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Abstract: Media coverage of people suffocating in smuggler trucks; children 

being washed up on the Turkish beach shore; the Asian Tsunami of 2004, towns 

in Alaska in imminent danger due to melting tundra and rising sea levels; makes 

one question the forced migration people face across the globe due to climate 

change.  From time immemorial, one has encountered instances of animals 

migrating during particular seasons, whereby the instances were restricted to polar 

bears, birds, and fishes. But with changing times and need, an intrinsic trend of 

forced migration of people has been seen as a global political issue. The United 

Nations Human Development Report, 2008 declared climate change as the 

human development issue of the current and upcoming generation. Environmental 

migration in simple terms implies human mobility with its reason rooted in 

environmental factors. 
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1. Introduction 

Although the term and concept were coined in the late 1980s, climate change migration was not a new concept. 

Example: With climate change migration in 476 AD the Western Roman Empire scummed to its downfall fate 

and the drought led to the decline of Mayan Empire in the 1000 AD. Increase in rainfall led to expansion of 

Mongolian empire in the west during the 13th century. The Medieval Climate Optimum from the 8th to 13th 

century eased navigation for the people of Polynesia due to a relative proportion of winds and clear skies. 

Desertification over the course of years in the Sahara and Arabian Peninsula has forced people to migrate on 

banks of River Nile leading to the formation of the ancient Egyptian civilization. With the end of World War 

II, by 1950s-1960s; France, UK and the USA, used Pacific Island lands for testing of hydrogen bombs in the 

name of advancement, having a long-term damage to the environment.1 

The concept of environmental refugees was first addressed by Essam El-Hinnawi, UNEP. The term 

encompasses individuals who have been compelled to leave their usual habitat either for a short or long-time 

frame, due to an environmental effect which hampers their right to life or the quality of a dignified life. 

Similarly, David Barker, UNDP defined the term as people who are compelled to move as a result of 

environmental and other political or economic factors whereby their own nation is unable to protect its people 

from the drastic repercussions of climate change. 

Global warming typically denotes the very neglect to curb greenhouse gas emissions resulting in the rise in 

temperature, melting of snow, rise in sea level on a global scale.2 The IPCC Report predicts a rise in average 

global temperature by 3.2F to 7.2F in the 21st century, with the greenhouse emission concentration soaring 

up to 550ppm by 2050.3 Seeing the current aspect, the IPCC highlights detrimental effects such as loss of 

coastal areas, flooding, desertification, loss of biodiversity, food scarcity, droughts, landslides, hurricanes, 

cyclones, increased salinization in water bodies and pressure on natural resources.4 

  

                                                             
1 C. Tacoli, G. Mcgranahan, & D. Satterthwaite, ‘Crisis or adaptation? Migration and Climate Change in a Context of High Mobility’ 
(2015) 21(2) Environment and Urbanization 513–525 
2 Susan F. Martin, ‘War, Natural Disasters, and Forced Migration’ in Marc R. Rosenblum and Daniel J. Tichenor (eds), Oxford 
Handbook of the Politics of International Migration (OUP 2012) 
3 Jody Freeman & Andrew Guzman, ‘Climate Change and U.S. Interests’ (2011) 41 ENVTL. L. REP. NEWS & ANALYSIS 10695, 
10698 
4 Arija Flowers, ‘National Security in the 21st Century: How the National Security Council Can Solve the President’s Climate Change 
Problem’ (2011) 11 SUSTAINABLE DEV. L. & POL’Y 50, 51 
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2. Issues due to rapid Climate Change 

Climate scientists across the globe fear the current situation of climate migrants to be a watershed event 

causing mass migration to transcend into the new normal, without having effective legal framework to address 

it.5 Climate change as a reason for migration is more deleterious as it acts as a threat multiplier whereby 

conditions like political instability, poverty, social tension, unemployment all aggregate leading to human 

displacement and forced relocation. Example: In Syria, a drought during 2007-2010 played as a promoter for 

the political unrest in 2011. Following which it experienced an annual growth of 2.5% in population, 

supplemented by 1.2-1.5 million Iraqi refugees displaced in Syria. 20% of Syria’s urban population in 2010 

comprised of internally displaced persons and Iraqi refugees.6 

Almost 2/3rd of the world’s population resides within 50 miles of the coastline.7 China is considered the most 

vulnerable in these terms as 4% of the population (41-63 million) are threatened by rising sea levels and 

flooding cases. The IPCC report indicates that with the Greenland ice cover melting, sea level would rise by 

about 7 meters.8 With major rivers, deltas and flood prone zones, South Asia (Ganga, Brahmaputra, Indus) 

and East Asia (Pearl, Yangtze, Mekong) account for 75% of the total risk in terms of vulnerability. As people 

migrate, the key challenges faced are: pressure on limited land and resources, encroachment, depletion of 

state’s resources to counter these conflicts leading to political, social and ethnic turmoil. 

3. Causes of Migration 

Migration is seen in light push and pull factors. There are three broad categories of migration under climate 

migrants:9 

                                                             
5 A. Midgley, G.O. Hughes, W. Thuiller & A.G. Rebelo, ‘Migration Rate Limitations on Climate Change-Induced Range Shifts in 
Cape Proteaceae’ (2006) 12(5) Diversity and Distributions 555–562 
6 A. Poncelet, M. Martiniello & H. Bousetta, ‘A Country Made for Disasters: Environmental Vulnerability and Forced Migration in 
Bangladesh’ in Tamer Afifi, Jill Jäger (eds), Environment, Forced Migration and Social Vulnerability (Springer 2010) 
7 John Walsh, et. al., Climate Change Impacts in The United States: The Third National Climate Assessment 
<http://s3.amazonaws.com/nca2014/low/NCA3_Full> 
8 D.K. Bardsley & G.J. Hugo, ‘Migration and Climate Change: Examining thresholds of Change to Guide Effective Adaptation 
Decision-making’ (2010) 32 Population and Environment 238–262 
9 Etienne Piguet, Antoine Pécoud & Paul de Guchteneire, ‘Migration and Climate Change: An Overview’ (2011) 30(3) Refugee 
Survey Quarterly 1-23 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/nca2014/low/NCA3_Full
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1. Internally Displaced People - Migration within one’s own country borders having social, political and 

economic impact for the host country as well as the receiving country. Example: Hurricane Sandy in USA, 

Chittagong Hill tribes in Bangladesh and droughts in Syria resulting in internal migration.10 

2. Cross-border Migration – It typically encompasses migration which crosses international borders and can 

impact ethnic tensions and international conflict due to large and sudden migration in host countries. 

Example: Scarcity of land and pressure on water resources in Africa such as Sudan, Kenya, Ethiopia, 

Uganda and Tanzania caused people to migrate across the border. Droughts in East Africa in 2011 resulted 

in migration from Kenya and Ethiopia, eventually leading to the world’s largest refugee camp in Kenya, 

Dadaab having about 10,000 climate change refugees per week11. Mexican farmers have less output on 

maize due to climate change causing people to migrate from Mexico to the USA. About 1.4 to 6.1 million 

Mexicans are predicted to migrate by 2080 due to declining agricultural produce as a consequence of 

climate change12.   

3. International Migration - Migration that crosses regions not having a drastic label as cross-border but 

having long term repercussions on the host country. Example: Migrants from the Middle East and the 

African states going to Western Europe. Wherein a program called Mare Nostrum was conducted to 

patrol ships in the Mediterranean Sea to rescue individuals trying to cross the sea. 

 

Fig 1: Climate Change leading to Migration 

                                                             
10 S. Asia & J.J. Ewing, ‘Climate Change, Migration and Human Security in Southeast Contextualising Climate as a Cause of 
Migration in Southeast Asia’ in Lorraine Elliott (ed.), Climate Change, Migration and Human Security in Southeast Asia (S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies 2012) 
11 Petra Durkova, et. al., ‘Climate Refugees in the 21st Century’ (2012) Regional Academy on the United Nations 1-26 
12 Michael Werz & Laura Conley, ‘Climate Change, Migration, and Conflict: Addressing Complex Cases Scenarios in the 21s Century’ 
(2012) Center for American Progress 20; See also: Shuaizhang Feng, et. al., ‘Linkages Among Climate Change, Crop Yields and 
Mexico-US Cross-Border Migration’ (2010) 107(32) PNAS 14257-14262 
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Climate migrants can be further divided in two other forms: voluntary and involuntary. When migrants over 

a course of time seeing the steady environmental degradation make an informed decision to migrate to other 

countries with better climate conditions can be termed voluntary migrants. On the other hand, sudden natural 

calamities like tsunamis, earthquakes, etc. are forced to migrant immediately without having the opportunity 

to make an informed call can be termed as involuntary migrants.13 

4. Two Schools of Thought in Climate Migration 

1. Alarmists - Rely on the fact that environment is the principal factor in migration. They do not differentiate 

between temporary, short-term migration and long term planned migration. Example: Alarmists see no 

difference between immediately vacating a place due to a natural disaster and a migration as a long-term 

impact of submerging islands.14 

2. Skeptics - The conception is based on the fact that pull factors in the host country surpass the push factors 

in the home nation while having a skeptical view on the models used to determine the statistics of climate 

migrants. 

 

Table 1: Direct and Indirect Influence on Climate Migration 

                                                             
13 T. Skillington, ‘Climate Justice without Freedom: Assessing Legal and Political responses to Climate Change and Forced 
Migration’ (2015) 18(3) European Journal of Social Theory 288-307 
14 G.J. Abel, M. Brottrager, J.C. Cuaresma & R. Muttarak, ‘Climate, Conflict and Forced Migration’ (2019) 54 Global Environmental 
Change 239–249 
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5. Terminology Debate in Climate Migration 

With the borderline difference between refugees and migrants blurring, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees finds it difficult to categorize migrants affected due to economic, political or 

environmental concerns.15 On the international platform, terminology determines the way a particular action 

is taken; therefore, a lack of consensus on the terminology causes a grey area when it comes to determining 

its solutions. Along with the recent landmark cases of New Zealand related climate refugees and categorizing 

them as to whether they can be afforded rights and protection under the Geneva Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees, 1951.  

Despite the UNDP and UNEP defining the term environmental refugee, the international instruments fail to 

provide them legal status under the UNHCR or the Refugee Convention as they typically seek the element of 

persecution.16 This is evident in the case decided by the Australian Refugee Review Tribunal which held that 

the climate refugees from Kiribati did not fear persecution. Ironically, the international arena that is the UN 

Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement provides some protection to migrants who are victims of internal 

displacement whereby they are entitled to protection and humanitarian assistance. But sadly, the recognition 

for climate-induced migrants is minute. With their terminology debate continuing, it becomes of utmost need 

that not only the status needs to be conferred but a legal framework needs to be formulated.17 

5.1. Opposing Debate 

In the mid-1980s, Myers and Black presented an opinionating view to climate migration. They view 

environmental changes not as a sole factor but a subset of other economic and political factors motivating 

people to migrate. Example: desertification, lack of resources, deforestation is all connected to a boom in 

population in less developed countries causing a burden on existing limited resources. Like in North Korea, 

in the mid-1990s, the floods and droughts caused the people of the nation to a state of starvation. Their 

argument rests on the aspect that migration is part of social and economic structure rather than a mere 

response to environmental repercussions. Light is shed on the strategies adopted by people and government 

like providing relief and relocating. Example: Kobe earthquake in Japan led to temporary migration whereby 

                                                             
15 J.S. Mclachlan, J.J. Hellmann, & M.W. Schwartz, ‘A Framework for Debate of Assisted Migration in an Era of Climate Change’ 
(2007) 21(2) Conservation Biology 297–302 
16 R.P. Neilson, et. al., ‘Forecasting Regional to Global Plant Migration in Response to Climate Change’ (2021) 55(9) Bio Science 
749–759 
17 R. Black, D. Kniveton, & K. Schmidt-verkerk, ‘Migration and Climate Change: Towards an Integrated Assessment of Sensitivity’ 
(2011) 43(1) Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 431-450 
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people were relocated back to their original habitat within several months. On the contrary, people who 

migrated after the Mount Pinatubo eruption in the Philippines, were residing in camps years after the incident. 

6. Global Bodies 

Climate change crisis can potentially sabotage the sustainable development principles of the Johannesburg 

Declaration, 2002. The UNFCCC seeks for developed countries to support and help developing countries 

adapt to climate change and its fallout. With the UNFCCC establishing a Green Climate Fund through the 

Cancun Accord, it aims to facilitate donors and financial arrangements for climate resilience structures. The 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) predicted in hindsight the need for 

mitigation and adaptation as measures in the future, but the implementation lacks. The Cartagena Declaration 

on Refugees, 1984 expands the scope of refugees to encompass natural calamities under disturbed order. The 

principle 2 of Guiding Principles puts forth primary responsibility to provide protection and assistance on 

humanitarian ground by national authorities to the internally displaced migrants. The Symposium on 

Desertification and Migration in 1994 highlights that about 135 million people may be at the risk of migration 

due to mere desertification. With the World Conference on Disaster Reduction, 2005 and Hyogo Declaration, 

a plan was reflected by SAARC nations taking up a Disaster Management Framework. 

International Protective Instrumentalities that apply to migration as a whole are: 

1. UNHRC - Although it does not encompass climate change migrants under the status of refugee to gain 

rights under the Refugee Convention, highlighting the importance for persecution. The UNHRC has time 

and again refused to widen their horizon and provide protection to climate refugees/ migrants. In contrast, 

there are only two countries, Finland and Sweden, which have openly offered subsidiary benefits to climate 

change migrants unable to go back to their own countries. As times change, UNHCR has shown some 

positive approach by extending assistance to individuals applicable under the Geneva Convention affected 

by natural calamities. Example: It provided aid to the vulnerable affected people by the severe winter in 

Afghanistan during 2008. 

2. 1954 Convention relating to Status of Stateless Person - This instrument applies in instances where 

the migrant’s state if completely submerged, eroded or the mass migration led to collapse of the 

government causing the state to no longer exist. Although it recognizes a number of instances of climate 

migrants, it does not provide a wide range of rights to them. The UN General Assembly is formally 

mandated to reduce and mitigate statelessness but the Convention has not been signed by even 50% of 
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the states. Solution options to this could be: surrounding states surrender their territories to affected 

countries thereby enabling its continued existence as a country; or the affected nation could establish a 

union causing either a new merged state or the affected nation being a subset of the host country. 

3. Linking Climate Migrants with Migrant Workers Status - Since the Guiding Principle does not 

recognize the externally displaced, the International Convention on Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 

Workers and Members of their Families, also falls flat on this recognition. Additionally, the ILO 

Convention and UNGA’s Declaration on Human Rights of individuals not part of the state they reside 

in, merely recognizes the rights of migrant workers. Although on a domestic level, nations like New 

Zealand have adopted to recognize the rights of migrant workers in lines of climate displacement. 

4. International Human Rights Law - On humanitarian grounds, international law provides the duty on 

every state to protect individuals’ human rights. Connecting to UDHR and ICCPR, it can be noted that 

people have the freedom to move and reside at their liberty. Human rights have been widened from mere 

refugee status to a number of rights in terms or life depreciation, torture, dignity, prohibition of non-

refoulement practice. Unfortunately, these have been provided in only a couple of principles and 

instruments. 

In 2010, the Cancun Climate Change Conference was sought with an intention to develop climate change 

adaptation measures at three levels: regional, national and international. While the Agreement was formulated 

on encouraging grounds of adaptation, it failed to encompass a follow up and commitment to cross border 

climate migrant issues. Switzerland came up with a Nansen Initiative, independent of the UN where cross-

border migration in both slow and sudden natural calamities were encompassed, not merely climate related 

but by means of geographical location. Eventually, a Protection Agenda in 2015 was built on the Nansen 

Principles. In the sub-regional tier, eleven states of the great lake region have entered into a Great Lakes Pact 

on Security, Stability and Development in the year 2006 with one protocol based on internally displaced 

persons. The Guiding Principles expanded to other continents and the African Union Convention for 

Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa; the Kampala Convention came to be 

enforced in 2012.18 

                                                             
18 A. Oliver-Smith, (2012). ‘Policy Arena Debating Environmental Migration: Society, Nature and Population Displacement in 
Climate Change’ (2012) 24(8) Journal of International Development 1070, 1058–1070 
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The Transmigrasi project started by Indonesia seeks to migrate people from highly populated islands like Java, 

Madura, and Bali to less populated areas on the outskirts like Sumatra, West Papua, and Kalimantan. Although 

a large number of people have been relocated, the target has not been achieved due to lack of funding and 

infrastructural incapacities. Additionally, the Alliance of Small Island States has taken steps on mitigation 

whereby carbon footprints of major countries (China, India, Russia, USA, Japan) needed to be curbed taking 

into account the common-but-differentiated-responsibility considering the non-ratification of the Kyoto 

Protocol. The Asian Development Bank Report emphasizes the need for communities to address climate 

change migration as part of the development agendas.19 

The 2011 Foresight Report on Migration and Global Environmental Change establishes options of disaster 

risk reduction activities and emergency relief in the human rights dimension. With the 19th Conference of 

Parties to the UNFCCC in 2013, a concept of ‘loss and damage’ was developed which indicates instances 

whereby not all climate change consequences can be avoided therefore requiring a partial economic solution 

of compensation. Supplementing this, the Stockholm Declaration and Rio Declaration provides principles 

like polluter-pays, precautionary, international solidarity, intergenerational equity, and common-but-

differentiated-responsibility. The 21st Paris Conference on Climate Change and the Stern Review elaborates 

the need for investment, allocation and planning of resources to counter climate migration. Apart from 

international and governmental organisation, non-state actors like Christian Aid, Friends of the Earth, 

Greenpeace, and Environmental Justice Foundation have been aiding and promoting rights for climate 

migrants. Instruments like Standardized Precipitation Evapotranspiration Index, Global Compact for Safe, 

Sendai Disaster Risk Reduction and Orderly and Regular Migration have been formulated to assess climatic 

factors.20 

7. Case Studies 

UN-Water reports that currently three billion people are living in water strapped environments along with 1.8 

billion people who will be forced to live in water-scare conditions by 2080, typically due to change in rainfall 

patterns, melting of ice-caps and run-off.21 The International Food Policy Research Institute predicts 

                                                             
19 W. Naude, ‘Forced Migration from Sub-Saharan Africa: The Conflict – Environment Link’ in Tamer Afifi, Jill Jäger (eds), 
Environment, Forced Migration and Social Vulnerability (Springer 2010) 
20 Ignacio Sánchez Cohen, et. al., ‘Forced Migration, Climate Change, Mitigation and Adaptive Policies in Mexico: Some Functional 
Relationships’ (2013) 51(4) International Migration 53-72 
21 UN Development Programme, ‘Human Development Report 2007/2008 - Fighting Climate Change: Human Solidarity in a 
Divided World’ (2007) <http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/> 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/
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agricultural land to decline in area 9-13% in the developed nations.22 Sea levels rose about 15-20 cm from the 

19th to 20th century.23 The United Nations has developed 5 push factors that trigger mass human migration. 

These are: 

1. Increase in frequency and intensity of sudden natural calamities. 

2. Slow degradation of environment over a period of time visible in the form of desertification, droughts, 

famine, floods. 

3. Permanent loss of state territory in cases of islands that are sinking or have sunk. Example: Sundarbans. 

4. With increase in natural calamities, the governmental authorities need to demarcate zones which are 

habitable and inhabitable due to risk of disasters. While these involve short term displacement trends in 

high red alert zones, provoking migrants eventually seeking permanent displacement.   

5. Foreseeable violence and conflict due to scarcity and depletion of natural resources. 

 

Fig 2: Climate Migration Flow - 2020 

Kivalina, Alaska - Over the last half a century, temperature in Alaska has increased twice more than the 

global average. Rising temperatures lead to permafrost degradation causing ice collapsation. It causes 

                                                             
22UN Development Group, Natural Resource Management in Transition Settings, at 3 (Jan. 2013), http://www.un.org/en/land- 
natural-resources-conflict/pdfs /UNDG-ECHANRMguidance-Jan2013.pdf. 
23Climate Institute, Ocean and Sea Level Rise, (2015) http: //www.climate.org/ topics /sea-5level/#sealevelrise. 



Lucknow Law Review |Vol. 1 No. 3 January – March 2022 

 

 

40 

 

landslides, coastal erosion and collapse of basic infrastructure. This eventually causes people to migrate as no 

federal agency there has addressed the threat of climate change. With climate migrants, the issues that crop 

up are finding a new location to migrate, funding the migration, social pressure on resources due to 

overpopulation. While on one hand, President Obama during his tenure had budgeted $50.4 billion to be 

spent to help Native American climate migrants. On the other hand, Kivalina requires less than half that 

budget, which it fails to seek. The attempt sought is being replicated in Fiji and Australia. People from the 

Solomon Islands are being migrated to Taro Island with financial aid from the USA.24 

USA - USA is ranked 11th most vulnerable when it comes to rising sea levels. States along the coastline having 

the highest threat in the USA are Florida, Louisiana, Miami, Tokyo, and New York. The United States 

Department of Defense took cognizance of the climate change being a significant threat to its national 

security. Example: In 2012, Hurricane Sandy affected the upper east coast while in 1960 Hurricane Donna 

with water level crossing 9.15 feet above average high tides. Additionally, in 2005, Hurricane Katrina, 

Hurricane Rita and Hurricane Andrew displaced a large number of people from Louisiana and Mississippi 

permanently. With destruction by storms, Miami-Dade County faced a loss of $32 million through mere beach 

erosion prevention and re-nourishment.  

President Obama during his tenure took measures to counter climate change and came up with the 2010 

Quadrennial Defense Review terming climate change as a traditional threat multiplier. To fill the void in 

international standards, the country came up with the provision of granting ‘Temporary Protected Status’ 

which recognized the environment as a cause of migration. Example: Haiti was granted the status during its 

earthquake in 2010. Honduras and Nicaragua were granted the status during Hurricane Mitch in 1998. Even 

Montserrat was granted TPS during its eruption of the Soufriere Hills Volcano. But when analyzed, the TPS 

provides protection to only foreign national residents in the US but not individuals who under sudden 

circumstances flee from a disaster.25 

The IPCC report categorized 4 hotspots which are vulnerable targets: 1) Small Island Nations, 2) Africa, 3) 

Polar regions, and 4) Mega deltas.26 

                                                             
24 Triarko Nurlambang, ‘Public Policy Matters on Climate Change and Migration in Indonesia - The Case of Jakarta City’ in Lorraine 
Elliott (ed.), Climate Change, Migration and Human Security in Southeast Asia (S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies 2012) 
25 E.S. Meier, H. Lischke & D.R. Schmatz, ‘Climate, Competition and Connectivity affect Future Migration and Ranges of European 
Trees (2011) 21(2) Global Ecology and Biogeography 164-178 
26 Uma Kothari, ‘Political discourses of Climate change and Migration: Resettlement Policies in the Maldives (2014) 180(2) The 
Geographical Journal 130–140 



Lucknow Law Review |Vol. 1 No. 3 January – March 2022 

 

 

41 

 

Small Island Nations - There are about 52 land territories in the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific Oceans that 

have been labeled as small island developing states which are at the brink of sinking. Example: Islands of 

Kiribati is in a vulnerable position as its President Anote Tong, in the year 2014 purchased 22sq km land on 

the Vanua Levu Island in Fiji as a resort to migrant its citizens. While low lying islands are at the risk of sinking, 

high lying islands like Viti Levu in Fiji, South Pacific countries – Tuvalu, Tokelau, Vanuatu, Carteret, Kiribati, 

Cook Islands, and Marshall Islands are impacted in the agricultural produce due to climate change.  

Tuvalu in 2000 joined with the UN, ratifying the Kyoto Protocol. New Zealand welcomes migrants from 

Tuvalu under the labor migration program and not climate migrants. The New Zealand court in Ioane Teitiota,27 

failed to recognize climate change as a ground for refugees to seek protection under the 1951 Convention. 

Maldives is on the verge of submerging and therefore in 2006 adopted a Protocol on Environmental Refugees: 

1951 and 1967 Convention. A committee was established whereby a policy was adopted of having the 

population across 200 islands to be migrated to merely 15-20 islands considering long term impact of islands 

submerging. Cities like Dhaka, Calcutta, Mumbai and Bangkok are targets of the upcoming rise of sea levels.28 

Africa - Households in the West African Sahel region form a landmark example for adaptive migration.  Due 

to disturbed rain patterns, the agricultural produce has been affected, leading to communities resorting to 

temporary migration termed as ‘eating the dry season’. This concept involves the young generation to seek 

out employment opportunities during the dry season of farming. This causes the youth to migrate internally 

to urban areas and bring remittance to the family back home. With the 1973-1999 droughts and floods in 

Sahel accompanied by the 1985 drought in Niger lead to a million people being displaced. Not merely droughts 

and floods, currently due to desertification, people of Sahel as well as northeastern Brazil are migrating. 

Migration trends due to increased temperature have been seen in Uganda, Nigeria, and Senegal. Recent 

Cyclone Idai in 2019 reported about 146000 people to be labelled IDPs due to resource scarcity.29 

Middle East - With the cultivable land and water resources diminishing day-by-day, people are forced to 

migrate. As individuals migrate, the host country faces an immense pressure on its resources as more people 

fight for the limited resources. Eventually countries with weak economic stability will not have the resources 

                                                             
27 Ioane Teitiota v Chief Executive of the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment CA50/2014 [2014] NZCA173 
28 R.K. Chowdhury, ‘Climate Change Induced Forced Migrants: In Need of Dignified recognition under a new Protocol’ in Mary 
Crock (ed.) Refugees and Rights (Routledge 2015) 
29 C. Mcmichael, J. Barnett & A.J. Mcmichael, ‘An Ill Wind? Climate Change, Migration, and Health’ (2012) 120(5) Environ Health 
Perspect 646-654 
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to control this conflict, aggravating it to a political turmoil with minimized security practices. Example: Syria 

in 2011 to date which faces water scarcity, droughts and agriculture degradation.   

Bangladesh - With mass migration from Bangladesh, pressure will increase on neighboring nations like India 

and Myanmar eventually causing political uprisings and conflicts. In 1991, Cyclone Gorky devastated people 

in Chittagong causing people to migrate. This aggravated after cyclones Aila and Sidr hit other places of 

Bangladesh. To address this, the nation came up with a National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA) and a 

Climate Change Strategy (BCCSAP), utilizing international response to curb all stages of climate change 

causing migration. Additionally, a Joint Loss and Damage Assessment Team was incorporated but due to the 

frequency of natural disasters, the team is unable to accommodate all issues. Recently a long-term plan termed 

Perspective Plan (Vision 2021) has been taken up. 

Man-Made Disasters - In 2011, the earthquake and tsunami led to the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, 

causing the people of Japan to migrate. Although the migration was not a climate change initiated one per se, 

it was the aftereffects of the nuclear radioactivity air and infected groundwater which made the place 

inhabitable. Similar domestic effects can be seen with the Bhopal gas tragedy in India as well as the Chernobyl 

disaster. Environmental hazards because of the Nigerian government and the Shell oil company were 

addressed in the Tribunal and have fulfilled the criteria of a refugee under the Convention. The Yanomami 

people in Brazil and Ogoni people in Nigeria are a number of examples where indirect man-made disasters 

having environmental repercussions caused people to migrate.30 

8. Suggestions and the Way Forward 

A policy response to this issue would be to include protection and supportive agencies for migrants, assessing 

the route of migrants, funding in receiving countries to build supportive infrastructure, and looking towards 

a humanitarian rights-based approach of affected individuals. Migration can be seen as a type of adaptation 

strategy considering today’s day and need. But migration should be used as a last resort when no other viable 

options are available. Adaptive measures like flood protection, draught-flood resistant crops, scientific use of 

engineering more productive land as seen with land terraces, river beach dikes, storm walls, reservoir storage 

facilities and beach nourishment programs. Migration when statistically developed requires immense funding 

as seen during the Dustbowl Years in the USA where farmers migrated to other regions like California. 

                                                             
30 K. Kartiki, ‘Climate Change and Migration: A case study from rural Bangladesh (2014) 19(1) Gender & Development 37–41 
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With cooperation, the member nations recognize that the State is the primary guardian and solely responsible 

for protecting its citizens. Currently, with no structured legal system as despite proposing mitigation and 

adaptation measures it fails to seek its enforcement. As states fail to realized that inaction would eventually 

lead to a more vulnerable situation considering economic, political, and social unrest. Because environmentally 

induced migration is overshadowed by other reasons, there is a need for an umbrella legislation whereby 

implementation can be sought at grassroot as well as international level. Existing treaties fall flat as it is difficult 

to identify migration due to climate solely, other factors of migration supersede environmental concerns, need 

for individual status determination crops up and lacks political will. Although mitigation may seem an extreme 

option, it is the most viable when seen in the context of island states. With the very land submerging, migration 

is the only option, therefore the process of migration must be regulated.31 

International standards, terms, concepts, and its scope to be determined, along those lines formation of 

binding principles through institutional framework, international cooperation in light of protecting human 

rights, judicial review and oversight for climate migrants, implementation in domestic stages by promotion 

adaptation than migration, offering subsidiaries, if migration then allocation with dignity and support, 

assistance in transition, strategies to prevent environmental calamities and seeking participation from various 

state and non-state actors to provide relief to migrants. Protection should include admission into the host 

state, protection against forced return, protection from violation of basic fundamental rights, granting a legal 

status and nexus of rights to the host nations. Strengthening bilateral and multilateral treaties along with 

regional cooperation considering state and non-state actors can play a proactive policy role.32 

As short-term natural disasters are taken in the political context, the response by the government is of utmost 

importance. Example: The earthquake in Nicaragua motivated the government to resort to international aid 

finally as a means of self-enrichment causing the Sandinista uprising. 1998 floods in China were countered 

with the help of the army. While on the other hand, Pakistan did not have a positive response to the East 

Pakistan cyclone in 1970. Apart from post-environmental calamity, there is a need to address the root cause 

of migration such as promotion of SDGs as provided in the Brundtland Report, seeking foreign aid to address 

                                                             
31 A.F. Barbieri, et. al., ‘Climate Change and Population Migration in Brazil’s Northeast: Scenarios for 2025-2050’ (2010) 31(5) 
Population and Environment 
32 Lorraine Elliott, ‘Human Security, Climate Change and Migration in Southeast Asia’ in Lorraine Elliott (ed.), Climate Change, 
Migration and Human Security in Southeast Asia (S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies 2012) 
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environmental pressures, assistance with foreign debt to economically developing nations and initiatives or 

subsidiaries to assist developing countries.33   

9. Conclusion 

Time has come where climate migration cannot be viewed in a skeptical manner to wait-and-see like in the 

Irish Potato Famine provoking two million people to migrate over a span of a decade. Climate change has a 

domino effect on individuals relocating and displacing. The international players have time and again played 

the pass-the-parcel highlighting the dire need to fill the legal vacuum of climate migrants. There is a need for 

an integrated approach with a forefront having a multidimensional approach covering: doctrine of state 

obligation, humanitarian principles, environmental law and state cooperation. With the recent California fires 

during 2019, led to a trapped population eventually booming migration trends. The Convention on Protection 

of Environmentally Displaced Persons should incorporate interim protections, temporary rights in host 

country, a precise definition of environmentally displaced persons, state obligations to seek into root causes 

of migration, criminalizing man-made activities escalating environmental degradation and educational insights 

into sustainable practices. A straight jacket formula will not be the solution as for small island nations which 

are submerging, maybe migration is the only option while other nations facing sudden natural disasters require 

temporary relocation and nations having time to take recourse should opt for other solutions. 

                                                             
33 Douglas K. Bardsley & Graeme J. Hugo, ‘Migration and Climate Change: Examining Thresholds of Change to Guide Effective 
Adaptation Decision-making’ (2010) 32(2/3) Population and Environment 238-262 


