic events such as 
cyclones, earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, forest fires, and volcanic eruptions.7 
These events are sudden or rapid-onset in that they occur relatively suddenly 
and with little advance warning. They also tend to be fairly fleeting insofar 
as they last for just hours or days and certainly no more than a few months.8 
However, as evidenced by a near tenfold increase in the average duration of a 
wildfire over the last few decades (from six days between 1973 and 1982 to 52 
days between 2003 and 2012), worsening climate change may result in sudden-
onset natural disasters lasting for longer periods of time in addition to being 
more intense.9 Sudden-onset natural disasters may also continue to markedly 
increase in frequency. In 1990, roughly 200 sudden-onset natural disasters were 
reported. By 2010, this number doubled about 400, impacting 200 million 
people each year.10 In 2018, there were perhaps as many as 850 such events in 
2018, more than a few of which caused $1 billion or more in damages.11

The contribution that sudden-onset natural disasters make to climate 
migration is a result of their immediate impact and destructiveness. These 
disasters routinely demolish homes or at least render them uninhabitable, 
destroy crops that people rely on for food and livelihood, and leave affected 
areas unnavigable. To offer just one of many recent examples, when Hurricane 
Matthew hit Haiti in October 2016 it displaced 175,000 people, left 80,600 
people in dire food insecurity, and altogether affected some 2.1 million people.12 
Human displacement caused by such disasters is often temporary, with people 
returning home to rebuild once conditions improve. However, this is not always 
the case. As the duration and frequency of sudden-onset natural disasters 
increases, temporary movement is more likely to become longer lasting or even 
permanent migration.13

SLOW-ONSET NATURAL DISASTERS

The second set of climate-related factors that might affect climate refugees 
consists of issues that occur comparatively more slowly or build up progressively 
over time. Examples include prolonged drought, desertification, sea level rise, 
increased temperatures, salinization, land degradation, and loss of biodiversity.14 
These disasters are interrelated in a number of respects, and in many cases 
affected areas must therefore contend with more than one such disaster. For 
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instance, drought tends to precede desertification, which itself constitutes a loss 
of biodiversity insofar as it entails a loss of vegetation.15 Sea level rise begets 
salinization as saltwater inundates land and intrudes on freshwater sources. 
These disasters spur migration by diminishing people’s economic opportunities 
and living conditions. 

There are a number of differences and similarities between slow- and 
sudden-onset natural disasters. Both types of disasters can drive migration across 
international borders, but slow-onset disasters do so more than sudden-onset 
disasters, which are more likely to cause internal displacement. Additionally, 
slow-onset disasters are more likely to cause permanent migration due to their 
longer lasting and sometimes irreversible environmental effects that can leave 
affected areas uninhabitable. Since they build up over time, slow-onset disasters 
can also prompt voluntary migration in anticipation of impacts, resulting in 
individuals who may not technically qualify for consideration as refugees.16

One of the challenges with these climate-related factors, particularly in 
terms of data collection, is that they can have knock-on effects that disguise the 
fundamental reason for migration. A slow-onset natural disaster like prolonged 
drought can lead to conflict over water or other natural resources.17 If people 
then flee the affected area, are they climate refugees or refugees of conflict? 
Given the present lack of legal protections for the former, individuals would 
likely be better off recognized (and may seek to portray themselves) as the 
latter. By doing so, they distort their real reason for migration—drought—and 
potentially hinder efforts to obtain legal recognition for climate refugees. 

THE TROUBLE WITH DEFINITIONS AND LEGAL 
RECOGNITION

While it is clear that sudden- and slow-onset climate-related factors can 
and do drive migration across international borders, a major roadblock to 
effectively dealing with this type of migration is the lack of a universally 
agreed-upon and legally binding definition as to who constitutes a “climate 
refugee” or “environmental migrant”. Governments, organizations, and 
individual advocates have largely been left to come up with their own working 
definitions, each presenting its own issues or limitations. As an example, the 
UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) in 1985 referred to “environmental 
refugees” as “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.”

More recently, the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 
another UN organization) has adopted as its working definition of an 
“environmental migrant” as “persons or groups of persons who, predominantly 
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for reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment that adversely 
affects 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.” This latter definition is problematic because it 
includes those who remain within their home countries and move voluntarily, 
neither of which are true of refugees.18 Perhaps more importantly, both IOM’s 
usage of the term “migrant” rather than “refugee” and UNHCR’s resistance to 
the 1985 UNEP definition are telling: they point to a continued reluctance 
on the part of bodies like the UN to use the term “refugee” to refer to those 
displaced by climate-related factors.

Disagreement over the usage of the term “refugee” may seem like mere 
quibbling, but it is actually significant. The issue boils down to the fact that, 
legally under the 1951 Refugee Convention, the term “refugee” has important 
implications and refers to a specific type of person: one who has left their home 
country due to a “well-founded fear of persecution” based on race, religion, 
nationality, political ideology, or membership in a particular social group. As 
climate-related factors alone do not amount to persecution, climate refugees 
do not necessarily fit into this definition.19 IOM contends that terms such 
as “climate refugees” and “environmental refugees” are “misleading and could 
potentially undermine the international legal regime for the protection of 
refugees.”20 The problem with this stance is that it denies climate refugees the 
legal guarantees and protections afforded by official recognition under the 1951 
Refugee Convention.

Climate refugees’ continued lack of recognition and protection under 
the 1951 Refugee Convention does not mean that such individuals are 
entirely without hope for international legal cover. Of particular note here is 
international human rights law and even more specifically the principle of non-
refoulement, which applies to all human beings and has been identified as a 
possible solution for displaced individuals not covered under the existing global 
refugee regime. Non-refoulement prohibits the forced return of migrants to, 
inter alia, “life-threatening circumstances” that theoretically could include those 
created by climate-related factors.21 Human rights law nonetheless remains of 
limited utility in this case as courts have yet to find that the impacts of climate 
change warrant application of the non-refoulement principle. Nevertheless, it is 
possible that this will change as judicial recognition of climate change’s impact 
on human rights grows.22 For the time being, it appears that climate refugees 
cannot rely on the non-refoulement principle to ensure that they cannot be 
turned away by states.

Lack of international legal recognition has not stopped individual 
states from granting asylum or opening up the possibility of asylum to those 
impacted by climate-related factors. As a result of a serious drought in the 
Horn of Africa from 2010 to 2011, hundreds of thousands of people migrated 
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from Somalia to Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti and pleaded for entry on the 
basis that the drought had robbed them of the crops and animals they needed 
to survive. Rather than turning the migrants away, the three countries granted 
them refugee status despite the absence of any persecution and therefore legal 
imperative.23 Meanwhile, since 2005 Swedish law has allowed for the provision 
of asylum to individuals deemed incapable of returning to their countries of 
origin due to environmental disasters.24 Commendable as these individual state 
efforts may be, they ultimately amount to mere stopgaps in the absence of a 
more robust global refugee regime that encompasses climate refugees.

SECURITY IMPLICATIONS 

Continued lack of attention to “climate refugees” contributes to a clear and 
growing security issue insofar as it renders a large class of people, often hailing 
from some of the poorest parts of the world, vulnerable as they endeavor to 
migrate across borders. Absent legal avenues, climate migrants may look to 
human smugglers for assistance in gaining entry into another country, but this 
can be costly and offers no guarantee of success. For instance, “unusually severe 
droughts” that began in 2014 have resulted in an unprecedented number of 
starving Guatemalans paying human smugglers between $10,000 and $15,000 
or even offering up their homes or lands as collateral for three chances at 
crossing the United States border.25 IOM hasuncovered similar smuggling 
from Cambodia to Thailand of drought-afflicted persons.26 Those who cannot 
pay are seemingly left with no other option than to undertake dangerous 
journeys on their own or with their families in tow.

A related concern is the vulnerability of climate refugees to human 
trafficking. By resorting to illegal and unsafe migration channels, climate 
refugees risk being victimized by human traffickers posing as or collaborating 
with human smugglers. Already this issue has been observed in the Asia-
Pacific region, an area particularly vulnerable to climate change. After Cyclone 
Sidr in 2007, a study in Bangladesh discovered that people seeking to migrate 
from affected areas to India in pursuit of employment and income had been 
picked up by human traffickers and subsequently forced into prostitution and 
hard labor. Following Cyclone Aila just two years later, a study conducted by 
IOM discovered similar trends, noting that women-headed households were 
especially vulnerable.27

In some cases, rather than becoming the unwitting victims of human 
trafficking, people displaced by climate-related factors may willingly collude 
with traffickers or engage in trafficking as a means of survival. In India, there 
have been reports of families selling wives, female family members, and children 
to cope economically in the face of climate change.28 Whether climate refugees 
ultimately end up as victims of human trafficking or as complicit actors, it is 
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clear that they offer criminal actors a pool of desperate individuals to prey on 
and profit from.

From an international security perspective, climate refugees are no less 
worrisome, since international climate migration could contribute to instability 
and even spark a conflict. The theory is rather straightforward: Influxes of 
climate refugees will aggravate competition for essential resources like food, 
water, and living space in transit and host communities, which could lead to 
violent or non-violent conflict, particularly in settings where resources are 
already stressed and political instability already exists. An important caveat 
here is that climate change or migration by itself is unlikely to cause conflict. 
Instead, it will act as a “threat multiplier” that together with other political, 
economic, or social conditions escalates situations to the point of conflict.29

There has been a lack of research on the possibility of climate migration-
induced conflict. Though not focused on migration specifically, Nel and Righarts 
looked at data pertaining to 187 states and other political entities from 1950 to 
2000. They determined that through their social impacts, sudden-onset natural 
disasters “significantly increase the risk of violent civil conflict in the short to 
medium term,” particularly where governments are neither fully autocratic nor 
fully democratic and some fragility (e.g., in the form of income inequality) 
already exists.30 Barnett and Adger meanwhile contend that large migrations 
could “increase the risk of conflict in host communities” and that “the influx of 
migrants into new areas has been a significant factor in many environmental 
conflicts.”31 In an interesting spin on the issue, the German Advisory Council 
on Global Change asserts that disagreements between states over what to do 
about the migration of climate refugees will likely aggravate political tensions 
and may become a major source of international conflict.32

FUTURE PROSPECTS

Current projections suggest that climate change and associated international 
climate migration will only grow more serious. As the global mean temperature 
continues to rise by an estimated 2.5 to 10 degrees Fahrenheit (roughly 1.4 
to 5.6 degrees Celsius) over the next century, natural disasters will become 
more common, or at least more intense. For example, while the total number 
of tropical cyclones may decline as the world warms, cyclones that do form 
are expected to be of a greater intensity, and this will be associated with a 
corresponding increase in the intensity of storm surges. More intense storm 
surges may be accompanied by a general increase in sea level by one to four 
feet caused by melting land ice and thermal expansion of seawater. Together 
with increases in precipitation in some areas of the world, this sea level rise 
would increase flooding. Other areas are meanwhile expected to suffer from 
worsening drought due to decreased or irregular precipitation.33
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While every part of the globe will be impacted to some extent by ongoing 
climate change, regions most lacking in climate resilience will likely be hit the 
hardest by natural disasters and are therefore also likely to produce the most 
climate refugees. For example, South Asia is particularly vulnerable to both 
sudden- and slow-onset natural disasters due to its deficient infrastructure, 
reliance on land resources, and high population density within at-risk areas. 
Sea level rise and associated flooding constitute the most pressing problems for 
the region. For instance, India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka in 2016 exhibited 
some of the highest numbers of displacements caused by natural disasters.34 
Bangladesh has been especially hard hit and is expected to produce 20 million 
climate refugees by 2050 as 17 percent of its landmass is lost to climate change-
induced flooding.35

Because there remains no universally agreed upon definition of “climate 
refugees,” any efforts to quantify how many such individuals exist now or might 
exist in the future should be approached with some caution. Current forecasts 
of the number of climate refugees globally by 2050 paint similarly sobering 
pictures ranging from 25 million to 1 billion, with 200 million constituting 
the most common estimate.36 Regarding Europe, where political dialogue on 
the issue of migration remains tense, a 2017 study determined that the average 
number of asylum seekers heading to the region each year could nearly triple 
by 2100, increasing from roughly 351,000 to 1,011,000 per year (an overall 
addition of 660,000 asylum seekers).37 Taken together, projections involving 
future climate change and resulting international migration offer strong 
impetus for taking action now before the situation becomes unmanageable.

POLICY OPTIONS

Efforts to acknowledge the plight of, and encourage, protections for climate 
refugees moving forward have thus far been lukewarm at best. Last year, UN 
member states negotiated, and the UN General Assembly adopted, the Global 
Compact for Migration and the Global Compact on Refugees. While the 
hope was that these new agreements would establish a legal framework for 
dealing with climate refugees, they fell well short of this goal. Consistent with a 
preliminary statement given by one UN official that it “would not grant ‘specific 
legal international protection to climate-induced migrants,’” the migration 
compact only encourages member states to work on better understanding and 
exploring solutions for climate migration. The refugee compact for its part 
merely acknowledges climate “as one of many factors that may interact with 
the drivers of refugee movements.” Neither compact is legally binding.38

A concerted, clear-eyed effort to address the growing issue of international 
climate migration would entail negotiating a new, international, and legally 
binding agreement that clearly lays out legal processes for managing climate 
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refugees or renegotiating an existing and well-established treaty—namely, 
the 1951 Refugee Convention—to encompass climate refugees. As noted 
previously, the 1951 Refugee Convention is restrictive insofar as it reserves the 
label “refugee” only for those who are fleeing persecution. It is thus something 
of a relic of its time, having been negotiated not long after World War II to 
address the global refugee crisis created by that conflict. But it has been many 
years since then, and today’s world is not like the world of the mid-twentieth 
century. Change is in order. The only concern now should be on the length 
of time it might take to negotiate a new agreement or renegotiate an existing 
one and the very real possibility that efforts to renegotiate the 1951 Refugee 
Convention might be taken advantage of by opponents of the treaty to weaken 
it.39

An alternative option would entail UNHCR promoting and its member 
states adopting multilateral/regional arrangements that are implemented at 
the state level and offer relief to climate refugees on a more temporary basis. 
Such arrangements could be modeled on the concept of temporary protection 
or stay arrangements (TPSAs), which have served to complement the global 
refugee protection regime by filling legal “gaps” like the one climate refugees 
currently fall into.40 These arrangements would ideally entail the identification, 
documentation, and accommodation of climate refugees in receiving states 
until environmental conditions in refugees’ home states improve or some other 
agreed-upon criterion is met. In addition to having a legal right to shelter and 
other freedoms like freedom of expression and freedom from discrimination 
in receiving states, climate refugees would thus be protected under the non-
refoulement principle.41

How might states determine whether someone should be returned home 
under such arrangements? Drawing on Swiss law pertaining to subsidiary 
protection, Kälin and Schrepfer offer a useful litmus test entailing three criteria: 
permissibility, feasibility, and reasonableness. States should first ask whether 
the non-refoulement principle prohibits return. Is there reason to believe an 
individual would be exposed to life-threatening conditions if returned? If so, 
non-refoulement would apply. States should then ask if it is technically possible 
or feasible to send individuals back, which may not be the case when, for 
example, roads or airports have been closed or destroyed by natural disasters. 
Finally, states should ask themselves whether living conditions in a refugee’s 
home country, while perhaps not life-threatening, are below international 
standards. If so, it should be considered neither humane nor reasonable to send 
that person home.42

Regardless of whether the preceding options are pursued, UNHCR 
could, in cooperation with development agencies, further work with vulnerable 
states to bolster their citizens’ resilience to climate change. As stated by IOM 
climate expert Mariam Traore Chazalnoel, “Most people don't actually want 
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to migrate. They would rather stay where they are. But they need the means 
to stay where they are.” Providing this means could include training and 
equipping farmers to operate in arid or drought conditions; helping to protect 
communities against soil erosion and flooding through the creation of buffer 
strips, dikes, and other solutions; and contributing to improvements in natural 
disaster detection and emergency response measures.43 Such efforts may prove 
costly in time and money, and it is unlikely that communities can ever achieve 
complete protection, but with external assistance those at risk of forced climate 
migration can better prepare themselves in the face of ongoing climate change.

CONCLUSION

The plight of climate refugees displaced across international borders by sudden- 
and slow-onset climate-related factors has not been afforded the attention it 
warrants in either international legal or security discourses. As global climate 
change continues largely unabated and its effects are increasingly felt in the 
world’s poorest, most vulnerable, and least able to adapt countries, it is likely 
that the number of people finding no choice but to migrate abroad due to 
climate impacts will increase markedly. Climate refugees nonetheless continue 
to occupy a legal “void” in which they are denied the recognition and protections 
they need. The importance of taking action sooner rather than later to address 
the growing concern posed by this class of individuals therefore cannot be 
overstated. A concerted effort to fill in the gap might involve either updating 
the existing global refugee regime to better account for climate’s contribution to 
forced migration or formulating new refugee arrangements to be implemented 
at the regional or multilateral level. It will also require taking greater steps to 
bolster climate resiliency where populations are at their most vulnerable in the 
interest of reducing the need to migrate in the first place. While such actions 
are likely to prove politically unpalatable and thus encounter resistance, the 
alternative path of continued neglect is far more worrisome. 
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