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Outline
• Future demographic change, migration, climate change

– Hugo 2011

• Migration and climate change (background)
– Laczko, Aghazarm 2009 (chapter 1)

• Migration and the environment (examples)
– Bremner, Hunter 2014

• Katrina in historical context (discussion)
– Gutmann, Field 2010

• Migration induced by sea-level rise (discussion)
– Hauer 2017
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Future demographic change
• Analysis of global demographic change as a driver of 

migration within the context of anticipated climate change
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Considerations
• Impacts of climate change will add to increasing levels 

and complexity of population mobility

• To ensure that migration reduces poverty and improves 
socioeconomic development
– Establish more effective migration management
– Strengthening governance
– Develop appropriate funding mechanisms to facilitate adaption to 

climate change
– Enhance international cooperation on climate change issues
– Expand and improve development assistance mechanisms
– Accommodate effects of climate change on mobility

17Source: Hugo 2011.





Migration and climate change
• Over the last few years there has been an upsurge of 

interest in the likely impact of climate change on 
population movements

• Estimates have suggested that between 25 million to 1 
billion people could be displaced by climate change over 
the next 40 years
– This is the number of people exposed to the risk of climate 

change in certain parts of the world
– It does not take into account measures that could be taken to 

adapt to these changes

• These estimates helped to focus policymakers’ attention 
on the likely implications of climate change on migration

19Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Background
• Despite the wide range (25 million to 1 billion)...

• Little doubt that parts of the earth are becoming less 

habitable

– Climate change, deterioration of agricultural lands, desertification, 

water pollution

• Number of natural disasters has more than doubled over 

the last two decades

• More than 20 million people were displaced by sudden-

onset climate-related natural disasters in 2008

• Global temperatures are expected to rise between 2 and 

5 degrees Celsius by the end of this century

20Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Need more research
• There is a call for better data to answer questions...

• How many will migrate due to climate change?

• Who will migrate?

• When and where will they migrate? New destinations?

• Will migration be temporary or permanent, internal or 
international?

• What will be the consequences for people who move, for 
those left behind and for places of destination?

• How is environmental change affecting migration today?

• Can we already identify vulnerable populations/regions?
21Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Questions on policy responses
• How policymakers should address these challenges in 

countries of origin and destination?

• Partly the response will depend on how we frame issue

• Policy challenges are framed in negative way: people will 
be forced to seek protection in Europe and North America

• There is focus on inadequacy of policies and legal 
frameworks to assist those displaced due to extreme 
environmental events

• Less discussion of how migration could help some 
countries adapt to climate change

22Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Need to understand migration
• Tendency to focus on negative consequences of 

migration for the environment

• Fewer studies exploring how migration can be an 
adaptation strategy or how migration can relieve pressure 
on environmentally degraded areas

• There are risks in presenting policy challenges linked to 
environmental migration in too negative terms

– This can foster policies that seek to reduce and control migration

– Do little to address needs of those who migrate, when migration 
may be the only option for those affected by climate hazards

– Policies to restrict migration rarely succeed, are self-defeating, 
increase costs to migrants and to areas of origin and destination

23Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Climate change effects on migration
• Laczko and Aghazarm (2009) focus on the impact of 

environmental/climate change on migration
– They do not focus on the impact of migration and refugee 

movements on the environment

• They examine types of policy responses and protection 
gaps which potentially exist

• They offer an overview of innovative approaches to 
measuring and collecting data on migration and 
environment nexus

24Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Contextualization
• People have been moving in response to changes in their 

environment for centuries

• It is only in the last 20 years or so that the international 
community has begun to slowly recognize the wider 
linkages and implications that a changing climate and 
environment has on human mobility

• Research literature
– Minimalists suggest that the environment is only a 

contextual factor in migration decisions
– Maximalists claim that the environment directly causes 

people to be forced to move

25Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Impacts on human mobility
• Climate change does not directly displace people or 

cause them to move

• But it produces environmental effects and exacerbates 
current vulnerabilities that make it difficult for people to 
survive where they are

• Climate change is expected to make the world hotter, 
rainfall more intense, and result in more extreme weather 
events such as droughts, storms and floods

• These changes result in population movements

26Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Extreme and gradual changes
• Extreme environmental events tend to capture media 

headlines
– E.g., cyclones, hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes

• But gradual changes tend to affect a larger number of 
people and will continue in the long term
– Intensification of natural disasters
– Increased warming and drought that affects agricultural production 

and access to clean water
– Rising sea levels make coastal areas uninhabitable and increase 

the number of sinking island states (44% of the world’s population 
lives within 150 kilometers of the coast)

– Competition over natural resources may lead to conflict and in 
turn displacement

27Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Key findings
• Conceptualizing the relationship between climate change, 

the environment and migration

• Data and methodological challenges and approaches

• Current migration trends in response to sudden and slow-
onset disasters

• Policy responses and legal frameworks

28Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Conceptualizing relationship
• Environmental degradation and climate change are 

factors which can impact on the decision to migrate

• Conceptualization of these factors as a primary cause of 
migration or forced displacement has been questioned

• Migration is a multi-causal event
– Combination of various “push” and “pull” factors
– Interrelated economic, social, political, demographic aspects

• Establishing a direct causal link is a challenge
– In situations where environmental change is gradual, movement is 

more likely to be voluntary and linked to other economic, social 
and political factors

29Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Definitions
• Most environmental migration tends to occur within 

countries rather than between countries
– It makes more sense to talk of “internally displaced persons”
– Instead of “environmental refugees”

• International Organization for Migration
– “Environmental migrants are persons or groups of persons who, 

for compelling reasons of sudden or progressive change in the 
environment that adversely affects their lives or living conditions, 
are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, 
either temporarily or permanently, and who move either within 
their country or abroad.”

30Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Methodological challenges
• A persistent lack of data is one of the primary challenges 

to measuring the migration and environment nexus
– Data collection on migration and environment represents a 

challenge in itself, especially in developing countries
– Lack of migration question on censuses and surveys

• It is difficult to predict the impact of climate change

• Climate modelling techniques have not yet begun to 
account adequately for
– Impact of individual choice (agent-based modelling)
– Remote sensing data (satellite images)
– Potential for international action
– Variability of future emissions and meteorological scenarios

31Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Current migration trends
• Migration that happens in response to both sudden and 

slow-onset environmental events exhibits varied 
characteristics
– Voluntary – forced (unclear in slow-onset events)
– Temporary – permanent (most is short distance and temporary)
– Internal – international (predominantly internal)
– Vulnerability – resilience (most vulnerable lacks means to migrate)

• Vulnerability and adaptive capacity are further influenced 
by several factors, such as through intersections among 
gender, age and ethnic background
– These factors may inform decisions to migrate at the societal, 

household and/or individual level

32Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Policy responses
• It is necessary to manage future movements of people 

linked to environmental and climate change 

• More efforts are needed to identify, test and implement 
new programs, policies, and frameworks

• Capacities of governments to implement existing policies 
need to be enhanced

• Migration can be among several adaptation strategies

• Countries of destination lack coherent policies to address 
potential future flows

33Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.



Recommendations
• Research agenda should have stronger focus on internal 

migration, more emphasis on South-South migration
• Research needs to be more balanced to include a greater 

focus on slow-onset changes in the environment
• Broader and larger scale of interdisciplinary work
• Improve data on environmental migration
• Need for comparative research to understand why in 

some circumstances environmental pressures contribute 
to migration and in others they do not

• Develop research capacity-building component to 
enable developing countries to build their knowledge base

• Ensure that existing data sources and research findings 
are utilized by policymakers

34Source: Laczko, Aghazarm 2009.





Migration and the environment
• There are an estimated 230 million international migrants, 

a number that is projected to double to over 400 million by 
2050

• Probably more than two to three times as many are 
internal migrants, people who have moved within their 
own countries

• A major concern is whether climate change will displace 
large numbers of vulnerable people around the world

36Source: Bremner, Hunter 2014.
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Examples
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Considerations
• Current understanding of migration and environment 

relationships does not predict how migration might 
respond to future climate change on a global scale

• Even extreme events do not necessarily lead to an 
international refugee crisis (Indonesian case)

• Droughts and soil degradation are unlikely to lead to 
large-scale migration across international borders

• Environmental migration is real and deserves 
international attention
– But simplistic views of massive numbers of environmental 

refugees moving across borders should be avoided
• Resilience policies and programs are an opportunity to 

reduce impacts of disasters and environmental change

41Source: Bremner, Hunter 2014.
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