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1. DOES CLIMATE CHANGE CAUSE 
MIGRATION? 



•  Migration is never driven by one 
factor alone. 

•  Climate change is, however, 
playing an important role in 
making local lives unsustainable 

•  Key CC impacts: SLR, climate 
variability, temperature rise, 
extreme events 

•  Sometimes these impacts 
facilitate population 
movements, other times they 
prohibit it 

•  Geo/temporal patterns range 
widely, as do outcomes 



2. HOW MANY? 



W H A T  D O  W E  K N O W ?  

 

 

•  On average: 26.4 M / year displaced by natural 
disasters – one person every second 

•  Natural disasters account for more new internal 
displacements than conflict 



S L O W - O N S E T ?  

•  We don’t know how many people are currently 
moving, or have moved, at least in part, because 
of climate change. 

•  Challenges of attribution and isolation 

•  Climate change cannot be isolated from other 
drivers (SPEED) 

•  Economic, indirect pathways especially important 
in cases of gradual, slow-onset changes 



F U T U R E  M I G R A T I O N  

•  Various estimates circulate, all of them have been 
either discredited or severely challenged 

•  150-200-300 million by 2050  

•  Deterministic bias 

•  Lack of scientific rigour 

•  Advocacy vs science 

•  Migration might also decrease in some areas and 
amongst vulnerable populations  



3. WHAT SHOULD WE CALL THEM? 





T H E  N A M E  G A M E  

•  CLIMATE REFUGEES 

•  CLIMATE MIGRANTS 

•  ENVIRONMENTAL MIGRANTS 

•  DISASTER DISPLACED 

•  CLIMATE-INDUCED MIGRATION 

•  CLIMATE CHANGE-RELATED MIGRATION 

•  MIGRATION IN AREAS AFFECTED BY CLIMATE CHANGE 



•  There is no consensus on a single term 

•  There is no legal category of ‘climate refugee’ 

•  Certain terms overstate attribution, suggest or imply 
climate or environment is only factor 

•  People can check more than one box! 

•  Migrant vs Refugee (or IDPs) vs Mobility? 

•  Definition is also lacking – if inclusive, called too 
vague, if precise, too exclusive 

•  Numbers are related to this challenge 



 
Environmental degradation can increase the need 
to migrate, while simultaneously reducing the 
possibility.   
 

 à trapped populations (Foresight 2011) 



4. WHAT SHOULD WE DO? 



P O L I T I C A L  R E S P O N S E S   

•  Territorial Debate: whose responsibility? 

•  Climate? Environment? Migration? 
Development? 

•  Reactive vs Proactive policies 

•  Humanitarian response vs DRR, for example 

•  Mitigation vs Adaptation 

•  Stop population movement? Facilitate it? 



• Climate/migration nexus 
assumed to be negative, 
something to avoid 

• Migration might also be 
part of the solution, not just 
a failure to adapt 

•  Policies with a singular 
focus on stopping 
migration in the short-term 
increase displacement risks 
in the long-term 

M I G R A T I O N  A S  
A D A P T A T I O N ?  



C O M P L E X  S O L U T I O N S  F O R  
C O M P L E X  R E A L I T I E S  

•  Science-policy interface required to better inform 
policies and programmes 

•  Policies require climate action addressing 
adaptation in situ but also enable the adaptative 
power of migration 

•  Good research and good policy requires 
reaching across silos 
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