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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

4 Piguet, Etienne. “New Issues in Refugee Research: Climate Change and Forced Migration,” UNHCR, January,
2008. Accessed September 3, 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/uk/47a316182.pdf.

3 “AR4 Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis.” Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
Cambridge University Press, 2007. Last modified 2007. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar4/wg1/.

2 “Climate Change and Security Risks.” UN Environment Programme. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/disasters-conflicts/what-we-do/disaster-risk-reduction/climate-change-and-secu
rity.

1 Vivekananda, Janani, Adam Day, and Susanne Wolfmaier. “What Can the UN Security Council Do on Climate and
Security?” United Nations University Centre for Policy Research. Climate Security Expert Network, 2020. Last
modified 2020. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://climate-security-expert-network.org/sites/climate-security-expert-network.com/files/documents/what_can_th
e_un_security_council_do_on_climate_and_security_v2.pdf.
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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

12 Piguet, Etienne. “New Issues in Refugee Research: Climate Change and Forced Migration,” UNHCR, January,
2008. Accessed September 3, 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/uk/47a316182.pdf.

11 Hagmann, Tobias. “Confronting the Concept of Environmentally Induced Conflict.” ETH Zurich Center for
Security Studies. Last modified January 2005. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://css.ethz.ch/en/services/digital-library/publications/publication.html/15430.

10 Hugo, Graeme. “Environmental Concerns and International Migration.” JSTOR. Sage Publications, 1996. Last
modified 1996. Accessed September 4, 2022. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2547462.

9 El-Hinnawi, Essam. “Environmental Refugees.” United Nations Digital Library. Last modified 1985. Accessed
September 13, 2022. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/121267?ln=en.

8 “MUN Refugee Challenge: Climate Change & Displacement.” UNHCR. Last modified 2022. Accessed September
4, 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/61a49df44.pdf.

7 Somvichian-Clausen, Austa. “These Are the 10 Countries Most at Risk From the Effects of Climate Change.”
Changing America. The Hill, November 19, 2020. Last modified November 19, 2020. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://thehill.com/changing-america/sustainability/climate-change/526684-these-are-the-10-countries-most-at-risk-f
rom/.

6 Ober, Kayly. “From Caution to Creative Solutions: The Necessary Evolution of the Climate Migration Debate.”
Refugees International. Last modified November 21, 2019. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2019/11/21/from-caution-creative-solutions-necessary-evolution-clima
te-migration-debate.

5 Baker, Luke. “More Than 1 Billion People Face Displacement by 2050 - Report.” Reuters. Thomson Reuters,
September 15, 2020. Last modified September 15, 2020. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.reuters.com/article/ecology-global-risks/more-than-1-billion-people-face-displacement-by-2050-report-
idUSKBN2600K4.
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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,.
in October 2020, the UNHCR published legal considerations to protect people displaced by
climate related disasters and use the 1951 Refugee Convention to offer protections. These
considerations explain how some climate refugees can claim refugee status based on overlapping
risks from political or social issues.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.

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

17 “MUN Refugee Challenge: Climate Change & Displacement.” UNHCR. Last modified 2022. Accessed September
4, 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/61a49df44.pdf.

16 “Climate Refugees: The World's Forgotten Displacement Crisis.” Concern Worldwide. Last modified April 5,
2022. Accessed September 4, 2022. https://www.concernusa.org/story/climate-refugees-explained/.

15 “Climate Change and Disaster Displacement.” UNHCR, The UN Refugee Agency, n.d. Accessed September 3,
2022. https://www.unhcr.org/climate-change-and-disasters.html.

14 Boudreau, Diane, Melissa McDaniel, Erin Sprout, and Andrew Turgeon. “Environmental Refugee.” National
Geographic Society. Last modified May 2022. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/environmental-refugee.

13 “The Refugee Convention, 1951.” UNHCR. Last modified 1951. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://www.unhcr.org/4ca34be29.pdf.
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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.

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.21 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.22

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.23 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

23 “Vanuatu Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement Policy.” Global Protection Cluster. Last modified
2020. Accessed September 4, 2022. https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/wp-content/uploads/vanuatu.pdf.

22 Ober, Kayly. “From Caution to Creative Solutions: The Necessary Evolution of the Climate Migration Debate.”
Refugees International. Last modified November 21, 2019. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2019/11/21/from-caution-creative-solutions-necessary-evolution-clima
te-migration-debate.

21 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.
https://www.policyforum.net/new-zealand-a-global-leader-on-climate-and-displacement/.

20 Ida, Tetsuji. “Climate Refugees – The World's Forgotten Victims.” Climate Champions. World Economic Forum,
June 21, 2021. Last modified June 21, 2021. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://climatechampions.unfccc.int/climate-refugees-the-worlds-forgotten-victims/.

19 Wentz, Jessica, and Michael Burger. “Designing a Climate Change Displacement Coordination Facility – Key
Issues for COP21.” TransRe. Last modified September 26, 2018. Accessed September 4, 2022.
http://transre.org/index.php/blog/designing-climate-change-displacement-coordination-facility-key-issues-cop21.

18 “Migration, Displacement, and Human Mobility.” UNFCCC. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://unfccc.int/wim-excom/areas-of-work/migration-displacement-and-human-mobility.
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longer habitable.24 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.25

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
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?

25 “World's First-Ever Relocation Trust Fund for People Displaced by Climate Change Launched by Fijian Prime
Minister.” The Fijian Government. Last modified September 25, 2019. Accessed September 4, 2022.
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/WORLD%E2%80%99S-FIRST-%E2%80%93EVER-RELOCATION-T
RUST-FUND-FOR-PEOP.

24 Weerasinghe, Sanjula. “Planned Relocation, Disasters and Climate Change.” UNHCR. Last modified March 2014.
Accessed September 13, 2022. https://www.unhcr.org/54082cc69.pdf.
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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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