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General Studies – 2 Topic: Important International institutions, agencies and fora- their 
structure, mandate 

Environmental Refugees 

1) Introduction 

 An increasing number of people globally are facing displacement due to droughts, famines, rising 
sea levels and other natural disasters caused by climate change.  

 This class of migrants has been labelled as ‘environmental refugees’ 

 According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, an estimated 24 million people are 
being displaced annually by natural disasters since 2008. 

 This crisis will make almost half a billion people worldwide “environmental refugees” by the end of 
the century. 

2) Reasons  

 Climate change can also cause an escalation in political unrest and push people to migrate in search 
of a more peaceful country.  

 Millions of people displaced by shoreline erosion, coastal flooding, and agricultural disruption 

 The Syrian refugee crisis is an example of this phenomenon. 

 Syria was plagued by a severe drought between 2007-2010, which resulted in the migration of 
more than a million people from rural to urban areas and triggered a social unrest that contributed 
to the popular uprising in 2011.  

 Slowly unfolding disasters, including desertification and water shortages, will harm economic 
development and force people out of climate-sensitive livelihoods. 

 Mediterranean nations are already witnessing a large influx of African migrants who are fleeing 
their countries from natural disasters and conflict. 

  A study tied the risk of conflict in sub-Saharan Africa to climate change. 

3) India's case 

 As Climate Change Worsens, India Must Consider a Policy on Environmental Migration 

 India, as the largest country in the subcontinent, is the destination to move to for those displaced 
by these disasters.  

 Floods, storm surges, saltwater intrusions and cyclones have pushed millions of people from rural 
Bangladesh into India.  

 Earthquakes and water-induced disasters in Nepal, droughts in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and the 
rise in sea levels around the Maldives are also likely to cause large-scale migration into India in the 
future. 

  A regional framework or bilateral agreement would be the most viable alternative for South Asia.  

 It would be in India’s interest to drive such an initiative.  

 It would also allow for good practice to be developed and exchanged within the region. 

4) Concerns / challenges 

 People migrating due to environmental disasters have no such recognition of their ‘refugee’ status 
in international law, leaving them without any basic rights of rehabilitation and compensation. 
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 Ignoring environmental refugees or their status under international law keeps them in legal limbo 
and endangers their survival. 

 India, the U.S., and China are predicted to suffer tremendously from climate change - induced 
migration, resulting in large-scale displacement of their own populations.  

 Neither the climate pact nor the recently concluded United Nations Summit for Refugees and 
Migrants addressed the direct human cost of climate change 

 There are also economic, social and cultural fallouts from such disasters and these also drive 
migration, making it difficult to distinguish between environmental and economic migrants. 

5) International Best Practices 

 Very few countries recognise environmentally-displaced persons as a specific group, notable among 
them being Sweden and Finland. 

 US and the EU, have instruments of temporary protection addressing sudden onset natural 
disasters 

6) Solutions 

 People migrating due to environmental disasters should be accorded ‘refugee’ status in 
international law 

 Recognise the threat posed by climate change to livelihoods and human safety 

 Provide technical and capacity building support to national and local initiatives tackling such 
displacement 

 Develop suitable policies to manage loss and damage by addressing climate change-induced 
displacement 

 Establishment of Climate Change Displacement Coordination Facility to relocate migrants and 
rehabilitate them in safer regions 

 A permanent solution requires an international treaty framework that recognises ‘environmental 
refugees’ and the obligations of nation states in accommodating them within their territories.  

 Expanding the ambit of the existing UN Refugee Convention to include climate migration 

 Creating an independent treaty framework addressing the challenges of climate change-induced 
migration comprehensively.  

 Developed countries should get serious about mitigating carbon emissions and promoting 
development strategies that help the poor adapt to climate change  

 New legal instrument, either a protocol under the UNFCCC or a stand-alone convention has to be 
worked out. 

7) Disaster preparedness 

 Disaster preparedness and response plans 

 Improved flood defenses 

 Urban planning to relocate families 

 More efficient water storage and irrigation schemes  

 Access to improved seeds and fertilizers 

8) The way forward 

 It is important to acknowledge that mitigation and adaptation are keys to a climate resilient future 
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 International community must take responsibility for mitigating climate change as there is a 
strongly established link between global human activity and greenhouse gas emissions. 

 The planned resettlement of climate migrants will require considerable financial support from 
developed nations. 

 It is important that historical GHG emissions are taken into consideration while formulating legal 
protocols around climate migrants 

 Countries with the highest per capita emission levels should pledge their financial support for the 
cause at the earliest. 

 
 


