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280 million people are at risk of drowning by the end of this century, estimates the

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), warning of the repercussions of climate
change. It confirms that sea-level rise, coupled with a warmer world of 2 degrees Celsius, could lead
to the drowning of the said number of people worldwide.
Nowadays, many countries and regions are affected by disasters year after year. In 2018 alone,
17.2 million persons were forced to flee their places of residence because of disasters in 148
countries and territories, and 764,000 persons were displaced across Somalia, Afghanistan, and
many other countries due to the worsening drought in these areas.
In addition, deteriorating environments have affected human migration. Such movement may be
the result of voluntary decisions made by migrants to improve their economic status, which is
known by voluntary migration. As for the refugees, their movement results from external coercion
forcing them to migrate.
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In the international law and standards, refugees are defined under the 1951 United Nations Refugee
Convention and its 1967 amendment as persons who suffer from “a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or
political opinion”. Thus, migrants who meet the criteria set out in these documents are called
“refugees” under the Convention, while others are considered voluntary migrants.
Indeed, the debate about the legal rights of people who migrate due to climate-related events is not
new; the debate dates back to before the term “environmental refugees” was coined and
disseminated by Lester Brown of the Worldwatch Institute in the 1970s. However, no logical
conclusion has been reached to date due to the lack of formal recognition or a definition of the
term under an international neologism. Additionally, Geneva Conventions do not protect victims of
environmental disasters; it is significantly constrained in terms of the protection it provides and the
neologism that fails to meet new international migrations.
The notion of “persecution” mentioned in the Convention is also closely related to the fear of
personal persecution that avoids the underlying general persecution resulting from disasters and
environmental degradation. It is intended to mean unfair treatment. In other words, the victims of
the tsunami were not considered victims of persecution as per Geneva Conventions, nor do the
victims of drought, desertification, etc.
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Sociologists studying the phenomenon of environmental refugees have produced many valuable
reviews of this current literature (such as Ramlogan,1996; Perout, 1995; Westing, 1992). These
reviews have more or less preserved and adhered to the concept of "environmental refugee" put by
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1985.

Essam El-Hinnawi, a researcher
at the United Nations Environment
Programme, defined environmental
refugees as "those people who have been
forced to leave their traditional habitat,
temporarily or permanently, because of a
marked environmental disruption (natural
and/or triggered by people) that
jeopardized their existence and/or
seriously affected the quality of their life".
According to this definition, environmental
disruption means any physical, chemical, or
biological changes in the ecosystem that
temporarily or permanently render it
unsuitable for human life.1

El-Hinnawi has stated three types of environmental refugees on the basis of the time criterion:
temporarily displaced by disasters, —whether natural or triggered by people that have been termed
"environmental stress", permanently displaced by severe environmental changes, and migrants due
to the gradual deterioration of environmental conditions. He considers the latter to be a limited
category. Despite this vague categorization, the literature that has since evolved has made use of it.
Although this definition is agreed upon by environmental refugees, it —and other definitions—will
remain ambiguous as a result of two factors. The first factor is the confirmation that the
surrounding environment has shifted to an environment less conducive to human existence, while
the second is the recognition that these conditions cause migration.
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Attempts to Clarify Overlapping Concepts:
To illustrate the overlapping concepts associated with voluntary migrants, environmental migrants,
or environmental refugees, scholars have developed several criteria to guide them when talking
about the causes of environmental displacement. The population growth factor was the common
factor that Norman Myers linked to environmental problems and called the term "population
pressure" a critical factor of environmental degradation. He stated that environmental refugees
were in fact refugees of population pressure. Myers predicted that they would soon become the
largest group of involuntary migrants. By 2050, their number will reach 216 million refugees.2
The abovementioned criteria are deterioration, natural disasters, and expropriation. As for the first
criterion, deterioration is the gradual environmental changes that involve land degradation and
climate change, as a result of shortages of arable land, poor agricultural practices, lack of rural
infrastructure for agriculture, and population growth and poverty combined. These changes are
usually the result of human activity occurring over a long period of time in a gradual manner and
leading to unintended or unplanned displacement.
The second criterion is large-scale natural disasters,
which are exacerbated by population pressure and
poverty. They occur over a short period of time in an
acute manner causing unintended or unplanned
displacement.
Regarding the third criterion, expropriation takes
place when individuals are dispossessed of their
homes as a result of development processes,
infrastructure-building, and projects that require a
deliberate change in the environment. It occurs
within a short period of time leading to deliberate
and planned displacement. Consequently, the socalled refugee victims suffer from "environmental
persecution". The latter is defined by Steve Lonergan
as the environmental destruction caused by the
territory's development projects by authorities who
fail to protect the victims they are supposed to
protect.3
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Figure 1
Reasons for environmental refuge according to the causes of environmental conflict
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With regard to the concepts of relocation due to environmental
degradation, the concept of "environmental migration" —which
does not have a legal definition— has been seen as a link in the
relocation or migration chain. The chain begins in the form of a
straight line with three links from the far right to the far left. Its
first link starts from the far right with the parties who have
control over the decision to leave or move: migrants. The second
link in the middle is the parties who have less control over the
decision to leave or move because of limited options:
environmental migrants. The last link in the far left is the parties
who have no control over the decision to leave —involuntary
decision—, and they are the so-called environmental refugees.
Thus, two of the most important features of environmental
refugees are the transformation of the environment that made
it less suitable for living and human work and the recognition
that this environmental transformation led to the migration of
the population, which made them environmental refugees.5
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Resources depletion

In spite of the abovementioned attempts, criticism about current literature on environmental
refugees can be summarized —as Trolldalen mentions— in three main problems. They emerged —at
least partially— from the uncritical acceptance of El-Hinnawi’s vague definition of environmental
refugees. Such problems can be stated as follows:
First: Deep regional partiality shown in studies related to environmental refugees. Work in certain
parts of the world, i.e., Africa and Asia has been focused; the same was not applied in other areas.
Second: Scarcity of detailed case studies on the circumstances generating environmental refugees.
Third: Rejection by scientists inclined to the international law, security issues, and large-scale
matters related to migration against the use of the term “refugee”.
Trying to resolve such problems, the current project classifies environmental refugees according to
the standards of environmental disturbance: origin (natural or technological), duration (abrupt or
gradual), and whether the immigration was planned to aim for separation (deliberately or not).
Thus, determining environmental disturbances and shape of population flows can help improve the
concepts explaining the relation between the environment and various human movements such as
migration and refuge.
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Initiatives and Propositions to Protect Environmentally Refuged Populations
Several international efforts and initiatives have been launched to protect environmental refugees,
including but not limited to:
Refugee Environmental Protection Fund: The
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) launched the Refugee Environmental
Protection Fund in order to invest in high-impact
reforestation processes. The Fund aims at planting
additional millions of trees to become a
communication channel among refugees, host
communities, and global carbon markets through
creating a sustainable innovative mechanism. Such
mechanisms are for funding and investment in
promoting and expanding the use of clean energy
in host communities during times of refuge and
vulnerable to climate change repercussions around
across the globe. The carbon footprint shall be
recorded for such programs to be evaluated in
order to create the first large-scale classification
for carbon emissions emitted by refugees. The
volume of such emissions shall help provide
funding for the Fund.
Establishment of the Strategic Framework for Climate Action: The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) works, through the Strategic Framework for Climate Action,
on promoting the capability of refugees, displaced persons, and host communities to face the risks
related to climate and other environmental hazards. This can be done through rallying networks of
international and local partners, finding out solutions focusing on protection, and presenting data,
analyses, legal and technical support, and instructions to Member States. The objective is to
promote climate action and limit disaster risks while prioritizing the most vulnerable countries,
communities, and individuals. UNHCR also stands by refugees, displaced persons, and stateless
persons and calls them to represent themselves in policies forums and take part in decisions
affecting their ability to adapt with climate-related and environmental risks. Through the Strategic
Framework, UNHCR targets promoting refugee protection by investments in pre-emptive measures
to limit and manage such risks.
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Nansen Initiative: Launched by Switzerland and Norway in October 2012, the initiative aims for
providing countries with a plethora of recommendations to direct responses to some pressing
complicated challenges created by displacement in regard to climate change and other
environmental risks.
Platform on Disaster Displacement: Launched in May 2016 in
Geneva, it is one of the international initiatives for
supporting the most vulnerable populations. Led by
19 countries including Switzerland, the project targets
“working on providing a better protection for cross-border
displaced persons in relation to disasters and catastrophic
impacts of climate change”.
The project also aims for completing the job the Nansen
Initiative started and implementing the recommendations of
the protection agenda. Worthy to note, the agenda is a list of
tools to prevent displacement, better prepare for it, and
respond to cases where persons are forced to find a haven
within their homeland or beyond borders. The platform
forges partnerships among policymakers, practitioners, and
researchers; it also serves as a forum for various
stakeholders for dialogue, information exchange, and
formulation of policies and standards. Both the Republic of
Fiji and the European Union (EU) lead the initiative.

Despite all these initiatives and others, the issue of climate refugees is still debatable. A global
comprehensive solution to be proposed during the UN conferences on climate change has to be
found. Some of the effective solutions in this regard are:
First: Improvement and Modification of Current Tools: The quickest and most efficient approach in
this regard can be modifying the existing tools to become more suitable to the problem in hand.
Since the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the most
comprehensive convention tackling climate change implemented by the UN Member States, the
logical choice is to amend UNFCCC to include an independent section or formulate an agreement in
accordance with UNFCCC to deal with climate migrants.

104

Second: New Framework or New Convention to Protect
Environmentally Displaced Persons: It can be more useful for the
international community to agree and formulate a new framework
to protect and rehabilitate climate migrants. Such framework has
to recognize and determine the main principles governing
migration of persons inside one country or beyond as a result of
climate change. These principles have to put forward a clear
responsibility for neighboring countries and Member States with
high rates of emissions and negative impacts on climate. Such tool
has to include the following principles:

 Early Sustainable Response: This tool will be vital upon handling
the dilemma on the definition of climate migrants. Hence, the
convention has to set a clear definition for climate migrants
considering the abovementioned factors and determine the
main incentives leading to migration and resettlement. These
steps shall help respond to the impacted populations and
mitigate risks for vulnerable populations.

 Respect of Individual and Group Rights: It is highly important for
the convention to recognize that loss of land and livelihoods shall
lead to human rights violations for individuals and populations.

 Global Approach for Climate Migration: Climate change is a
global phenomenon; thus, it requires global solutions. The most
countries contributing to climate change are usually far from the
most impacted ones.

 Burden Sharing: The burden of providing funding, building
capacities, or rehabilitating —in extreme cases— should be shared
justly among developed, developing, and least developed
countries. Burden-sharing among countries contributing to
climate change and countries vulnerable to the impacts of
climate change has to be determined through a mechanism
based on the “polluter pays” principle. This shall work as an
incentive to reduce levels of emissions.
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Recommendations:
Regardless of the used term to define the phenomenon of movements caused by climate change, it
is necessary to follow certain measures to limit such phenomenon:

 Limiting the risks of disasters by preparedness measures, which involve the mechanisms of early
alarm and procedures, the prediction based on the evidence of future movements, and the
inclusion of the refugees in strategies for limiting disaster risks.

 Forging international partnerships and cooperating with the United Nations Regional Groups, —
especially the International Organization for Migration (IOM)— international financial
institutions, and development partners to study the reasons behind environmental displacement
and find sustainable solutions. In addition, including the refugees and their concerns in the
sustainable development plans, adapting to climate change, and adopting the polices, plans, and
programs of limiting disaster risks are important measures.

 Including climate risks in the multiple risk assessment and boosting the process of evaluating
and reaching data related to the possibility and sustainability of the planned returning and
moving if necessary, taking into consideration disaster risks in various periods of time.

 Adopting the developed plans of using climate-resilient lands, infrastructure, and public services
to avoid limiting the refugees and vulnerable host communities to high-risk regions.

 Upgrading the skills of employees and partners in the field of merging the risk of climate change
with the methods of community preparedness and climate-intelligent programming in places of
displacement.
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