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Topic A: Defining ‘Climate Refugees’ and Protections for Persons Displaced by Disaster
“Please make no mistake. Climate change is the biggest threat to security that humans have ever faced.”
- David Attenborough, world-renowned naturalist

Introduction
During a security council meeting in 2007, Papua New Guinea said that “the impact of
climate change on small islands was no less threatening than the dangers guns and bombs posed
to large nations.”1 As climate change continues to escalate, its impacts heighten existing social,
economic, and environmental challenges, creating instability and new security risks. These
include impacts on food, water, energy supplies, increased competition over natural resources,
loss of livelihoods, climate-related disasters, and forced migration and displacement.”2 The
number of refugees and internally displaced people (IDP’s) internationally is on the rise as a
result of climate change related disasters, but the lack of a clear definition of ‘climate refugees’
and initiatives to address this looming crisis from international organizations has left millions
without proper protection against climate related displacement.
The main environmental factors that contribute to migration are natural disasters,
industrial accidents, evolution of the environment, development projects that affect the
environment, and environmental consequences due to conflicts. Natural disasters and
environmental evolution are linked to climate change rather than human activity, and climate
change has exacerbated the effects of these factors in devastating ways. For example, the
incidence and intensity of tropical hurricanes and flooding due to heavy rainfall, droughts and its
resulting food shortages, rising sea levels, and wildfires have all increased due to climate
change.3 As a result, climate related displacement and migration is expected to worsen, and the
influx of humanitarian crises will overwhelm unprepared communities, especially vulnerable
communities and civilians. The Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP) predicts over one billion
people face displacement by 2050 due to environmental change and related conflict; victims of
these circumstances are often considered climate refugees.4
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Nations will not be affected equally, but all will feel the effects of the changing climate.5
Generally, the industrialized Global North is responsible for carbon emissions which contribute
to global warming, while the Global South is left with the adverse effects described above,
making climate-induced migration a political matter rather than an environmental one.6
Developing countries with high levels of poverty and nonunified governments are in the most
danger, as they are not equipped to find ways to prepare for and prevent environmental threats.
Because of this, 80% of displaced people originate from these countries.7, 8
The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees defines a refugee as someone
who has a "well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion,” but these conditions do not
typically apply to ‘climate refugees.’9 Furthermore, natural factors are not the sole cause of
migration: the economic, social, and political situation of a country can influence the flow of
migrants. Environmental displacement is a by-product of “population pressure upon natural
resources, the way in which the environment is being exploited by people, and the wealth of the
occupants in the area.”10 The displacement of people due to environmental disaster induces
environmental problems, that will in turn affect conflicts, which will heighten environmental
deterioration.11, 12
Background
The term ‘environmental refugees’ was first used in 1985 for a United Nations
Environmental Programme report to describe the large-scale internal displacement and cross
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border mass movements of people that were a result of climate-related disaster.13 There is no one
widely accepted definition, which is why legal protections for those that may fit this status are so
complicated and undeveloped. According to National Geographic, environmental refugees
include immigrants forced to flee because of natural disasters, whereas climate refugees are a
type of environmental refugee that are forced to flee because of the effects of climate change and
global warming; these terms are not endorsed by the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR).14, 15 While these specific terms are not supported by the UNHCR, they still
acknowledge the forced displacement due to climate related disasters and work to protect those
displaced.
Several major organizations have been working to establish greater protections for
displaced people as well as mitigate environmental damages due to displacement. For instance,
the UNHCR is actively working to guide the interpretation of legal frameworks to protect people
displaced by climate related disasters and use the 1951 Refugee Convention to offer protections.
They also help preserve and rehabilitate the environment to keep displaced communities out of
the vicious cycle of displacement hurting the environment. Such preservation and rehabilitation
efforts ensure that constant displacement does not exacerbate conflict, which would further
damage the environment, repeating the cycle. Additionally, the UNHCR works to bring clean
and affordable energy to all refugee settlements and host countries by 2030 through their Clean
Energy Challenge. This is in an effort to create systemic change that will “enhance refugees’
self-reliance and reduce their dependency on humanitarian aid.”16 Other examples of
organizations that are assisting displaced persons are the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF): The IOM has collaborated
with the UNHCR on guiding regional, national and international policymakers. Also, UNICEF
partners with young people to locate areas particularly vulnerable to climate change and works to
ensure access to services for all children displaced by climate change.17
To provide greater protections for displaced people, governments may grant asylum to
people who are displaced by climate-induced conflicts and provide access to clean and affordable
forms of energy for all refugees. This, however, strains the resources and environments of host
countries. Governments may also scale up financing for climate adaptation/mitigation in
developing nations that host the highest number of refugees. UNHCR and IOM also offer
guidance and expertise to States when needed.
13
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Current Situation
Several recent global efforts have been made to navigate the issue of forced displacement
due to climate change. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) established the Task Force on Displacement (TFD) in 2015 to provide policy advice
on the impacts of climate change on displacement.18 Potential plans of establishing a climate
displacement facility where compensation for losing livelihoods or land could be negotiated were
discussed.19 An agreement adopted by the UN in 2018, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly,
and Regular Migration (GCM), acknowledges that a major factor of large-scale migration is the
adverse impacts of climate change. It states that governments should protect climate refugees in
the countries of their arrival through planned relocation or visa options if return to the country of
origin is not possible.20 Similarly, the Platform on Disaster Displacement (PDD) developed a
Protection Agenda for people displaced across borders by disasters. This plan was based around
existing frameworks and soft laws that states could choose to adopt; their implementation work
plan ran until 2022. PDD and other international groups believe that protection mechanisms
within a regional context will work best.
In 2015, Ioane Teitiota from Kiribati applied for refugee status with New Zealand over
the threat his home faced from rising sea levels; Teitiota was repatriated to Kiribati before filing
a complaint with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) Human
Rights Committee, which monitors the implementation of the ICCPR. While the committee
upheld New Zealand’s decision because Teitiota was not in imminent danger, it also concluded
that the rising sea-levels posed “a serious threat to the right to life of people living in countries
like Kiribati”, and that national courts must take these violations into account in such cases. They
also concluded that people facing climate change impacts that threaten their right to life cannot
be repatriated to their country of origin, which opened the door for increasing successful climate
change related refugee claims.21 In a similar nature, in October 2020, the UNHCR published
legal considerations about claims for protection for climate refugees. These considerations
explain how some climate refugees can claim refugee status based on overlapping risks from
political or social issues.22
18
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The most controversial policy solution to expand the protections of climate refugees was
created by New Zealand in 2017. The policy offered special humanitarian visas to
climate-affected Pacific Islanders, but it was abandoned in 2018 to follow the priorities of the
Pacific Islanders; they wished for the government to invest in emissions mitigation and have
‘migration with dignity,’ meaning that Islanders can choose when they move rather than being
treated as refugees.23 Similarly, U.S. Senator Ed Markey introduced a bill in 2019 that would
allow up to 50,000 climate-displaced persons per year to resettle in the US.24
In 2017, Vanuatu established the National Climate Change and Disaster-Induced
Displacement Policy, which addresses “all stages of the response to climate change and
disaster-induced displacement, from seeking to prevent the underlying causes of displacement to
the final stage of ensuring displaced people and host communities’ long-term recovery needs are
met through national development planning.” Their displacement policy led to new projects in
2021, such as developing standard procedures on planned relocation.25 Planned relocation is the
process in which a community is physically moved to another location and resettled there; this is
not considered emergent evacuation, but it may follow evacuations when the place of origin is no
longer habitable.26 In a different example, for a finance based solution, Fiji’s Climate Change
Relocation and Displaced People’s Trust Fund may serve as a model, as they will raise revenue
through a Environment and Climate Adaptation Levy (ECAL). This trust will bring in
approximately five million dollars yearly, which while substantial, will not be enough to help
relocate large communities.27
Climate change is causing adverse effects across the world, so there is a dire need to
prepare for this ongoing struggle. People will be displaced internally and internationally, lose
access to health services, struggle in unpredictable economies, and more. Without a clear
framework and international mechanism to protect climate refugees and their eventual asylum
needs, the United Nations is not adequately prepared for the climate crisis. Furthermore, the
mass displacement of people will trigger supply, food, water, agricultural, and labor crises. All
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Hall, Nina. “New Zealand: A Global Leader on Climate and Displacement?” Asia & the Pacific Policy Society.
Last modified June 25, 2019. Accessed September 4, 2022.
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international systems stand to suffer should the United Nations fail to reckon with global
disasters certain to come.
The United Nations Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Committee was established to
promote and enforce basic freedoms and ideals outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, so it will convene to debate the framework of protections for peoples displaced by
disasters in the context of the changing climate. Delegates should be careful as to not focus only
on disaster response, humanitarian aid, and supply shortages, which are just a few problems
caused by the diverse and complex issue of climate change. Delegates must remember to focus
solely on the protections for persons displaced by climate related disasters, not climate change’s
environmental impacts, as to do so would infringe upon the jurisdiction of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP).
Questions to Consider
1. What is the legal status of refugees in your country? What are your country’s laws
regarding refugees, and do they discuss climate refugees?
a. Are there discrepancies between your country’s paper commitments to refugee
acceptance and your actual practices? Why might such discrepancies exist?
2. How has your country been affected by climate-related displacement?
a. If your country has many climate emigrants, have any measures been taken to
keep people from leaving?
3. Has your country taken any actions to assist displaced persons and refugees in relation to
climate change? What actions have been effective and not? Why?
4. How open is your country with regards to accepting climate refugees? What plans does
your country have in the future to address displaced persons seeking refugee status due to
climate change?
Suggested Sources
1. Climate Change and Disaster Displacement
https://www.unhcr.org/climate-change-and-disasters.html
2. Legal Considerations Regarding Claims for International Protection Made in the Context
of the Adverse Effects of Climate Change and Disasters | UNHCR
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5f75f2734.html
3. Let’s Talk About Climate Migrants, Not Climate Refugees | UN Sustainable
Development Goals
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/06/lets-talk-about-climate-migrant
s-not-climate-refugees/
4. Climate Change Link to Displacement of Most Vulnerable is Clear: UNHCR | UN News
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/04/1090432
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Topic B: International Rights of the Homeless
“Homelessness is a profound assault on dignity, social inclusion, and the right to life. It is a prima facie violation of
the right to housing and violates a number of other human rights in addition to the right to life, including
non-discrimination, health, water and sanitation, security of the person, and freedom from cruel, degrading, and
inhuman treatment.”
- Balakrishnan Rajagopal, UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing

Introduction
Around 2% of the world’s population is to some extent homeless, and about 20%, or 1.6
billion people, have inadequate housing.28 Taking pandemic-related rises in housing inequity into
full account, the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights places the
total number of inadequately housed people around 1.8 billion people.29 With the population of
the world expected to grow exponentially to 8.6 billion in ten years and 9.7 billion people by
2050, the total number of people with inadequate housing or experiencing homelessness will also
rise, and there is currently no easy way to address the situation of homelessness.30
All UN member nations have agreed to some form of an international treaty guaranteeing
the right to adequate housing. For example, in Article 25 of the United Nations Declaration of
Human Rights, “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing, and medical care and
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness,
disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.”31
The UNDHR was approved in 1952 and today all of the member states of the UN have signed on
in agreement with the UNDHR. The UN also mentions this right in Article 11 of the
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The Covenant
states: “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an adequate
standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing, and housing, and
to the continuous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps
to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the essential importance of
international cooperation based on free consent.”32 Finally, the United Nations further goes into
28

Millennium Alliance for Humanity and Biosphere. 2019. “Yet another emerging global crisis- Homelessness.”
MAHB. https://mahb.stanford.edu/library-item/yet-another-emerging-global-crisis-homelessness.
29
United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights and Balakrishnan Rajagopal. n.d. “The
human right to adequate housing.” OHCHR..
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-housing/human-right-adequate-housing.
30
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. 2019. “World Population Prospects 2019: Highlights
| Multimedia Library - United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.” the United Nations.
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/world-population-prospects-2019-highlights.html.
31
United Nations General Assembly. 1948. “Universal Declaration of Human Rights | United Nations.” the United
Nations. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights.
32
General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI). 1966. “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights.” OHCHR.
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defining international human rights in conference general comments. Specifically, Comment No.
4 to the ICESCR, which defines the concept of “housing adequacy” through seven socio-legal
components: Security of tenure; Availability of services; Affordability; Habitability;
Accessibility; Location; and Cultural Adequacy. 33
Housing is critical to many other facets of life, including physical and mental
health, quality of life, access to education, and economic outcomes, among others. Because of
this, safe, stable, and affordable housing is a necessity for achieving many other human rights,
including security and safety.34 Furthermore, homelessness is one of the most severe violations of
the right to adequate housing, and it has been on a steep increase in many economically
advanced countries. Over the past 20-25 years, there has been a growing shortage of affordable
rental housing and a simultaneous increase in poverty.35
As mentioned above, one of the main causes of homelessness internationally is poverty.36
This is why you can see such a clear increase in homelessness after an economic crisis or
pandemic. Stagnant wages, unemployment, and high housing and healthcare costs all play into
poverty.37
Compared to the general population, homeless persons can display a serious spectrum of
illness such as HIV infection, alcohol and drug abuse, mental illness, tuberculosis, and other
conditions.38 Nevertheless, simply treating illness is insufficient to aid in addressing
homelessness. Homelessness is frequently caused by persons having their socio-economic rights
infringed upon.39 However, it is encouraging to note that more nations are beginning to address
homelessness and equality for peoples’ socio-economic rights, as more and more groups raise
awareness of the issue.
Background
The definition of “homeless” differs around the world mainly because "home" refers to
more than just a place to live. It also includes features of autonomy, community, and social

33

UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 1991. “General comment No. 4: The right to adequate
housing.” Refworld. https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/47a7079a1.pdf.
34
Gaitán, Veronica. 2018. “How Housing Can Determine Educational, Health, and Economic Outcomes.” Housing
Matters.
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35
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inclusion, all of which tend to differ from one nation to the next due partly to social conventions
as well as economic and political realities.
There is not one singular cause for homelessness. As stated above, everyone can become
homeless, but, the primary cause is poverty: homelessness has long been recognized as a global
phenomenon, affecting poorer populations in both the developed and developing worlds.
However, acute housing needs have often struggled to achieve the same level of priority at an
international level compared to the satisfaction of other basic needs, such as food, water,
healthcare, and education.40 One other issue that can be attributed to homelessness is poor health
and access to healthcare.
Current Situation
As stated above, internationally, there are around 1.6 billion inadequately housed people,
with more than 150 million people homeless with no shelter. 15 million people are forcefully
evicted each year, 883 million people live in slums, and 22 million people are displaced every
year due to uncontrolled conditions like climate.41 These numbers paint a larger picture when it
comes to the rate of global homelessness, and these are only the statistics that we have access to.
Additionally, these numbers become largely skewed because of the lack of government
resources, the taboo nature of homelessness and the tendency of governments to downplay the
issue, and the fact that many homeless people themselves are reluctant to come forward and
register due to a combination of shame, insufficient resources, or safety concerns, such as
violence and sexual assault.42 Furthermore, these numbers are further limited in their inaccuracy
because governments have difficulty defining what homelessness is and because the definition
changes across the world.
One reoccurring issue is independent governments’ use of regulations and policies to
criminalize homelessness. The criminalization of homelessness refers to measures that prohibit
life-sustaining activities such as sleeping/camping, eating, sitting, and/or asking for
money/resources in public spaces.43 In the past, forms of homelessness criminalization also
included the use of sun-down laws, which were laws used to prohibit the entry of minorities in
some cities after dark, and prohibitions on “camping” in public spaces, but now, these laws have
grown to strict bans on sleeping in private vehicles and public places. All across the world, these
regulations differ, and there is a large difference in how governments interact with homeless
populations as a whole.
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Case Study - The United States of America
Over the past 25 years, cities across the United States have penalized people who are
forced to carryout out life-sustaining activities in public spaces; despite the fact, that these
communities lack adequate affordable housing and shelter space. Ultimately, many of these
measures are designed to move homeless persons out of sight and at times, out of a given city.
In a survey of 187 cities, the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty
discovered that there has been more legislation criminalizing homelessness since 2011.
Restrictions on begging in public have climbed by 25%, these go for the same as the restrictions
on loitering have increased by 35%, sitting or lying down in specific public places has increased
by 43%, and bans on sleeping in vehicles have increased by 119% throughout the combined
cities as a whole. Numerous people are forced to live and sleep on the streets every night because
there aren't enough shelter beds available in major American cities. 44 Like in the Portland, WA
area where they fell almost 3,000 beds behind to fulfull their needs.45
Despite the fact that more people become homeless every day, efforts to address the issue
are not always successful. For example, the failed “housing first” plan that was introduced in the
US city of Los Angeles, and this plan provides unconditional, permanent housing as quickly as
possible to homeless people with other supportive services afterward. 46
Case Study - Japan
Within the country of Japan, the homeless population totals to be about 0.033% of the
total population of the country, on the other hand, the United States with a homeless population
being 2%.47 While internationally, a few main reasons for homelessness can be contributed to
mental illness, drug addiction, and avalable housing, the government’s strict drug laws, mental
health systems and housing options contribute to the countries low homeless population.
Homelessness in Japan largely results from both systemic and social barriers.
A larger comparison can be shown as in 2018, an official survey by the Japanese
Government found that there were 5,535 homeless people in Japan. Official statistics on Japan’s
homeless population indicate a drop since 2016, but critics contend that they are not
comprehensive. This study concluded the number of homeless peoples living in certain areas but
did ignore areas like Internet Cafes.48
44
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Internet Cafes, small cafes that provide public wifi use and computer usage for a fee,
first appeared in Japan around the late 1990s. Since the popularization of these 24-hour
establishments, they have been used for more than just web surfing and connecting the internet to
the public. Now, low-budget travelers and homeless people called “cyber-homeless” stay in these
cafes for shelter rather than on the streets. A study conducted by the Metropolitan Government of
Tokyo found that there are an estimated 4,000 Japanese citizens taking shelter in these
establishments.49
Because homelessness is less visible in Japan, the survey counts have a large difference.
Compared to other nations, the actions of the homeless population in Japan are quite different.
For example, there is a large privateness in terms of homeless people; the majority of the
homeless do not beg. Additionally, most shelters are along less populated locations such as
riverbanks. In all, Japan has been able to work through a mix of support from local NGOs, and
the community to provide shelter, food, and more to homeless people.
Delegates should evaluate their nation's current state of homelessness, the existence, and
significance of any anti-homeless government policies, and any proactive measures their nations
have taken. Delegates should be careful to focus on homeless itself and potential solutions and be
careful of the jurisdiction of WHO when addressing the associated health and illness challenges
amplified by homelessness.
Questions to Consider
1. What are your country’s thoughts on the actions the United Nations and SOCHUM have
done to aid in addressing homelessness?
2. How does your country define homelessness? How much money is allocated within your
country to address homelessness? Are there any plans to increase or decrease this
allocation?
3. What “safety nets” are in place within your country to address citizens falling into
homelessness? How are these provided, and how do people within your country access
information concerning these “safety nets”?
4. What has your country done to address homelessness? What actions have been successful
and unsuccessful and why? Have any laws been passed in your country that targets the
homeless or their actions? How has your country responded to/worked at addressing
chronically unhoused and unstably housed individuals?
Suggested Sources
1. Fact Sheet No. 21, The Right to Adequate Housing | UN Habitat
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-housing/homelessness-and-human-rights
3. The Human Right to adequate housing Special Report | UN OHCHR
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-housing/human-right-adequate-housing
4. Homeless Rights are Human Rights, Report | European Youth Centre,
https://rm.coe.int/2019-feantsa-studysession-report/168093bc54
5. Institute of Global Homelessness
https://ighomelessness.org/
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