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CLIMATE CHANGE, ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION AND MIGRATION:
The UNEP and IOM perspective

All evidence points towards climate and environmentally induced migration
becoming one of the major policy challenges of this century. Adequately
planning for and managing environmentally induced migration will be
critical for human security. This note outlines a framework for discussing
the policy challenges that lie ahead.

By Andrew Morton, Philippe Boncour, Frank Laczko, Jobst Koehler and
Alina Narusova

Introduction

Within the international community, there is now a growing recognition that
environmental degradation and climate change hold the potential to result in
significant population displacement, which the world is presently ill-equipped to
prevent or address in an effective manner.

Both gradual processes of degradation and extreme environmental events can
cause migration. Yet current policy responses tend to focus on the impacts of
sudden disasters rather than the consequences of longer-term environmental
degradation. Moreover, increased migration in itself may contribute to further
degradation and vulnerability, even when displacement represents a coping
mechanism and survival strategy.

A series of high-profile weather-related disasters and the ominous findings of
such studies as the IPCC Fourth Assessment and the Stern Report have recently
drawn the attention of policy-makers and the media alike. To date, however, the
issue of environmentally induced migration has remained largely under the radar.
Its complexity, as well as the difficulty of predicting its scale, have in some
respects worked against building awareness and momentum for practical action.

In this paper, we have attempted to present the current state of the art, and
discuss the policy challenges involved in twelve key questions.

Q1. What are “environmental migrants”?
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While work is still ongoing to update and unify the terminology employed in this
field, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has developed an interim
set of definitions’. Environmental migrants are essentially the individuals,
communities and societies who choose or are forced to migrate as a result of
damaging environmental and climatic factors. This broad and diverse group
ranges from people forced to flee disasters such as flooding to the gradual flow
of impoverished farmers abandoning degraded land and migrating to urban
centres in search of alternative livelihoods.

One particular issue of terminology calls for resolution: the misuse of the term
environmental or climate change “refugee”, which is widely employed but is in
itself a misnomer that raises many objections due to its infringement of the term
commonly used and legally defined in the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951
for the classification of refugees from violence and political intimidation.

Q2. Is this a political, environmental, migration, humanitarian or
development issue?

It is all of the above — a truly crosscutting issue. Any mass movement of
population has significant political ramifications, even more so when it entails
international migration. Environmental issues are among the root cause of these
phenomena and sustainable long-term solutions must take these environmental
dimensions into account. The humanitarian community is already critically
affected, with a predictable risk that the scale of the problem will soon overwhelm
existing capacities and financial resources. Finally, environmentally induced
migration is the end result of unsustainable development, and the associated
demographic changes will no doubt have a cumulative impact on development
priorities.

Q3. What are the main drivers for environmental migration?

Poverty, failing ecosystems, vulnerability to natural hazards, and gradual climate-
driven environmental changes are all linked to environmental migration.

' “Environmental migrants are persons or groups of persons who, because of sudden or
progressive changes in the environment affecting adversely their livelihoods, choose or
have to move from their habitual homes to temporary or durable new homes, either
within their country or abroad.”
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“‘Ecosystem services” are the benefits received from ecosystems; these include
life- and livelihood-sustaining fundamentals such as crops from fertile soil and
clean drinking water. The degradation of ecosystems, and/or demand in excess
of available supply, can result in chronic poverty and hunger, high levels of
communicable diseases, conflict, and adaptation or coping strategies including
temporary or permanent migration.

While natural hazards such as hurricanes and floods can affect entire nations or
regions, the most dramatic impacts typically fall disproportionately on the most
vulnerable (in terms of location and socio-economic status). In addition, when
natural hazards abruptly destroy livelihoods, return, recovery and reintegration
are not always possible.

Q4. How will climate change affect migration?

The present situation will worsen significantly, in three distinct ways. First, the
effects of warming and drying in some regions will reduce agricultural potential
and undermine ecosystem services, accelerating the existing processes of land
degradation, soil erosion and desertification. Second, the increase in extreme
weather events — particularly that of hurricanes in the tropical regions — will
create ever more victims and generate mass displacement both within and
between countries. Finally, the climate change-induced sea level rise will
permanently destroy the extensive and highly productive low-lying coastal areas
that are home to millions of people who will have to relocate permanently.

Q5. How many environmental migrants are there or will there be?

The “best guess” from academics and international agencies is that there are
currently several million environmental migrants, and that this number will rise to
hundreds of millions within the next fifty years. This extreme level of guesswork is
of course a significant problem in itself. Credible, evidence-based forecasts are
needed to raise awareness, analyse impacts and direct corrective action, but
work has yet to start on targeted research to develop valid migration estimates
and to correlate them with climate models and predictions. In the interim, all rely
on a few highly speculative academic papers and extrapolations from scattered
case studies.
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