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INTRODUCTION 

 

 





WHAT WE KNOW 

 

• Major driver of migration and displacement 
– Number of displaced by disasters, 2008-2014 

 

 

 

 

• On average: 26.4 M / year 

• Perceptions very different from reality 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

36.1 M 16.7 M 42.3 M 16.5 M 30.3 M 22.3 M 19.3 M 



London Futures, exhibition at the Museum of London  

Act on climate change, or fear the refugees 





‘Climate refugees’ as the human faces of 

global warming 
 

• Migrants are often 
portrayed as expiatory, 
powerless victims of climate 
change. 

 

• They are also the first 
witnesses of climate change, 
the living proofs that global 
warming is under way. 

 

• The idea of a multi-causal 
migration doesn’t get along 
very well with this rhetoric. 

 



1. Sea-level rise 
Coastal regions will be first and most affected 

 

Source: NASA 

A sea-level rise of 1cm puts 1 million people at risk of displacement 



2. Droughts and land degradation 

• Impacts on migration difficult to forecast 

 

– Migration flows tend to  

 decrease at the peak of  

 droughts 

 

– That’s because 

  households affect their  

 resources to primary  

 needs. 



3. Extreme meteorological events 

 



 



Characteristics of the migrants 

• Positive relationship between environmental degradation and 
migration. 

 

• Different factors intermingle, but environmental factors are of 
growing importance. 

– Definitional issue 
 

• These factors increase the constraints to migration 

– Rise in forced migration 
 

• Migration flows are often internal, and happening on short distances 

– Affected countries bear all the burden of migration. 
 

• The most vulnerable are often unable to migrate. 

– Migration is expensive 



A disconnection from the realities of migration 

 
• Migrants are seen as expiatory, resourceless victims of climate change. 

– Many of them don’t consider themselves as victims, or don’t want to be 
considered as such. 

– Migrants are resourceful agents – they are not the most vulnerable 

 

• Migration is perceived as an adaptation failure 

– In many cases, it can be an adaptation strategy 

 

• We assume a direct, causal relationship between climate change and 
migration. 

 

• We expect that these displacements will be forced and international. 

 

• We assume that the nature and extent of the migration flows will depend 
upon the impacts of climate change. 

– Environmental determinism 

 

• Climate-induced migration can also improve human security. 



A Copernican revolution 



Maldives, October 2009 

The canaries in the coalmine 

 



Islands as laboratories 

• Exotic islands have often been assimilated to 
intact, non-perverted spaces 

• Isolated from time and space 

• Fit to reproduce laboratory conditions 

• Providing simple models for the study of more 
complex societies 

        (that is, Western societies) 



1928 



1719 









• Islands are viewed as the incarnation of the 
impacts of climate change 

• Islanders as the first witnesses (and the first 
victims) of climate change 

• This representation has increasingly been used 
by SIDS governments make their voices heard 
in the negotiations  

 

 Islands seem to matter only because 
they disappear 

 



Pitfalls of this rhetoric 

• It doesn’t match reality 
– Environmental displacement is often an internal and multi-causal 

movement. 

 

• It induces environmental determinism 
– Assumption that the nature and extent of the migration flows 

will depend upon the impacts of climate change. 

– Ignores the role of policies 

 

• It doesn’t serve the interests of the migrants 
– Fuels xenophobic prejudices 

– Migrants perceived as a threat to security 



WHAT WE DON’T KNOW 

 





Policy responses 

 



The Cancun opportunity 

 





The Nansen Initiative 

• Launched in 2012 by the 

governement of Norway 

and Switzerland. 

• With support of Costa Rica,  

Australia, Philippines, 

Mexico, Kenya. 

• Walter Kälin as special 

envoy. 

• Intergovernmental process. 

• Protection agenda agreed 

2015. 



Migration as an environmental policy? 

• New defining question: 

  Is migration a failure to adapt, or an adaptation strategy? 
 

• End result: Current drift towards UNFCCC as the best 

framework to address the issue 

– Perceived need to address the issue globally – and no such 

mechanism with regard to migration governance. 

– Environmental displacements not related to climate change are 

forgotten. 

– Issue of preemptive resettlements, especially in a 4°C+ 

scenario. 
 

 

 
 



Displacement in the name of adaptation 

• Some of the most vulnerable zones are also amongst the most 
densely populated. 

• Some governments have already started moving populations in 
prevision of future climate change impacts. 

 

• Examples: 

– China – ‘Environmental Migration’ program in Inner Mongolia 
• Aimed at fighting against desertification 

• Resettled nomadic pastoralists in towns and villages 

• Nomadic pastoralists were considered as part of the problem 

 

– Vietnam – Flooded communities 

• Resettling of villages in the Mekong delta 

• Actually increased the vulnerability of communities 



 




