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Introduction 

  

Climate change has become the most pressing issue of today’s world. The goal to limit the 

global temperature rise under 1.5 degrees averagely to the pre-industrial levels as was adopted 

in 2015 in the legally binding treaty of the Paris Agreement, was not on the right track to be 

achieved. In such a context, the world cannot afford any further delay in creating and 

implementing not only climate solutions, but also finding solutions and taking actions towards 

issues that result from climate change, including climate-driven migration.  

  

Climate-driven migration or climate migration is the movement of a person or groups of 

persons who, for sudden or gradual environmental reasons, leave their habitual place of 

residence, within a state or across an international border (IOM, 2019). People subjected to this 

issue are referred to as “climate migrants”, and the term “climate refugees” is to be avoided 

according to the International Organization for Migration and United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) since people are not always forced to migrate and do 

not always cross-national borders. Nevertheless, the term “climate refugees” is still widely 

applied in the discourse of climate migration due to the lack of consensus on the topic. 

Throughout this report, the phrases “climate-driven migration” and “climate migration” will 

be employed interchangeably.  

  

Despite the ongoing climate crisis and the relentless increase in the number of displaced 

populations, climate-driven migration has only drawn little attention compared to its 

counterparts with immediate impacts to survival like flooding. To make up for the current 

insufficiency in addressing the migration crisis, it is the responsibility of all institutions to 

create and update climate adaptation strategies and implement them in response to the ongoing 

crisis. Therefore, this report will explore and examine the existing research on the driving 

factors, patterns and consequences of climate-driven migration, its trajectories until 2050 and 

to set foundations for the objective of the project: to generate an empirically-based trend 

analysis of how climate change is likely to drive population movements, and policy 

recommendations for how the global governance system could be adapted to meet these 

emerging challenges.  

  

Recommendations to be presented at the Summit of the Future include policy, funding, and 

capacity building recommendations formulated through secondary literature research and 

interviews with experts in the field.  
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Literature Review  

  

Climate-Driven Migration: The Driving Factors  
  

Climate-driven migration is considered a multi-causal and multi-dimensional phenomenon 

(Black et al., 2011; Leal Filho, 2023; McAdam, 2012; Warner, 2010). Literature has tried to 

analyze the causations and relations between and among climate-driven migration and its 

driving factors, although there is no current consensus on how to categorize the driving factors. 

One of the most common ways to categorize the driving factors of climate migration is created 

by Black et al. (2011) and it was adopted by later research on this topic including two recent 

systematic and comprehensive studies created by Ghosh and Orchiston (2022) and Nabong et 

al. (2023). In this categorization approach, there are five major categories of components that 

drive migration due to climate change on the macro level, namely environmental, economic, 

social, demographic, and political drivers. Before diving into the specific factors under each 

category, it is to be noted that on one hand, it is difficult to separate migrations that are driven 

by climate change and other current trends of migration; on the other hand, among the factors 

that drive migration, it is also difficult to separate environmental, economic, social, 

demographic and political factors from each other, since they are often inter-connected and 

integrated with each other (Campbell, 2014). To explain this further, gradual climate change 

impacts are unpredictable, as they often create a domino effect. Indirect factors such as rising 

sea levels intensifying floods and hotter temperatures jeopardizing agricultural livelihoods, 

pose significant threats and can cause conflicts. Conflicts over water arising from 

desertification contribute to population movements. Sea-level rise, land degradation, coastal 

erosion, and extreme temperatures can render entire regions uninhabitable. While direct 

environmental favors like disasters tend to result in short-term displacement, indirect and 

recurring events can compel individuals to seek permanent relocation. The predominant trend 

in climate migration is internal rather than cross-border, characterized by temporary rather than 

permanent displacement in response to natural disasters (Huang, 2023). With that said, the 

following paragraphs attempts to classify the specific driving factors of climate migration into 

the above-mentioned categorization approach.  

  

Environmental factors include those that have direct and indirect impacts on climate-driven 

migration. Direct environmental factors are usually associated with extreme weather events 

that take place within a brief period. This may include heavy precipitation, flood, cyclones, 

heat waves and wildfires, etc. Indirect environmental factors are those that take place gradually 

and with a longer time scale, for example, desertification, sea level rise, fresh water scarcity, 

land and water salinization, decrease in arable land and drop in crop productivity, energy 

shortage, changes in the biological system, as well as changes in (plant and animal) species 

range that may exert further influence on the ecosystem (Moore & Wesselbaum, 2023). In 

addition to the actual impacts of climate change, the possibility and exposure to climate hazards 

can also drive people to move.  

  

The remaining four categories of factors are usually considered to have indirect impacts on 

climate migration. However, the literature also emphasized the integration and amplification 
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of these factors, especially social and economic ones, to the environmental hazards (Adger et 

al., 2015; Black et al., 2011; Seto, 2011). Economic factors include passive changes in the 

sources of income (employment), decrease in income, the active search for better livelihood 

and better job opportunities, as well as changes in physiological capability (Moore & 

Wesselbaum, 2023), etc. As for the social factors, language, religion, education, and social 

network in societies, etc. can be factors that have influences on people’s decisions of migration. 

The demographic factors include changes in the population, population density, demographic 

composition, birth, and mortality rates due to the consequences of climate change. Meanwhile, 

there can be deterioration in physical and mental health and wellbeing among people due to 

climate hazards that drive people to move. Finally, in terms of the political drivers of migration 

due to climate change, the legal system, and policies (national, provincial, and local) can 

encourage or discourage people from moving. Climate change and its consequences also 

impact security and prevalence of crimes and violence. Literature demonstrates that in certain 

countries, for example when Syria undergoes droughts, the occasions of violence and armed 

conflict may take place and drive people to move; similar events also happened in Western 

Asia when there was political instability (Abel et al., 2019).  

  

In addition to the five categories mentioned above, it is important to note that unknown events 

may also impact or exacerbate climate-driven migration. These events may include the threat 

of nuclear weapons, epidemic and pandemic diseases, etc.  

  

To summarize, the main challenge for framing climate-driven migration is the multiplicity of 

factors that shape the mobility decision. The diversity of factors makes it challenging to analyze 

and predict climatic migratory movements. Some mobility is due to sudden-onset events that 

require urgent departure. In contrast, others are linked to slow-onset events that generate 

migration in anticipation of degrading living conditions (Hoffmann et al., 2021). It is, therefore, 

more difficult to determine whether the migration is climate-driven or simply due to the pursuit 

of a better living environment.  

  

Climate-driven migration: trends and trajectories  
  

Looking at the globe now, we can see clear indicators of what the future may hold: enormous 

climate threats and natural resource stress, ongoing refugee crisis, and reactions from 

governments ranging from open doors to watching while the most vulnerable perish. Water 

and food scarcity, as well as governments’ failure to deliver these essential resources to their 

population, are not going away. The expanding and multifaceted push and pull factors of 

migration are also not going away. These challenges we can foresee. But with foresight comes 

a “responsibility to prepare”, and to do so in a manner that is consistent with our values (Werrell 

& Femia, 2017).  

  

Despite the complexity of finding the causations of climate migration and its driving factors as 

illustrated above, forecasts by climate scientists have already identified the main regions 

concerned by climate-driven migration and made predictions about the number of 

displacements. However, before going into the numbers predicted, it is to note that, despite the 
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best efforts of some of the international organizations and think tanks including those made by 

the World Bank (Clement et al., 2012) and International Displacement Monitoring Centre 

(IDMC, 2015; 2016), clear and credible estimates of possible numbers are not available 

(Gemenne, 2011).   

  

According to IOM (n.d.), environmental migrants will number between 25 million and 1 billion 

by 2050. Lower estimates are often based on more restrictive definitions of environmental 

migrants. Numbers are more likely to increase than decrease. The Institute for Economics and 

Peace’s (IEP, 2020) Ecological Threat Register projects predicted that over one billion people 

are at risk of displacement by 2050. The World Bank's Groundswell Report (Clement et al., 

2012) projects that climate change could lead to the displacement of a staggering 216 million 

people by 2050, encompassing a wide geographical scope, with 86 million from Sub-Saharan 

Africa, 40 million from South Asia, 17 million from Latin America, 49 million from East Asia 

and the Pacific, 19 million from North Africa, and another 5 million from Eastern Europe and 

Central Asia. The World Economic Forum's report (Ida, 2021) also investigates the modeled 

future migration patterns. These compare present trends against global warming scenarios 

outlined by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). In scenarios where 

concentrations of greenhouse gases fail to decrease and temperatures rise, asylum applications 

are projected to increase by 188% by the end of the century.  

  

The scientific literature shows that most displacements are taking place within countries that 

are affected by natural disasters linked to climate change. Despite this established fact, there 

are observations that media discourse in countries in the northern sphere discuss the issue by 

emphasizing the likelihood of international climate migration. This is a biased perception of 

migratory phenomena that serves right-wing and far-right politics in many European countries, 

encouraging public opinion to see migration as a threat. As many developing countries lack the 

financial and technological resources to address the climate-induced issues subjected to their 

living conditions, the support of the global north is essential to help them plan for climate 

adaptation and migrants' assimilation in receiving countries when migrants are forced to leave 

their home with no possibility of return.  

  

Moreover, climate risks are distributed unevenly among countries, and thus countries take 

different measures and put climate-relevant issues in different levels of priorities, especially 

that the economic and political stability of the countries affected by climate migration varies 

widely. Some governments have already taken the lead, as shown by the recent climate asylum 

agreement signed between Tuvalu and Australia and the relocation plan for Jakarta in 

Indonesia. However, in other cases, governments have more pressing issues on their agenda 

than anticipating the consequences of global warming, and therefore, no adaptation strategies 

are put in place yet.  

  

Overall, there is a lack of precise prediction data on the number of people displaced by climate 

change. The absence of a clear international definition of climate-driven migration, and the fact 

that most displacements are internal, complicates the task of mapping the situation. Greater 
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collaborations among countries and international bodies are essential to improve knowledge 

about climate-driven migration.  

  

Existing international governance frameworks on climate-driven migration  
  

An effective response requires specific policies and international cooperation to help, protect 

and provide durable solutions for those displaced by climate change, manage climate risks for 

those who remain and support opportunities for voluntary migrants to adapt to climate change 

(Werrell & Femia, 2017). “To be effective,” says Stephen Castles (2002), “migration policy 

must be fair and perceived as fair by all groups involved.” This is a major challenge in the 

context of climate change. Those who flee because of the loss of their livelihoods are usually 

citizens of states that have contributed only minimally to climate change. The states that have 

caused the most carbon dioxide emissions, which are often far away from the migrants' 

countries of origin, have shown less willingness to accept migrants. The neighboring states to 

which the migrants migrate may be ill-equipped to receive them, and the migrants risk 

becoming political pawns.  

  

Although there are several international agreements, such as the New York Declaration and the 

Global Compacts, the Global Compact on Migration, the Global Compact on Refugees 

(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2022), the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) processes, the Warsaw Mechanism, the Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement (United Nations Human Rights Council, 2014), the 

Kampala Convention, the 1951 Convention, the Nansen Initiative, the Protection Agenda and 

PDD, the Sendai Framework, the 1969 OAU Refugee Convention and the Cartagena 

Declaration, are not sufficient to develop a binding, practical and specific global governance 

framework to address the issue of climate-induced migration.  

  

The most important organization in the United Nations system for the protection of refugees is 

the UNHCR. Its focus is on (political) refugees, who are protected by the Geneva Convention 

and the 1967 Protocol, and therefore not on environmental or climate refugees. According to 

the Convention, a refugee is “any 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” (Biermann & Boas, 2012).  

  

Under current conditions, most climate refugees cannot be considered refugees, but internally 

displaced persons, as defined in the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights' 

Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (OHCHR, 1998: Introduction, Article 2; Keane, 

2004) as “persons or groups of 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, human rights violations or natural or man-

made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized border”. “However, 
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the concept of ‘environmentally induced internally displaced persons’ serves only as a 

descriptive term, not as a status imposing obligations on states” (Keane, 2004).  

  

Recently, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the New York Declaration for 

Refugees and Migrants (2016), which in its first paragraph recognizes the importance of 

climate change, environmental problems and natural disasters as causes of migration and flight, 

but then does not provide any further details (Werrell & Femia, 2017). This lack of clarity 

highlights the difficulty of dealing with the huge and growing number of climate-induced 

migrants and refugees. Despite the attention they receive in political circles and in the media, 

climate migrants remain a “blind spot” in international politics (Werrell & Femia, 2017). The 

Global Compact for Migration (GCM) is crucial to efforts to integrate climate-induced 

migration into international migration policy. However, it is non-binding, offers no explicit 

additional protections for migrant groups and is very vague. The Global Compact on Refugees 

(GCR) considers the interplay between climate and other elements.  

  

The Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage (WIM) Task Force on 

Displacement (TFD) is a knowledge actor, but its operationalization depends on capacity 

building and funding. The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement are not tailored to 

populations affected by climate change but provide important safeguards, including protection 

against arbitrary displacement. However, they are not binding and are often not fully 

implemented. The Kampala Convention, which governs the treatment of internally displaced 

persons in Africa, is a unique legally binding agreement that is groundbreaking in its inclusion 

of climate-induced displacement. It obliges states to combat the causes of displacement and to 

support the people who have been displaced. However, implementation has been slow. Due to 

its limited relevance to refugees, the 1951 Convention does not readily offer protection to 

climate-affected communities. According to the UNHCR and the IOM, the term “refugee” is 

also not the most appropriate to describe the situation of climate-induced migration, as it “fails 

to recognize a number of key aspects that define population movements in the context of 

climate change” (IOM, 2020), such as the fact that climate-induced migration is mainly internal 

migration, resulting in greater vulnerability for the internally displaced than for refugees.  

  

The Nansen Initiative and its successors facilitate the exchange of best practices and are crucial 

for the development of appropriate and adaptable strategies. The Sendai Framework looks at 

migration from a disaster risk reduction perspective, presenting migration as both a source and 

a means of mitigating disaster risk. The 1969 Organisation of African Unity Convention creates 

a broader basis for the use of international protection. Its provision on “events seriously 

disturbing public order” can be applied to climatic shocks and allows for cross-border transit 

and residence. The Cartagena Declaration, while non-binding, provides more comprehensive 

protection requirements than the 1951 Convention. The Cancun Adaptation Framework 

recognizes the role of migration in climate change adaptation, including planned relocation and 

adaptive migration (Scheffran et al., 2012).  

  

Building a legal framework for climate migrants will require changes to the current institutional 

structure for political refugees created by the Geneva Convention and related agreements, as 
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well as by state legislation. The distinction between the legal status of political refugees 

protected by the Geneva Convention and the legal status of climate refugees protected by a 

UNFCCC Protocol on the Recognition, Protection and Resettlement of Climate Refugees 

requires some terminological changes within the UNHCR system (Biermann & Boas, 2012). 

However, despite this lack of recognition and clear definition at the international level, many 

actors refuse to amend the Convention for fear of losing the rights they have already acquired. 

Even if the creation of a legal framework for climate refugees is possible through a new pact, 

another relevant problem would be that of “funding”. The question of the most suitable 

mechanisms for the specific financing of the problem of climate refugees would remain open.   

  

The most feasible approach to address this global problem is to develop a rights and 

responsibility-based multilateral approach to climate refugees, i.e. a multilateral framework for 

global governance. Werrell and Fermia (2017) raised the responsibility of inter-governmental 

mechanisms, for example, G20, to prepare the world for a larger number of people facing 

protracted or permanent displacement due to environmental change, as there is no international 

mechanism or institution that could take on this role.  

  

According to a mapping exercise conducted by the IOM as part of the TFD’s original work 

program, 53% of the 66 countries and territories surveyed referred to climate change and 

environmental concerns in their national migration and displacement frameworks. On the other 

hand, the mapping found that 81% of the thirty-seven countries and territories that have 

submitted national policies, plans or strategies on climate adaptation mentioned human 

mobility. Some governments have even developed climate and migration policies. The IOM 

has begun to work closely with the relevant authorities in some countries to assess whether 

national policy frameworks are consistent with both the TFD guidelines and the climate-related 

objectives of the GCM. However, a fundamental limitation at the national level is the lack of 

linkage between climate-related ministries and migration-related agencies.  

  

The Executive Committee of the WIM (WIM ExCom) has clearly played a key role in bringing 

climate experts and policy makers together with migration experts. The WIM ExCom has 

brought together experts from numerous policy areas (migration management, refugees and 

displacement, sustainable development, human rights, development, labor, peace and security, 

disaster preparedness and management, etc.) as well as representatives from various 

governmental and non-governmental organizations with an interest in migration issues. This 

strategy has several advantages, the most important of which are that it promotes synergies, 

maximizes existing financial resources and reduces duplication.  

  

Given the current sensitivity to creating a global protection instrument, there is widespread 

agreement at the regional level that migration policy discussions are probably the most 

appropriate starting point for developing frameworks to help and protect people who migrate 

in the context of climate change (Scheffran et al., 2012). The complexity and urgency of 

climate-induced migration requires a comprehensive global governance structure that 

recognizes the uniqueness of this phenomenon. Such a framework should include preventive 

measures, protection of rights and cooperative initiatives to mitigate the negative impacts of 
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climate change and ensure the safety and well-being of affected populations. Only through 

focused, coordinated efforts can the world adequately address the difficulties of climate-

induced migration while protecting the dignity and rights of displaced people.  

  

According to the G20 Policy Brief on Climate and Displacement by the Center for Climate and 

Security, one of the main shortcomings of the existing international framework for displaced 

persons, migrants and refugees is the notion that migrants can and will return to their home 

countries after the end of hostilities or the recovery phase following a natural disaster. The 

rights and obligations of migrants and refugees, countries of origin, transit and host countries 

are all based on this principle. There are no so-called “destination countries” (Werrell & Femia, 

2017). The premise is false in the case of climate-induced involuntary migration, when habitats 

have deteriorated and become uninhabitable: The migrants will never be able to return to where 

they came from. They cannot be described as refugees in the conventional sense. Unfamiliar 

terms such as “survivor migrants” and new legal ideas and norms may be needed in a future 

international governance system for displaced persons, migration, and refugees (Werrell & 

Femia, 2017).  

  

Since the places where major climate change impacts, such as sea level rise, are expected to 

cause suffering and displacement are largely predictable, we can plan and prepare (Biermann 

& Boas, 2012). The development of a climate refugee protocol and associated institutional 

framework must be delayed until 2050, when it may be too late for an orderly and structured 

response.  
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Methodology  

  

The methodology adopted for the project was descriptive and analytical, based on data 

collected from primary and secondary sources. Primary sources included expert interviews, 

while secondary sources consisted of literature reviews and analyses of existing literature. 

The methodology of the project was designed to answer the following research questions: 

1. What did the current literature tell us about the trends of climate-driven migration until 

2050? 

2. What were the existing global governance frameworks on (climate-driven) migration? 

3. What were the insufficiencies in the current frameworks, and what were the 

suggestions? 

Literature reviews and subsequent analyses were used primarily for research questions 1 and 

2, while interviews were conducted to answer research question 3. 

Primary Sources: Expert Interviews Interviews were chosen for the last research question to 

fill the gaps in the findings from the literature review. As the existing frameworks to address 

climate-driven migration were considered inadequate, there was a need to collect ideas from 

academics, policymakers, practitioners, and other experts in the sector. This included 

interviews with experts in climate adaptation, migration, and global governance, aiming to 

draw insights for policy recommendations to the current global, multilateral, and 

national/provincial/local systems regarding climate-driven migration. 

Secondary Sources: Literature Review and Analysis Literature reviews were chosen for the 

first two research questions to collect, compile, select, and analyze existing literature, 

demonstrating what climate-driven migration was and how its trends and trajectories might 

look until 2050. At this stage, no new information was generated. The scale of the literature 

included: 

● Types of literature: existing academic journal articles, research reports and 

publications, policy briefs, compacts, declarations, national and international data, and 

legislation. 

● Topics explored: environment, climate change, and migration. 

● Organizations: UN University, IOM, UNHCR, UNEP, IPCC, World Bank, etc. 

Information Collection 

Information for literature reviews and analyses was collected from the internet, including 

resources on academic search engines like JSTOR and Google Scholar, as well as official 

websites of international organizations, multilateral organizations, and governments. This 

started with keyword searches and expanded to relevant literature from the primary search 

results, including references and suggested readings. The research team then explored and 

identified common and differing perceptions among institutions on climate-driven migrations, 
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concluding with definitions and an understanding of the issue that would be referred to in the 

rest of the project. 

Interviews began with interviewee invitations after the research team identified a list of experts 

from the literature and received recommendations from the partner organization and faculty 

lead. The research team created lists of questions tailored to experts with different expertise, 

while remaining centered on the research question. The list and a form of consent to quote from 

the interviews were sent to the interviewees in advance. Interviews were conducted online or 

in person, depending on the interviewees' preferences. Each interview lasted for approximately 

an hour, with flexibility in length. 

Limits of the Methodologies 

The outcomes of this project for research question 3 depended on the knowledge and thoughts 

generated by the interviews. If the research team was unable to draw conclusive 

recommendations for research question 3 from the interviewees, other research methods, such 

as roundtables and workshops for knowledge exchange and idea generation, might be 

considered. The research team remained open to these options, although they were not within 

the current project scope. 

Risks and Mitigation 

Interviewees’ availability could significantly affect the project timeline. Therefore, the project 

team managed to create a realistic timeline, actively managed the project schedule, anticipated 

potential delays, planned for contingencies, and communicated in advance within the group, 

with the interviewees, as well as with the partner organization and faculty lead. 
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Research Analysis  
  

Part I: Addressing Critical Shortcomings in Climate Migration Governance 

  

Problem Statement and Identifying Gaps  

 

While the escalating urgency of climate-driven migration is undeniable, current efforts to 

address this crisis remain fragmented and inadequate. As outlined in existing research, the 

complexity and multi-causal nature of climate migration, influenced by environmental, 

economic, social, demographic, and political factors, make it a challenge to quantify and 

predict (Black et al., 2011). This complexity is mirrored in the inadequacy of existing 

international and national frameworks, funding mechanisms, and capacity-building programs, 

which are struggling to keep pace with the escalating scale and complexity of the issue. These 

shortcomings leave millions of people vulnerable to displacement, exploitation, and suffering, 

with dire consequences for both individuals and societies.  
 

To effectively address climate-driven migration and protect the rights and well-being of those 

affected, it is imperative to critically examine the existing gaps and develop targeted solutions. 

Through the research, three areas of focus were identified, namely international and national 

frameworks, funding mechanisms, and capacity-building.   

 

International & National Policies   

 

There exists a significant challenge in applying existing legal frameworks to trigger obligations 

for states and intergovernmental organizations to assist these displaced populations, as shown 

in literature and derived from interviews. The challenge stems from the lack of a universally 

accepted and adopted definition for climate-displaced persons and consequently lacking a 

unified and comprehensive legal framework to protect and assist those displaced by the adverse 

effects of climate change.  These populations are not recognized as “climate migrant” or 

“climate refugee” and these terms are not enshrined in international law, which created 

ambiguity in determining the legal status and protection afforded to these populations. The 

former Special Rapporteur on climate change (May 2022 to December 2023), Ian Fry, asserts 

that terms to refer to these people are to provide clarity rather than a solid definition. The risk 

with labeling is that it cannot adequately describe the hardships faced by displaced individuals 

or their circumstances (Fry, 2024). An example that falls into this category is the people who 

are projected to be displaced when sea levels continue to rise and force them to leave their 

country and become stateless, for instance people in Tuvalu and in Maldives. These populations 

will not be categorized as refugees until their stateless status is achieved. And until that point, 

these populations will not be protected under international laws, for example, the Refugee 

Convention. As a result of the lack of labels and agreement upon definition by major 

institutions, governments, national and international actors, oftentimes discussions center 

around developing a definition for people displaced due to climate change. The risk with this 

is losing sight of the people behind the definition and not working to find solutions for them 

(M.Marques, interview, 26 Mar. 2024).  
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While existing international law, such as the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1998 Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement, offer some protections, they do not explicitly address 

climate-induced displacement (Biermann & Boas, 2012) and the international community does 

not explicitly recognize climate change as a valid basis for asylum or offer specific guidelines 

to address the challenge. Attempts to address this gap, such as the Global Compact for 

Migration and the Task Force on Displacement under the Warsaw International Mechanism, 

lack the binding force and specificity needed to effectively protect climate migrants. The lack 

of clear legal categorization creates a protection gap. Climate-displaced persons are left in a 

precarious situation, often falling outside the scope of existing refugee protection frameworks. 

This ambiguity hinders efforts to establish clear obligations for states and intergovernmental 

organizations to provide aid, resettlement opportunities, and ensure the human rights of this 

vulnerable population.  

   

Furthermore, many national governments lack coherent policies to address climate-induced 

migration, both within their borders and across international boundaries. This absence of 

integrated planning hampers efforts to anticipate and manage the growing number of people 

forced to leave their homes due to rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and other climate-

related hazards. It also creates significant barriers for climate migrants seeking to relocate to 

safer areas or adapt to changing environmental conditions.  At the same time, compared to 

discussions around policies per se, less efforts are emphasized to listen to the experiences of 

the displaced people, resulting in the lack of understanding of the real and diverse needs of 

these populations and the lack of attention to incorporate their voice in policies and beyond. 
 

Without clear legal and policy frameworks, climate-displaced persons are left vulnerable to 

exploitation, discrimination, and human rights abuses. The lack of coordinated action also 

hinders effective cooperation between countries, leaving vulnerable populations without 

adequate support and protection. To ensure the safety, dignity, and resilience of climate 

migrants, it is essential to develop robust legal and policy frameworks, wherever necessary and 

possible, that recognize the specific needs and challenges they face, providing clear pathways 

for protection, resettlement, and integration.  
 

According to the World Bank Groundswell Report, it estimates that 216 million people could 

be internally displaced by 2050. The African Climate Mobility Initiatives projects that in Africa 

alone, 113 million people could become displaced by 2050. These numbers are more staggering 

as most of these displaced people will be relocating from developing countries to others. The 

infrastructure and social systems of developing countries are not adequately suited to the influx 

of climate migrants now, and in the future could significantly impact their GDP. In Bangladesh, 

they predict by 2050 1/3 of the GDP will be lost due to climate migration (A. Forhad, personal 

communication, April 8, 2024). Due to a lack of a stable international, regional, and local 

definition of climate migrants, governments do not have a legal obligation to provide relief 

programs for internally or cross-border climate migrants.   
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Funding Mechanisms  
 

Despite the escalating crisis of climate-driven migration, the financial resources dedicated to 

addressing this issue remain significantly inadequate. Existing climate finance mechanisms, 

such as the Green Climate Fund and the Adaptation Fund, often prioritize mitigation efforts to 

climate change, such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, over adaptation measures that help 

communities prepare for and cope with the unavoidable consequences of climate change in 

various dimensions. This limits funding for projects specifically addressing the displacement 

and relocation needs of climate migrants (CPI, 2023). The lack of targeted funding is amplified 

by the complex procedures and limited technical capacity in many vulnerable countries, 

making it difficult to access even the limited resources available.  
 

Moreover, funding for the relocation and resettlement of climate-displaced populations is often 

fragmented, short-term, and insufficient to address the long-term needs of those forced to leave 

their homes. Financial support is more often dedicated to humanitarian aid in emergencies, 

neglecting the critical need for sustainable solutions that enable communities to rebuild their 

lives and livelihoods in new locations. This is generating fatigue in funders who feel they keep 

funding disasters, leaving an opportunity in fundraising to invest in longer term projects 

(S.O'Connell, personal communication, April 16, 2024).  

   

Access to existing climate finance is also hampered by complex bureaucratic procedures, 

limited technical capacity in recipient countries, and a lack of targeted funding for migration-

specific projects. This leaves many communities struggling to adapt to climate change and 

forced to resort to desperate measures, such as irregular migration, which further exacerbates 

the crisis. Developing innovative and accessible funding mechanisms that address the specific 

needs of climate-displaced populations is crucial to ensure their safety, dignity, and resilience.   

  

Capacity Building  

 
While some capacity-building initiatives like the Migrants in Countries in Crisis (MICIC) 

initiative exist, they often lack the scope and funding to comprehensively address the unique 

challenges of climate-induced migration (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021). Many 

governments and communities lack the necessary knowledge, skills, and resources to 

adequately prepare for and respond to climate-induced migration. This lack of capacity is often 

due to limited financial resources, lack of access to technical expertise, and inadequate data 

collection and analysis on migration patterns and the needs of the migrants.  
 

Without proper planning and coordination, climate-driven migration can overwhelm local 

infrastructure and services, leading to increased social tensions, conflict, and instability. 

Moreover, the lack of capacity among local actors can hinder efforts to implement effective 

adaptation measures, leaving communities vulnerable to the worst impacts of climate change. 

Currently, disaster risk reduction (DRR) aims to forecast risks to people's environments and 

create projects that not only foster the resilience of vulnerable communities, but to educate 

people on rebuilding after there is a disaster. IOM currently invests in DRR projects such as 

giving grants to Bangladeshi fishermen to fortify shelter against flooding. This project included 
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training programs to fix their houses and training on new livelihoods to equip people with 

transferable skills in the case of disaster. A major problem with capacity building programs 

like this is donors do not want to invest in these projects as there is no immediate measurable 

impact. The focus of funding is on emergency humanitarian relief, rather than reducing 

emergency migration (M. Marques, personal communication, March 26, 2024).  
 

Capacity building efforts must focus on strengthening early warning systems, improving data 

collection and analysis on migration trends, and providing training and resources to local 

officials, community leaders, and humanitarian organizations. By empowering local actors 

with the necessary knowledge and tools, they can better anticipate and respond to climate-

induced displacement, minimizing its negative impacts and promoting sustainable solutions.   

 

Building capacity also involves fostering collaboration and knowledge sharing between 

different stakeholders, including governments, international organizations, civil society 

groups, the private sector and most importantly the migrants. By working together, these actors 

can develop comprehensive strategies for managing climate-driven migration, ensuring that the 

rights and needs of displaced populations are protected in the way this population requires and 

that they can rebuild their lives in safety and dignity.  

 

A Call for Change  

 
By focusing on these critical areas, this report aims to provide policymakers, donors, and 

practitioners with actionable recommendations to strengthen international and national 

frameworks, establish funding mechanisms, and bolster capacity building at all levels. 

 

Before going into the recommendations, it is to note that from the interviews, the research team 

has noticed that in addressing climate-driven migration, different players, who have different 

mandates and responsibilities, have different approaches to address this issue and their plans 

and actions can sometimes be contradictory. This is particularly evident in the fact that local-

level actors are taking positive steps to facilitate migration as a strategy of adaptation, while 

some international organizations can be more “conservative” in this matter and try to keep 

migration as local and contained as possible. The reasons behind their contrasting approaches 

are unclear, however, the research team hypothesizes that the requirements of the donors of the 

international organizations may have influences on the design of their projects.  

  

The window of opportunity to effectively address climate-driven migration is rapidly closing 

if not already happening. The consequences of inaction can be disastrous, whether in a 5-year 

short time scale or if we look further into the future. The human suffering caused by this crisis 

is heartbreaking, and the economic and social costs are making our societies 

unsustainable. Urgent and decisive changes are essential to revise legal frameworks, create 

climate-aware financial mechanisms, and empower communities to adapt and thrive in the face 

of climate change. This report offers recommendations for changes, but its efficiency and 

effectiveness depend upon the commitment and collaboration of all stakeholders. 
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Part II: Policy Recommendations for a Global Governance Framework   

  

Climate change is already causing widespread displacement and migration, with millions of 

people being forced to leave their homes due to rising sea levels, droughts, floods, and other 

climate-related disasters. This trend is expected to accelerate in the coming decades, potentially 

leading to mass migration on an unprecedented scale. Without proper planning and 

coordination, climate-driven migration could exacerbate existing conflicts, strain resources, 

and undermine human rights and security.  

  

The following global governance framework and policy recommendations for addressing 

climate-driven migration are informed by a comprehensive review of existing literature and 

consultations with leading experts in the field. They are specifically tailored for the attendees 

of the upcoming Summit of the Future, recognizing the diverse array of national governments, 

international organizations, civil society groups, private sector entities, and other key 

stakeholders gathered at this critical forum.   

  

Interviews with several institutions, including IOM, UNHCR, UNDP, the Permanent Mission 

of Bangladesh and university professors, enabled us to better identify the different 

framing each of these actors has to climate migration and the type of appropriate response they 

recommend implementing.   

  

Recommendation 1: Policy  
 

Key Areas: Big donor governments and receiver countries, National, Regional and Local 

Governments, Multilateral and International Organizations  
 

These recommendations are aimed at addressing pivotal issues that affect the performance of 

national and international actors, such as the lack of clear categorization leading to protection 

gaps, and the absence of integrated planning and resettlement strategies for migrants. We aim 

to examine these issues through a rights-based and adaptation-based approach that also 

considers the need to incorporate a gender perspective into climate response strategies.    
 

National Actors:  

1. National and Regional Adaptation Plans: To develop and update national strategies and 

policies integrating measures for prevention, protection, and sustainable solutions for 

climate-displaced people.  

2. Disaster Reduction and Risk Management: To strengthen disaster risk reduction and 

climate change adaptation efforts to minimize displacement. Invest data-informed risk 

management in early warning systems, climate-resilient infrastructure, and community 

resilience programs. And ensure that these investments and practices are implemented 

in a human-rights-oriented manner.  

3. Migrant Consultation: To enhance data collection on climate migration patterns to 

inform evidence-based policymaking and ensure rights of climate migrants are 

protected, including access to services, employment, and legal pathways.  
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4. Cross-Border Migration: To facilitate cross-border climate migration through bilateral 

agreements like Australia-Tuvalu’s bilateral pact that could include establishing legal 

migration pathways, coupling relocation with adaptation support, ensuring transparent 

community consultations, and integrating national security considerations into 

migration governance frameworks (Francis, 2024).  

5. Resettlement and Livelihood Support: To develop proactive resettlement programs for 

communities at high risk of climate impacts, ensure smooth transitions and attempt to 

reduce potential conflicts over resources and encourage local support systems and 

resettlement programs for climate-affected communities.  
 

International Actors:  

1. Contested Definition for Climate-Displaced People: To adopt a common and 

encompassing definition to prevent protection gaps. Integrate climate migration into 

existing frameworks like the Paris Agreement and Global Compact for Migration for 

greater acknowledgement and improved response.   

2. Migration as Adaptation Strategy: To integrate migration into climate adaptation 

strategies through legal pathways, circular and temporary migration options, and by 

sharing best practices and uphold rights-based, equitable approaches when facilitating 

migration as an adaptation measure. (National Strategy on Internal Displacement, 

2021).  IOM tends to use this concept while the former Special Rapporteur on Climate 

Change views that identifying climate driven migration as an adaptation plan 

underplays the fact that people are forced from their land. They contend it is not 

adapting to climate change but rather escaping its effects (Fry, 2023).  

3. Categorization Approaches: To overcome definitional challenges, international 

organizations should adopt Bangladesh’s categorization approach from its National 

Strategy on Internal Displacement Management. It divides displaced populations into 

three groups: temporarily displaced, in-between temporary and permanent, and 

permanently displaced, enabling targeted assistance based on their specific 

circumstances.  

4. Cross-Border Migration: To encourage wealthier nations and donor countries to 

facilitate cross-border migration for populations displaced by climate change and 

environmental factors. They can promote bilateral and regional agreements that 

establish legal pathways for cross-border relocation.  

5. Strengthen UN Institutions: To empower UNEA and UNEP’s role as an effective global 

environmental agency to track impacts, measure commitments, guide investments, and 

spearhead a transformative multilateral agenda aligning with the 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals.   

6. Expansion of International Conventions: To update existing conventions such as the 

1951 Refugee Convention to include climate-induced displacement.   

7. Creation of New Legal Instruments: To develop new treaties in tandem to adapting 

current ones or accommodate optional protocols specifically addressing climate 

migrants, ensuring protection and rights under international law (A. Forhad, personal 

communication, April 8, 2024)  
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8. Foster Global Dialogue: To utilize global forums including but not limited to UNFCCC 

and G20 to foster dialogue and commitments.  

  

Recommendation 2: Funding  

  

Key Areas: Climate Financing, International Financial System, Impact Investing, Venture 

Philanthropy, Sponsoring Aid 

  

Through research and interviews, we have identified funding as a major point for improvement 

in effectively meeting climate migrants' needs. At present, funding is insufficient and 

misdirected. There are various loss and damage funds to tackle climate disasters, but little of 

this money is directed towards migration. Additionally, the countries of the Global North, while 

hostile to the arrival of migrants on their territories, do not seem to be willing to finance 

sufficient adaptation programs to enable the populations concerned to stay on their territories 

by adapting infrastructures and lifestyles. Therefore, the economic policies do not seem to be 

aligned with the desired outcome, and the donor's fatigue, disappointed by the lack of rapid 

return on their investment, leads many to pull their money away from the climate-migration 

causes.  

  

1. A Dedicated Financial Mechanism: To establish a dedicated global fund to support 

climate change adaptation, disaster risk reduction, and sustainable solutions for 

climate-driven migration. Currently countries are lacking fundings for implementing 

adaptation policies, which are still the best way to prevent forced displacement due to 

climate change. According to IOM, a high budget is dedicated to loss and damage, 

without getting to the roots of the problem, whereas adaptation measures make it 

possible to act upstream of climatic phenomena to reduce migrations. 

 

 
(M. Marques with IOM, email communication, 2024) 
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2. Partnerships: To build trust among the international finance sphere and developing 

countries and prioritize climate finance for developing countries and vulnerable 

regions, including through the replenishment of existing funds. Recent evolution: At 

COP28 in Dubai in November 2023, wealthy countries pledged a combined total of 

over USD 700 million into the “Loss and Damage Fund,” which aims to help 

developing countries compensate for loss and damage from natural disasters caused by 

climate change. The Loss and Damage Fund provides an opportunity for organizations, 

countries, and communities to apply for money to address human mobility needs. The 

main goal of the fund is to compensate vulnerable nations for the impact of climate 

change, including infrastructure development programs. Currently, discussions are still 

underway to determine the management structure of the fund, but one vivid critic 

concerns the World Bank’s role as interim trustee. Indeed, developing countries are 

worried about future development and interest on loans that will be charged. Moreover, 

is it essential to leverage public-private partnerships to mobilize additional resources 

for addressing climate-driven migration. Conducting research about how much of an 

economic asset migrants represent- for example by calculating their input to GDP 

would be a great incentive measure to involve more private sectors in supporting and 

welcoming climate-migrants. They can also act through philanthropy by supplying 

national and international funds, and participate in the creation of new migration routes 

by opening training partnerships and job position.  

3. Communication: To share knowledge and expertise about fundings requests to 

prioritize access to financial resources for vulnerable countries. Support countries in 

developing and implementing their climate change policies budget-wise (including 

National Adaptation Plans and Nationally Determined Contributions) by holding 

discussions that include both financial experts and migrants.   

4. Lobbying: To advocate toward donors to reduce their expectations concerning the 

timeliness of measurable actions following their funding.   

  

Recommendation 3: Capacity Building  

  

Key Areas: Urbanization policies, R&D in Hazard Resistant Agriculture practices, Forecast 

and Adaptive Technology, Advocacy and Operational NGOS, UN system and major agencies: 

UNHCR, IOM, UN-Habitat, UNEP.  

  

Promoting inclusive participation of affected communities, including climate migrants, in 

policy/program development and implementation is essential to address climate-driven 

migration. Engaging communities through dialogue, planning processes, and awareness 

campaigns as well as providing livelihood support in host areas to build understanding and 

reduce resource conflicts are actionable fields on local levels. 

 

1. Research and Assessment: To invest in research and data collection is recommended to 

better understand the drivers, patterns, and impacts of climate-driven migration, and to 

inform evidence-based policymaking. Conduct regular assessments of policy and 
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program effectiveness, use feedback for adjustments, and establish accountability 

mechanisms to ensure adherence to standards and commitments.  

2. Community Inclusion and Participation: To promote inclusive participation of affected 

communities, including climate migrants, in policy and program development and 

implementation. Engage communities through dialogue, planning processes, and 

awareness campaigns. Provide livelihood support in host areas to build understanding 

and reduce resource conflicts.  

3. Climate-smart Technology and Knowledge Transfer: Facilitating technology transfer is 

recommended to support climate adaptation and resilience efforts (A. Forhad, personal 

communication, April 8, 2024). The adoption of climate-smart technologies, eco-

engineering, and nature-based infrastructure solutions, such as conservation 

agriculture, agroforestry, irrigation and water management, and green product 

manufacturing.  

4. Adaptation Strategies and Livelihood Support: Promoting adaptation strategies such as 

saline-resistant crops, fast-growing trees for stabilization, reskilling and reemployment 

of displaced persons, improved forecasting and risk mapping, and safe and regular 

migration pathways. Developing proactive resettlement programs for high-risk 

communities, ensuring smooth transitions, destigmatising migrant and providing 

support for sustainable livelihoods 

5. Climate-Resilient Infrastructure and Services: Investing in climate-resilient 

infrastructure, public health, urban resilience, afforestation, green belt development, 

climate disaster management, ICT services, and water management and WASH 

services, is recommended.  

 

In addition to the above list, existing regional agreements can be used to increase the capacity 

of the international community to respond to climate change. According to OHCHR’s former 

Special Rapporteur on Climate Change, there are numerous existing regional agreements that 

can be adapted to include climate migrants. This is present across the world such as :  

 

1. East Africa: the Protocol on Free Movement of Persons in the Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD) Region. This was created to address issues of 

drought and desertification. As of May 2024, 5 IGAD countries have signed to this: 

Sudan, South Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, and Uganda (Tusiime, 2024) .  

2. Central America Four Free Mobility Agreement: this allows for the free movement of 

migrants between Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras. It also allows 

migrants to renew visas and passports easily and take into account post-disaster 

situations in the country. These regional agreements show countries' approach to 

climate migration, and provide baselines for making climate migration more regular 

and legal (SICA, 2024). 

 

These inter-country and regional agreements can be modified and applied more broadly as the 

international community strategizes how to better share the responsibility of taking climate 

migrants. Adapting the interpretation of existing agreements and laws would allow climate 

migrants to be included in programming and responsibility-sharing, like in the case of the 
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Central America agreement. Not only does this allow for free movement and easily renewable 

visas, when determining if a person can renew their visa, these countries take into account the 

post-disaster situation of the country of origin. Leveraging existing regional agreements present 

in countries vulnerable to climate change could provide an important roadmap to further 

developing the role of the international community.  

 

In addition to regional agreements, existing national plans can be used as a baseline to building 

capacity globally. According to an interview with Mr. Fordhad, from the Permanent Mission 

of Bangladesh, the National Adaptation Plan of 2022 has been put in action to mitigate the 

risks of climate change from 2023-2050 by developing climate resilient cities, training people 

in vulnerable areas in new livelihoods, and creating climate resilient agriculture to prevent loss 

of livelihoods. Prior to this adaptation plan, Bangladesh had created policies and regulatory 

frameworks to promote sustainable development. The lessons-learned of these models were 

leveraged when identifying opportunities for further adaptation(Ministry of Environment, 

Forest and Climate Change, Government of the People's Republic of Bangladesh, 2022). To 

further build the capacity of vulnerable countries like Bangladesh and modify this on a global 

scale, analyzing previous plans and their results is essential. 

 

Limitations of the Recommendations 

 

The above recommendations are drawn from interviews and research conducted. Meanwhile, 

the research team has noticed the limitations of the recommendations in terms of the 

following aspects: 

 

1. Limited feasibility to be achieved in short-term time scale: This limitation particularly 

applies to the recommendations relevant to international policies which requires 

negotiations among states to adopt whether a definition for the climate-vulnerable 

population or the mechanisms of protection. Due to ongoing discussions between 

countries and international organizations concerning responsibility sharing, definitions, 

and other points of contention, the short term feasibility is severely limited by the 

differing opinions of stakeholders.  

2. Contrasting opinions of national, international, and non-governmental Actors: Through 

the interviews the team conducted, it was revealed the severely divergent opinions of 

various stakeholders. In order to get a clear understanding of the issue from different 

angles, the team reached out to a diverse array of interviewees to understand these 

conflicting opinions. There are nevertheless many stakeholder voices who were not 

heard during this process, so further discussion among actors are needed to move 

forward with creating an international global governance.  

3. Influence of donors to international organizations: As earlier mentioned in the problem 

statement, the research team hypothesizes that international organizations, although 

they have their own specific mandates and responsibilities, can be influenced by the 

political and economic agendas of the big donor states. This can lead to the 

contradictory plannings, actions, and/or funding strategies among different actors in 
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this field and result in contradictory consequences, for example, capacity building and 

fundings to facilitate or to contain the movements of the people. Essentially, in 

addressing the issue of climate-driven migration, the ultimate goal can vary among 

actors, making it more complicated to make projections of the number of people who 

will be displaced. 
 

  



25 
 

Conclusion 

  

Addressing climate-driven migration necessitates a comprehensive and multi-faceted 

approach, as underscored by this research analysis. The fragmented nature of current efforts 

and the absence of a universally accepted legal framework leave millions vulnerable to 

displacement and its associated hardships. To mitigate these challenges, it is critical to develop 

robust international and national policies that explicitly address climate-induced displacement. 

Clear legal categorizations and protection mechanisms must be established to ensure that 

climate migrants are not left in a legal void, which hampers their access to aid and protection. 

Moreover, the inadequacy of existing funding mechanisms is a significant barrier to effectively 

addressing climate migration. Prioritizing adaptation and sustainable solutions over short-term 

emergency aid is crucial. Innovative funding mechanisms, such as a dedicated global fund for 

climate migration, should be developed to ensure long-term support for affected communities. 

This approach will help build resilience and reduce the need for desperate measures, such as 

irregular migration. 

Capacity building at all levels is equally essential. Strengthening early warning systems, 

improving data collection on migration trends, and empowering local actors with the necessary 

knowledge and tools will enhance the ability to anticipate and respond to climate-induced 

displacement. Collaborative efforts between governments, international organizations, civil 

society, and the private sector are imperative for developing comprehensive strategies that 

protect the rights and dignity of climate migrants. 

Indeed, further research must be carried out in order to overcome the limitations that we have 

identified while conducting this study, especially concerning fundings. With no visible and 

rapid progress following their investments, donors are exposed to discouragement and “donor 

fatigue” that lead them to reduce their fundings,  even though our research shows that it is 

crucial to invest more in adaptation and sustainable measures. Thus, it seems crucial to find a 

way to reverse this trend.  

In conclusion, addressing climate-driven migration requires urgent, coordinated, and decisive 

action across legal, financial, and capacity-building domains. By implementing the 

recommendations outlined in this report, stakeholders can work together in the right direction 

to manage climate migration with compassion, resilience, and justice, ensuring a sustainable 

and humane future for all affected populations. 
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