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Introduction

The aim of the presented paper is to demonstrate environmentally-induced displacement as an 

increasingly  important  category  of  population  movement  that  represents  a  new  set  of 

challenges to the international community and to public international law as well1. There are 

three basic objectives that this work intends to achieve: 1) to argue in favour of distinguishing 

environmentally-induced displacement from the broader category of migratory movements 

and thereby making it  a  fully autonomous concept  within  the  existing  taxonomies,  2)  to 

illustrate  the  diversity  and  inconsistency  of  environmentally  displaced  people  (EDPs) 

theoretical  concept,  3)  to  provide  references  to  earlier  theoretical  achievements  in  this 

particular field of study. For these purposes, the paper tries to capture both the phenomenon of 

environmental displacement itself, and the problems of people affected by its consequences. 

Apart from theoretical considerations, it also examines which main factors force people to 

abandon their homes. Both long-term environmental hazards and short-lived natural disasters 

are  investigated  here,  and  it  is  shown  how  they  entail  significant implications  for the 

dynamics of population mobility.

The social consequences of the environmental processes under scrutiny are one of the greatest 

challenges the international community will face in the coming years. Today, the effects of 

long-standing  environmental  changes  seem  obvious  to  many  citizens  of  our  planet. 

Desertification, increasing soil salinity, wasteful deforestation, and rising sea levels are just a 

few of the issues discussed below which influence everyday life for at least  two hundred 

million people worldwide.

A particularly important problem is the lack of access to safe drinking water. According to 

WHO estimates, over 1,3 billion inhabitants of our globe currently do not have access to 

potable water. More than 2,2 million people in developing countries (most of them children) 

die each year  from diseases associated with water shortage,  poor hygiene and inadequate 

sanitation. According to the United Nations Development Report (2006) nearly half of the 
1 The author wishes to thank Marcin Zgiep and Jennifer Sheppard for their invaluable assistance and 

comments. 



whole population in  developing countries  suffers at  any given time from health problems 

caused by drought, water and sanitation deficits. The drought, disaster, and famine are, next to 

epidemic disease, the most  common (and increasing) causes of mortality in many African 

countries. The rapidity of environmental changes, which currently take place in many areas of 

the  world,  precludes  adaptation  of millions  of  people  to  shifting  conditions  in  their 

surroundings. This constitutes a key factor in the decision to migrate.

The natural  disasters  observed in  recent  years  entail  serious  social  consequences.  Floods, 

earthquakes (and the tsunami waves that frequently accompany them), volcanic eruptions, and 

the effects of hurricanes, cyclones, and tornadoes force several million people each year to 

relocate. According to the Norwegian Refugee Council about 36 million people had to flee 

because of  natural  disasters  in  2008,  more  than  16 million in  2009 and finally about  42 

million in 20102. Over the last decade, we have witnessed at least ten major disasters which 

had a significant long-term impact on the dynamics of long-lasting displacement. According 

to the estimates of international organisations, more than 1,7 million people were forced to 

relocate  following  the  tsunami of  December  2004.  As  a  result  of  the  raging  Hurricane 

“Katrina” over the Gulf of Mexico in  August 2005, over 300,000 people were displaced, 

while the disaster caused losses estimated at over 86 billion dollars. More than 1,5 million 

people have been displaced in the aftermath of destructive 8.8 magnitude earthquake in Chile 

(February 2010). Last year’s earthquake in Haiti has deprived more than 1 million residents of 

homes  (other  data  suggest  as  much  as  1,8  million).  Furthermore,  Japan’s  March  2011 

earthquake, with its magnitude over 9 and accompanying tsunami wave with its complicated 

repercussions, will probably have a significant impact on the dynamics of internal migration 

for Japanese nationals. According to the United Nations, a total of 590,000 were evacuated or 

displaced as a result of the quake and tsunami disaster, including more than 100,000 children. 

Another  common  cause  of  internal  displacement,  although  rather  underestimated  in  the 

literature,  is  the  result  of  massive  flooding,  which  occurs  almost  every year  in  the  most 

populated Asian countries (Pakistan, China, India, Bangladesh and Vietnam). The foregoing 

examples  represent  only  a  small  sample  of  the  phenomenon  of  environmentally-induced 
2 See M. Yenotani, Displacement due to Natural Hazard-Induced Disasters.Global Estimates for 2009 and 2010, 
IDMC & NRC, Oslo, 2011;  Monitoring disaster displacement in the context of climate change. Findings of a  
study by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and the Internal Displacement  
Monitoring Centre, OCHA, IDMC, NRC, Oslo-Geneva, June 2010.



displacement.  Recalling them, however,  helps us to grasp the importance of great  natural 

disasters for significant spontaneous population exoduses. Watching television reports from 

areas devastated by natural disasters, we often do not realize the many subtle effects the local 

communities  will  have  to  deal  with;  demographic,  social,  economic,  and  health-related 

consequences of major natural disasters can be visible and palpable years after the imminent 

threat is gone.

In a sense, the implications of environmental hazards are affecting all of us, whether or not we 

are aware of it. The threats monitored in recent years call for far-reaching research on the 

relationship between environmental change, natural disasters, and human migration. Sudden 

disasters, as well as gradual environmental problems become increasingly important security 

issue. An intensification of research on environmentally-induced displacement may also be 

associated with a nexus of other migratory topics. It seems particularly relevant at this point to 

highlight changes in the way global migration looks in the last decades.

Over  most  of  the  last  century,  population  movements  remained  primarily  a  political 

phenomenon. The partial depoliticisation of global mobility observed since 1989 is related to 

a decrease in the number of armed conflicts and thereby the number of refugees in many parts 

of the world. Migration research, like security studies in the late eighties, becomes less and 

less dependent on the dynamics of international armed conflicts. Acting as a corollary to these 

vital  transformations  is  an  observable  economisation of  the  migration  process.  Economic 

motivations now appear the most common reason for the decision to change one’s place of 

residence. An important complement to these processes is the feminisation of global mobility, 

and  an  at  least  partial  deterritorialisation of  migration  movements  (the  separation  of  a 

person’s spatial mobility from the previously rigid and static categories of space and time). 

From the perspective applied here, it is time to study somewhat different phenomenon that 

seems to be particularly significant today: the  environmentalisation of contemporary human 

migrations.

Environmentally-induced  displacement  currently  constitute  one  of  the  dominant  human 

conditions for forced mobility within national borders. Environmentally-induced displacement 



of an international character still remains a small and limited phenomenon (in statu nascendi). 

Particularly  high  transnational  migration  potential  is  characterized  by  two  phenomena: 

drought (and drought-induced famine) and rising sea level. Instead, this particular category of 

displacement appears to be taking place largely inside the confines of a given nation-state. 

This  did  not  prevent  the  issue  of  environmental  migrations  from becoming,  recently,  an 

important  locus  of  international  cooperation.  The  activity  of  international  institutions  is 

increasingly  influenced  by  issues  which,  for  many  years,  were  within an  exclusive 

competence of state  authorities.  The emergence of certain global environmental  processes 

(such  as  desertification,  greenhouse  gases  emission,  ozone  depletion  or  rising  sea  levels 

caused  by  melting  glaciers)  prompts  the  international  community  to  take  common  and 

coordinated actions.

An important prerequisite for such activity seems to be the modern focus on the development 

of international human rights protection. The situation of many communities living within 

national borders (various minority groups, indigenous peoples, internally displaced people, 

and even domestic migrants) has become a growing concern for the international community. 

Regarded until now as impinging on the undisputed sovereignty of the state, conservation and 

aid efforts (ranging from humanitarian assistance to human rights interventions) are practices 

which are at the same time generally accepted and widely used by many international bodies.

The  aid  on  behalf  of  internally  displaced  persons  (including  environmentally  displaced 

people) maintained by the international community commenced in the early 1990s. The first 

document in this regard was Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, adopted in 1998. 

The  document  had  no  binding  force;  rather,  it  was  a  kind  of  résumé  of  the  postulated 

framework  of  rules  concerning  the  humanitarian  aspects  of  the  treatment  of  internally 

displaced  persons.  According  to  many observers  increasing  acceptance  for  the  document 

throughout the world may lead in the future to turn its declarative provisions into customary 

international law. As Walter Kälin noted, several countries including Liberia, Uganda, Angola, 

Peru and Turkey,  have  made references  to  this  commonly accepted  soft  law instrument3. 

Khalid Koser in the recently published article, describe the challenges facing countries in the 

3 W.  Kälin,  “The  future  of  the  Guiding  Principles  of  Internal  Displacement”,  Forced  Migration  Review-
Brookings Bern (Special Ussue), p. 5-6. 



transformation  of  the  Guiding  Principles from  “soft”  to  “hard”  law4. As  professor  Jane 

McAdam suggested,  Guiding  Principles may serve  as  an  “interim model”  for  the  EDPs 

protection  “until a more comprehensive solution is found”5. The first binding document on 

assisting  internally  displaced  people  was  the  Convention  of  Kampala  (2009),  established 

within  the  African  Union  (AU)  and  already  ratified  by  eleven  AU  member  states.  This 

regulation, adopted by the UN, does not distinguish any specific categories of displacees from 

the generally understood group of internally displaced persons. In fact the document mentions 

conflict,  environment  and  development  as  the  sole  factors  of  potential  displacement. 

However, given the diverse nature of forced mobility, it seems reasonable to differentiate at 

least three basic categories of forced internal displacement: “conflict-induced displacement”, 

“environmentally-induced  displacement”,  and  “development-induced  displacement”.  Thus, 

there are at least three basic types of internally displaced persons.

It should be noted that not all migratory movements caused by environmental factors are of an 

involuntary  character.  It  seems  important  to  take  into  consideration,  within  the  ongoing 

analysis,  the  general  division  of  such  migrations  into  the  categories  of  “voluntary”  and 

“forced”. This binary typology is quite crucial (and often underestimated in the literature). 

The lack of any detailed account of situational factors (as well as of the scale of the threats 

that  affect  potential  migrants)  can  lead  to  absurd  conclusions  and  generalizations  –  for 

example, an “environmentally-induced migrant” might refer just as easily to a person who has 

lost an entire life work in a fire or who is fleeing the spectre of famine, as it might concern a  

wealthy businessperson moving from the UK to the Bahamas because of the good weather 

there all year-round. For this reason, it is much better to separate two categories of people: 

environmental migrants (for whom relocation not always means the occurrence of a specific 

hazard  or  considerable  deterioration  of  living  conditions)  and  environmentally  displaced 

people (undertaking forced migration due to the presence of a serious threat to their normal 

functioning).  The detailed analysis  of many of the other key issues signaled here will  be 

described in the subsequent parts of the paper.

4  K. Koser, „Climate change and international displacement: challenges to the normative framework” [in] É. 
Piguet, A. Pécoud, P. de Guchteneire (eds.), Migration and Climate Change, Cambridge University Press, 2011. 
5 “Climate-Driven  Migrants  Raise  Thorny  Legal  Issues”,  interview  with  Professor  Jane  McAdam, 
http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=56867.



PART ONE:

ENVIRONMENTALLY-INDUCED DISPLACEMENT

–

A NEW CHALLENGE FOR THE INTERNATIONAL 

COMMUNITY

Minimizing the negative effects of environmental hazards represents a source of concern and 

a  measure  of  responsibility  both  to  each  citizen  individually  and  to  the  international 

community collectively. The growing impact of environmental change upon the daily lives of 

the inhabitants of particular regions, countries, and even entire continents is currently a major 

challenge for many sectors of international cooperation. Political cooperation undertaken in 

this  area  should  be  supplemented  by  the  formation  of  appropriate  standards  for  public 

international law. To build effective institutional and regulatory forms of assistance, and to 

make at least a slight modification in the current perception of the environmental factors of 

forced migration on the basis of public international law and multilateral institutions seems of 

particular importance nowadays. The negative consequences of environmental changes are 

already, in many regions of the world, a main factor forcing millions of people to abandon 



their current places of residence. Only by anticipating the imminent problems stemming from 

environmental disruptions can we protect ourselves against the most severe consequences in 

the near and distant future.

Given the nature of contemporary forced environmental migration, and the risks and problems 

affecting its participants, it seems better to perceive it as a fully autonomous form of human 

spatial  mobility.  Its  sense  is  decisively  different,  as  it  remains  separate  from  all  of  the 

currently observed migratory movements taking place within state borders. In other words, 

the  consequences  of  armed  conflicts  (as  typically  understood  in  the  case  of  internal 

displacement) are not a determinant factor in claiming that migration stems from the effects of 

human  interference  with  the  geographical  environment  (as  in  the  case  of  development-

induced displacement), or from various motivations of an economic nature (as in the case of 

migrant  workers).  Environmentally  displaced  people  are  affected  by  radically  different 

problems and threats  than  the  representatives  of  the  other  above-mentioned categories  of 

migrants.  That  is,  not  only  the  reasons  for  migration,  but  also  its  nature,  course,  and 

consequences all seem to differ. The reverse may affect environmentally displaced people as 

well; they usually do not fall victim to armed conflict, nor, especially, does their situation 

constitute  a  substantial  bargaining  card  in  political  disputes.  Yet,  while  environmentally 

conditioned displacement tend to be far less spectacular than internal displacement that results 

from armed conflict,  mass displacement,  or the construction of large dams, still,  in many 

regions of the world, their scale greatly exceeds other forms of spatial mobility within state 

borders.  The  study  on  relations  and  differences  occurring  between  mentioned  types  of 

displacement should be based on a broad analysis of two elements: coercion and risk.

The  specific  location  of  environmental  displacees  as  a  separate  category  of  internally 

displaced persons has not yet been reflected in the wording of the international documents 

analyzed  within  the  scope  of  this  work.  Both  the  Guiding  Principles  on  Internal  

Displacement and the recently adopted Kampala Convention do not capture environmentally 

displaced  people  as  a  distinct  and  specific  actor  in  migration  processes.  However,  many 

experts  begin  to  notice  the  need  for  full  autonomy  of  environmental  refugees 

(environmentally displaced people) that could play a role of the normative and institutionally 



advanced plane of international human rights protection.  The environmental migrants will 

likely be subject to progressive autonomy in the overall context of the protection of internally 

displaced persons.

The  Guiding  Principles defines  IDPs  in  a  very broad,  general  and indeterminate  way as 

“persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes 

or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of 

armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or  natural or 

man-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border” 

(see paragraph 2). The definition is strongly determined by UNHCR’s IDP framework (see 

following pages). However, as Angela Williams pointed out, the IDP framework may be better 

solution than traditional refugee umbrella determined by the Geneva Convention of 19516. 

Moreover,  in  the content  of  Guiding Principles there are  no clear  references  to  the  term 

‘environmentally-induced displacement’ mentioned by UNHCR two years earlier7. The text 

contains no references to the terms  “environment” or “climate”, however, the word “disaster” 

is used three times (Introduction, Principle 6 (d), Principle 7 (3)). The document refers only in 

a general way to all important factors of internal displacement (conflict, natural or man-made 

disasters and development).

The Pact on Security, Stability and Development in the Great Lakes Region (so-called Great 

Lakes Pact) adopted in December 2006 by 11 states was the first attempt to conceptualize the 

internal  displacement  in  this  particularly  affected  area.  The  document  mentions  four 

categories of factors shaping the regional scale of internal displacement: political conflicts, 

humanitarian,  social  and environmental catastrophes.  According to the article 20 (b) State 

Parties undertake actions to “promote relevant policies to guarantee access to basic social 

services by the populations affected by conflicts and effects of natural disasters”8.

The Convention for the Protection and Assistance of  Internally Displaced Persons in Africa 
6 A. Williams, “Turning the Tide: Recognizing Climate Change Refugees in International Law”, Law & Policy, 
vol. 30, no. 4, 2008, pp. 511.  
7 Environmentally-Induced  Population  Displacements  and  Environmental  Impacts  Resulting  from  Mass  
Migrations
8 A.M. Abebe, “Legal and Institutional Dimensions of Protecting and Assisting Internally Displaced Persons in 
Africa”, Journal of Refugee Studies, vol. 22, no. 2, 2009, p. 155-176.



(commonly known as the Kampala Convention) was adopted in October 2009. The document 

has to be ratified by 15 out of 53 African Union countries to enter into force. As the preamble 

of the AU convention states: “Member States are determined to preventing and putting an end 

to the phenomenon of internal displacement [...]  especially persistent and recurrent conflicts 

as well  as  addressing displacement  caused by natural  disasters,  which have a  devastating 

impact  on  human  life,  peace,  stability,  security,  and  development”. The  analyses  of 

environment-degradation-displacement relations, contained in the document are in fact much 

more detailed and exhaustive. The definitions of IDPs in the Guiding Principles, Great Lakes  

Pact of  2006  and  Kampala  Convention  of  2009  to  large  extent  converge9.  As  S.  Ojeda 

noticed, by defining the term in the same manner the authors “clearly wanted to include the 

widest scope of application possible”10. According to the document State Parties shall: a) take 

measures to protect and assist IDPs due to natural or man-made disasters, including climate 

change, b) be liable to make reparation to IDPs for damage when a State Party refrains from 

protecting and assisting IDPs in the event of natural disasters, c) adopt measures to prevent 

and put an end to the phenomenon such as displacement caused by natural and man-made 

disasters11.

The problem of environmentally-induced displacement in public international law is shaped 

through the activities of international institutions: initially only those associated with the UN 

system, currently also regional  ones.  However,  international  law is  rigid and international 

institutions are working too slowly and not always adequately to the needs and dynamics of 

the threats that appear in many places of the world. Let us now consider the most important 

international  actors  and  activities  undertaken  in  this  area.  The  political  and  institutional 

aspects of the recognition and protection of so-called ‘environmental refugees’ were presented 

in the excellent monograph by Karen McNamara, entitled “The Politics of ‘Environmental 

Refugee’ Protection at the United Nations”12. 

UNEP. The beginning of the international engagement for the recognition and protection of 
9 Pact on Security, Stability and Development in the Great Lakes region entered into force in 2009. 
10 S. Ojeda, “The Kampala Convention on Internally Displaced Persons: Some International Humanitarian Law 
Aspects”, Refugee Survey Quarterly, vol. 29, no. 3, 2010, p. 58-66. 
11 See article 20.

12 K.E. McNamara, The Politics of ‘Environmental Refugee’ Protection at the United Nations, Ph.D. Dissertation, 
University of New South Wales, Sydney, 2006.  



environmental  forced  migrants  can  be  dated  back  to  the  mid-eighties.  United  Nations 

Environmental  Programme (UNEP),  established in  1972,  was  the  first  inter-governmental 

body investigating the environmental determinants of forced migration13. UNEP’s activities 

were strongly influenced by the natural disasters of the seventies, such as Sahelian drought 

and famine or  devastating cyclones  in  Bangladesh.  The first  attempt to  conceptualize the 

problem came with a 44-page report entitled  Environmental Refugees, issued by the UNEP 

office in Nairobi14. As Mustafa Tolba – Executive Director of UNEP noted in 1985, “these 

people are the millions fleeing the droughts of northern Africa, the victims of Bhopal, and the 

thousands made homeless by the Mexico earthquake”. In 1989 Tolba claimed that “more than 

50 million people could become environmental refugees” if we would not support common 

actions  for  sustainable  development15. Therefore  reflections  over  environmental  refugees 

developed  in  parallel  to  the  study  on  the  second  category  of  forced  displacement: 

development-induced displacement and resettlement. Published in the same year the report by 

M.M.  Cerenea  entitled  Putting  people  first:  Sociological  variables  in  rural  development 

(World Bank publication) is considered as the beginning of the research in this field. 

By the end of the eighties the problem of environmental displacement has been associated 

primarily with the drought, desertification and famine. Since then most researchers began to 

pay attention to the more general climate factors, especially in the context of global issues. 

Among the events affecting the shape of environmental research during the nineties one can 

mention establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988, the 

results  of  Earth  Summit  held  in  Rio de  Janeiro in  1992 (adoption of  the  United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Convention on Biological Diversity) and 

finally  United  Nations  Convention  to  Combat  Desertification  in  Those  Countries 

Experiencing  Serious  Drought  and/or  Desertification,  Particularly  in  Africa  (1994).  The 

problem of  environmental  displacement  has  become a  concern  for  a  growing  number  of 

institutions (UNEP, UNHCR, IPCC, IOM, UNU-EHS).

IPCC. The Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Change is an intergovernmental scientific 
13 UNEP – the voice for the environment in the UN system – was established as a result of the UN Conference of  
Human Environment in June 1972. 
14 E. El-Hinnawi, Environmental Refugees, UNEP, Nairobi, 1985.   
15 M. Tolba, “Our biological heritage under siege”, Bioscience, vol. 39, 1989, p. 725–728. 



body founded in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization and the United Nations 

Environment  Programme.  According  to  the  IPCC  publication  from  1990  the  direct 

consequence of  climate change could be displacement  of millions of  people by shoreline 

erosion, coastal flooding, severe drought and agricultural degradation16. IPCC stated that “the 

gravest effects of climate change may be those on human migration”17. Since the mid-nineties 

we have observed significant changes in the IPCC’s perception of environmentally-induced 

migratory processes, especially in the context of redirecting this issue “in terms of  human 

vulnerability”18.  The  most  alarming  predictions  of  the  IPCC  are  devoted  to  the  social 

consequences of ocean level rise in South Asia.   

UNHCR. The beginnings of the UNHCR’s activities in the field of environmentally-induced 

displacement can be dated back to the early nineties. Pursuant to the  State of the World’s  

Refugees (report prepared by the UNHCR in 1993):

Millions of people have been forced to leave their homes because the land of 
which they live has become uninhabitable or is  no longer able to support 
them. In some cases the cause is a natural disaster; in others, the catastrophe 
is  caused by humans.  The disruption to the habitat  may be sudden,  as  at 
Chernobyl or Mount Pinatubo or as gradual as the spread of a desert or the 
retreat of a forest.

In 1996 at  the initiative of  UNHCR, IOM and Refugee Policy Group (RPG) a three-day 

symposium  “Environmentally-Induced  Population  Displacements  and  Environmental  

Impacts” was  held  in  Geneva.  The  conference  drew attention  to  the  political  aspects  of 

environmental displacement and environmental disruptions as potential factor of the dynamics 

of transnational forced migrations. Publication summing up the proceedings describes five 

major  categories  of  “environmentally  displaced  people”.  According  to  it  there  are  five 

categories of environmental problems causing forced displacement: natural disasters, man-

made land contamination,  the construction of large dams,  land degradation processes  and 

16 K.  Warner,  F.  Laczko,  “Migration,  Environment  and  Development:  New Directions  for  Research”.  In  J. 
Chamie, L. Dall’Oglio (eds.),  International Migration and Development, Continuing the Dialogue: Legal and  
Policy Perspectives, International Organization for Migration, 2008, p. 235.
17  IPCC, 1990, p. 20
18 C. Raleigh, L. Jordan, “Climate Change and Migration. Emerging Patterns in the Developing World”. In R.  
Mearns,  A. Norton, (eds.), Social Dimension of Climate Change. Equity and Vulnerability in a Warming World, 
2007, p. 105.    



climate change19. As noticed by McNamara following six-year period (1995-2001) was the 

time of a deep decline of the UNHCR concern towards environmental displacement. This fact 

could be related to the increased interest of conflict-induced displacement in connection with 

the adoption of  the  Guiding Principles and the number of  ethnic conflicts  in the African 

states. Since  2001 we have  again  observed increased  interest  in  this  particular  area.  The 

category of ‘environmental refugees’ and the real scale of the problem has become a subject 

of research undertaken by leading specialists in migration studies: R. Black and S. Castles.   

IOM. Environmental determinants of forced migration were analyzed by the IOM already in 

the early nineties. Studies conducted by the IOM contributed to the consolidation of the term 

“environmental migrants”. The notion was used, inter alia, in the text of IOM-RPG analysis in 

1992, but has become especially popular over the past five years20. As noted in the 1992 report 

entitled “Migration and Environment”:

Large numbers of people are moving as a result of environmental degradation 
that has increased dramatically in recent years. The number of such migrants 
could rise substantially as larger areas of the earth become uninhabitable as a 
result of climate change.21

In accordance with the IOM definition from 2007 ‘environmental migrants’ are “persons who, 

for compelling reasons of sudden or progressive changes in the environment that adversely 

affect 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”. The IOM proposes to distinguish three basic types of environmental migrants: 1. 

environmental  emergency  migrants,  2.  environmentally  motivated  migrants  and  3. 

environmentally forced migrants. According to most experts the construct of ‘environmental 

refugee’ is highly controversial and inappropriate in legal terms. As Oli Brown suggested the 

19 See  K.E.  McNamara,  The  Politics  of  ‘Environmental  Refugee’ Protection  at  the  United  Nations, PhD 
dissertation,  University  of  New  South  Wales,  Sydney,  2006,  p.  131.  The  classification  combines 
environmentally-induced displacement with the consequences of construction of large dams, which is currently 
one of the largest  category of  development-induced displacement.  According to the Oxford Refugee Centre 
report entitled Addressing Policy Constraints and Improving Outcomes in Development-Induced Displacement  
and Resettlement Projects (2001) over 26,6 % of development-induced displacement resulted from construction 
of large dams and irrigation projects.   
20 C. Bjola, M. Kornprobst, Arguing global governance: agency, lifeworld, and shared resoning, Ashgate, 2011, 
p. 113.  
21 F. Laczko, Ch. Aghazarm, Migration, Environmemt and Climate Change. Assessing the Evidence, IOM, 2009, 
p. 13. 



terms ‘environmental refugee’ or ‘climate refugee’ are generally used by activists to:

convey added urgency to the issue. In the most literal sense of the words, 
such people need to “seek refuge” from the impacts of climate change. Any 
other  terminology   would  downplay  the  seriousness  of  these  people’s 
situation.  Moreover,  the word “refugee”  resonates  with the general  public 
who can sympathize with the implied sense of duress. It also carries fewer  
negative connotations than “migrant” which tends to imply a voluntary move 
towards a more attractive lifestyle22.

UNU-EHS (The  Institute  for  Environment  and  Human  Security  of  the  United  Nations 

University). The institute is a part of the United Nations University, established in December 

2003. Studies conducted by the institute focus on the environmental dimensions of human 

security, especially  in  the context  of  two  issues:  1.  vulnerability  assessment,  resilience 

analysis,  risk management  and  adaptation  strategies,  2.  internal  displacement  and 

transboundary migration due to environmental push-factors23.

EU.  As  Aurélie  Sgro pointed  out,  neither  of  EU  documents  makes  reference  to  forced 

migrations due to environmental reasons24. This problem can pose a challenge with which 

both the European institutions and Member States will have to deal in the coming years. Let 

us  first  mention  legal  problems:  discussions  on  the  common  EU  migration  policy or 

environmental  prerequisites  to  apply  for  asylum.  Sudden  disasters  and  long-term 

environmental hazards could substantially affect the dynamics of illegal migration from North 

and East African countries. Pursuant to the Presidency Conclusions of the Brussels European 

Council, 19 to 20 June 2008:

The EU is determined to provide an effective collective response to the new 
challenges to development posed in particular by climate change and high 
food prices.  With regard  to  climate  change,  the EU is  determined,  where 
relevant, to help developing countries, particularly poor developing countries 
most vulnerable to climate change, to move towards sustainable economic 
growth and to adapt to climate change, in line with the agreement reached in 
Bali to launch negotiations aimed at securing a global agreement on climate 
change in Copenhagen in 2009. It will work for the effective implementation 
of  the  2007 “Global  Climate  Change Alliance”  and  will  explore  ways  to 
mobilize new financial  resources  to tackle climate change and combat  its 
negative impact. In this context, the EU will work, inter alia, on the basis of 

22 O.  Brown,  Migration  and  Climate  Change,  IOM  Research  Paper  Series,  International  Organization  for 
Migration, Geneva 2008, pp. 13.
23 http://www.ehs.unu.edu/article/read/about-us.
24 A. Sgro, “Towards recognition of environmental refugees by the European Union”, REVUE Asylon(s), no. 6, 
novembre 2008. 



the Commission proposal for a global financing mechanism25.

EACH-FOR  Programme. The Environmental  Change  and  Forced  Migration  Scenarios 

(EACH-FOR)  was  a  two-year  long  research  project  within  the  frames  of  the  European 

Commission. The main goals of the project were: 1. to identify links contributing to forced 

migration focusing on the integration and interpretation of existing forced migration research, 

2.  to  examine  relations  between  environmental  degradation  and  forced  migration,  3.  to 

produce an advanced case study research investigating these relations, 4. to analyze, forecast 

and synthesize how environmental degradation affects migration patterns 26.

Council of Europe (COE) In October 2008 a group of COE Parliamentary Assembly asked 

the Committee of Ministers to prepare a preliminary recommendation for recognition of the 

problem of `ecological refugees`27. On 31 January 2009, the Parliamentary Assembly adopted 

Recommendation 1862 (2009) `Environmentally induced migration and displacement: a 21st-

century  challenge`28. The  problem  of  environmentally  induced  displacement  was  also 

discucces during the debates on climate change, global warming and large scale arrival of 

irregular migrants, asylum seekers and refugees on Europe's southern shores29.  According to 

the section 4 of the Resolution 1637 ` Europe’s boat people: mixed migration flows by sea 

into southern Europe`:  

„Many thousands of lives are lost as irregular migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers  take  to  sea  in  unseaworthy boats  and  undertake  longer  and  more 
perilous journeys to reach Europe. They leave for a multitude of different 
reasons,  including  to  escape  violent  conflicts,  human  rights  abuses, 
persecution, abject poverty and environmental degradation. They lack legal 
avenues to enter  Europe and often pass  through countries  which offer  no 
effective international protection”30.

Legislation  of  two  EU  Member  States  take  into  account  environmental  disasters 

25 Presidency  Conclusions  of  the  Brussels  European  Council,  19  to  20  June  2008,  see  http://www.eu-
un.europa.eu/articles/en/article_7972_en.htm.
26 Environmental  Change  and  Forced  Migration  Scenarios  (EACH-FOR,  2007-2009),  see  http://www.each-
for.eu/index.php?module=main.
27 A. Sgro, "Towards recognition of environmental refugees by the European Union ", REVUE Asylon(s), no. 6, 
Novembre 2008. 
28 http://assembly.coe.int/main.asp?Link=/documents/adoptedtext/ta09/erec1862.htm   
29  COE Parliamentary Assembly: Resolution 1637 (2008) Europe’s boat people: mixed migration flows by sea into southern 

Europe.
30  COE Parliamentary Assembly: Resolution 1637 (2008) Europe’s boat people: mixed migration flows by sea into 

Southern Europe.

http://assembly.coe.int/main.asp?Link=/documents/adoptedtext/ta09/erec1862.htm


(catastrophes)  as  one of  the  prerequisites  to  apply for  asylum. According to  the  Swedish 

Aliens Act of 2005 (Chapter 4, Section 3) the people who are "unable to return to the country 

of  origin  because  of  an  environmental  disaster"  are  described  as  persons  in  "need  for 

protection"31.  The  Aliens  Act  of  Finland,  adopted  in  2004,  refers  to  the  problem in  two 

different  sections  (section  88a-  Humanitarian  Protection and  section  109  –  Temporary 

Protection). In accordance with the section 88, environmental disaster may be a prerequisite 

to apply for asylum in the absence of the possibility of returning to his/her country of origin or 

former residence32.

Towards recognition and protection of forced environmental migrants in the public 
international law. Refugee or IDPs umbrella?

Theoretical considerations: classifying environmentally induced forced displacement

Given the  nature of  the  displacement  processes  observed recently,  it  seems reasonable  to 

distinguish three types of forced internal displacement. These include:

1. Conflict-induced displacement (usually resulting from the dynamics of internal 

armed conflicts and long-term discrimination). We can call these internally displaced 

people  (IDPs)  either  “conflict-induced  displaced  persons”  or  “conflict-induced 

internally displaced people”. People displaced due to political conflicts are also called 

“persons displaced by conflicts”,  “politically displaced persons”, “internal refugees”, 

“political  refugees”,  “internally displaced persons” (only in  a political  context).  The 

internal  displacement  is  also  rooted  in  ethnic,  religious,  national  and  racial 

discrimination.

2. Environmentally-induced displacement (following a  permanent,  interim,  or 

sudden change in environmental conditions relevant for human functioning). We can 

call  these  displaced  people:  “environmentally-induced  displaced  people”, 

“environmental  refugees”,  “environmental  displacees”,  “environmentally-induced 

displaced  persons”  (EDPs),  “environmentally-displaced  populations”, 

31  See: Aliens Act (2005:716) available at: http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/06/61/22/bfb61014.pdf 
32  See: Aliens Act ((301/2004, amendments up to 1152/2010 included) available at: 

http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/2004/en20040301.pdf  

http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/2004/en20040301.pdf
http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/06/61/22/bfb61014.pdf


“environmentally-induced migrants”,  or  “environmental  forced  migrants”.  To people 

who may be at risk  specifically as a result of climate change we can use the terms: 

“climate refugees”,  “climate change refugees”,  “climate migrants”,  “climate affected 

migrants”,  “climate  induced  migrants”,  “climigrants”,  “eco-migrants”  and  “eco-

refugees”.  People  forced  to  migrate  as  a  result  of  natural  disasters  (hurricanes, 

tornadoes, tsunamis, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions) are more often being referred 

to as “disaster displaced persons”. (The term “migrants” is commonly used to refer to 

all categories of participants in migrant flows, the term “refugee” is a legal construct 

applied to the people benefiting from the provisions of the Geneva Convention of 1951). 

Environmental-forced  migrants  can  therefore  be  analyzed  on  the  basis  of  three 

conceptual categories: as forced internal migrants, specific category of ‘refugees’ and 

finally as displaced people.

3. Development-Induced Displacement  (undertaken after the implementation of 

large  investments,  such  as  dams,  manufactured  lakes,  irrigation  projects,  the 

construction of roads and railways, the development of raw materials, urban expansion, 

agriculture,  deforestation  and even the creation  of  national  parks).  The fundamental 

motivation behind a change of residence is not – in this case – a specific environmental 

factor  (for  example,  soil  desertification  or  drought),  but  instead  stems  from  an 

industrialization process of sustainable human interference with the environment.  At 

least ten million people a year will be forced to relocate following the implementation 

of large investments (especially the construction of dams and reservoirs, or network 

communications links). While DIDR occurs all over the world, two countries – China 

and India – are particularly responsible for a large part of such resettlements. According 

to  cautious  estimates,  over  the  past  two  decades  at  least  220  million  people  were 

resettled as a result of large investments. Nowadays development-induced displacement 

and  resettlement  (DIDR)  constitutes  the  largest  category  of  internal  displacement. 

People affected by these processes are called “development-induced displaced persons” 

(DIDPs),  “development  displaced  persons”,  “persons  displaced by  development 

projects”, or “development-induced migrants”. Sometimes it seems hard to distinguish 

between  environmentally  displaced  persons  and  development-induced  displaced 

persons.  We encounter  these  problems especially when a major  factor  in  change of 



residence refers to  the environmental  consequences  of major  water  investments  (for 

example, degradation of the ecosystem around a dam), rather than to the direct order to 

move.

Eventually there  appear  to  be three  completely separable  forms  of  internal  displacement. 

Environmentally-induced displacement does not constitute a coherent category of research. In 

order  to  perform  well-founded  investigation  into  the  nature  and  degree  of  stability  of 

environmental  processes  that  affect  human  beings,  we  shall  divide  environmentally-

causedpopulation movements into four subcategories: three categories of forced displacement 

and one category of voluntary migration.

1. Displacement that results from irreversible or long-term changes in the 

surrounding  ecosystem. These  include  persistent  desertification,  land 

degradation, coastal erosion, increasing salinity of soils and rising sea levels.

The  most  common  causes  of  these  migration  categories  are:  a)  land 

degradation, inappropriate agricultural practices, b) the desertification of soil, 

c) consequences of deforestation, c) the increasing level of salinity of water 

bodies  and  soil,  d)  sustained  increase  in  temperature  in  certain  territories 

(which prevents the maintenance of agriculture), e) rising sea levels, f) coastal 

erosion,  g)  the  irreversible  consequences  of  major  natural  disasters  like 

volcanic eruptions or wildfires,  h)  the irreversible  effects  of environmental 

contamination  by  radioactive  materials,  and  i)  the  consequences  of  land 

degradation by other chemicals (e.g. oil spills).

2. Displacement that results from cyclical environmental factors that hinder 

normal  human  function  in  a  particular  territory. These  include,  for 

example,  periodic  droughts  and  the  drying  up  of  rivers  on  the  African 

continent, or various popular Asian migrations in the monsoon seasons.

The most common causes of this migration category consist of: a) periodic 

droughts and related threat of famine (for example, some African rivers dry 

out in the summer), b) migration in the Asian monsoon season, c) although 



less frequent, periodic migrations caused by the threat of forest fire (e.g. in 

Australia),  and d) the historically cyclical  migrations  of people from flood 

areas (e.g. in Ancient Egypt).

3. Migration caused by natural  disasters or man-made catastrophes. This 

may involve both short-term evacuations from an area of imminent danger as 

well as long-term or permanent changes of residence (for example, as a result 

of devastation of homes by a flood, tsunami, earthquake, volcanic eruption, 

forest fire, storm, chemical contamination, industrial accidents, etc.). 

The most common causes of these migrations include: short-term, chronic, or 

permanent movements in connection with a) flood, b) wildfire or bushfire, c) 

volcanic  eruption,  d)  earthquake,  e)  tsunami,  f)  hurricanes,  tornadoes, 

cyclones, storms etc., g) other atmospheric phenomena, h) the effects of long-

term rainfall (for example, landslides and mudslides), i) (hypothetically) the 

disastrous consequences of heat or great frost, j) the consequences of man-

made disasters: industrial accidents and chemical contamination.

4. Environmentally conditioned migration of a totally voluntary nature. This 

can  be  short-term  (tourism),  cyclical  (for  example,  spending  the  summer 

season in the temperate climate and the winters in the tropical climate), or 

permanent. For instance, such decisions are made by persons wishing to move 

to another place for a particular time of year.

In  conclusion,  we  can  speak  of  three  types  of  environmental  displacement  and  one 

voluntary category of internal human mobility conditioned by environmental factors. 

Research on the environmental context of human mobility was undertaken for the first time 

in the field of geography and history. As Ernst Georg Ravenstein (1835-1913), father of the 

contemporary  migration  studies  stated,  “bad  or  oppressive  laws,  heavy  taxation,  and 

unattractive climate, all have produced and are still producing the currents of migration”. 

One can mention the theory of  environmental  determinism,  particularly popular  in  the 



early  20th  century.  Of  particular  importance  here  is  the  work  of  two  American 

geographers: Ellen Churchill Semple (1863-1934) and Ellsworth Huntington (1876-1947). 

Natural  disasters,  most  notably the  Dust  Bowl  in  the  thirties  as  well  as  more  general 

environmental  reflections  (see  Road  to  Survival,  a  1949  book  by  W.  Vogt)  inspired 

researchers to look into the problems regarding the relationship between environment and 

migration.

The earliest extensive scientific studies on the issue of environment-related displacement 

can be found in the mid-eighties of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, methodological 

and conceptual consensus has never been reached. Main problems concern the operations 

of defining and naming. Many terms elaborated in the past describing people forced to 

leave their homes for environmental reasons remain in use until today. I will discuss below 

the terms most frequently used to circumscribe a person who changes his or her place of 

residence due to environmental causes.

1. Environmental  migrants. The term “environmental  migrant”  appeared  for 

the  first  time  in  1992  in  the  report  of  the  IOM and  RPG.  The  definition 

adopted by the organization in 2008 characterizes them as: “persons or groups 

of  persons  who,  for  reasons  of  sudden  or  progressive  changes  in  the 

environment that adversely affect their lives or living conditions, are obliged 

to have to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or 

permanently,  and  who  move  either  within  their  territory  or  abroad”.33 

Nowadays  the  IOM  proposes  to  use  other  notions  (e.g.  ‘forced  climate 

migrants’)  as  an  alternative  to  “environmental  refugees”.  The  concept  of 

‘environmental  refugee’  is  highly  contested  by  the  IOM  because  of  its 

excessively maximalistic form, since it demands too much in legal categories. 

In fact the terms like “environmental/climate refugee” suggest monocausality 

of displacement factors, which, for many reasons, is not the whole truth.

The UNU-EHS proposed a new terminology, based on a combination of the 

33 See “Environmentally induced migration and displacement: a 21st century challenge”, Council of Europe, 23rd 

December 2008.



two categories: triggers and responses. According to Renaud et al. (2008) we 

can distinguish three basic categories of environmental migrants:

• Environmental  emergency  migrants are  people  displaced  due  to  sudden 

events, especially disasters. They flee to save they lives due to the worst kinds 

of threats, mostly disasters. The most common causes of such displacements 

are: floods, hurricanes, tsunami waves, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, etc.   

• Environmentally  forced  migrants are  people  who  have  to  abandon  their 

homes  in  connection  with  worsening environmental  conditions.  They  are 

forced  to  leave  because  of  gradual  and  often  irreversible  degradation  of 

environment,  with  only limited  opportunity  to  return  to  their  homes.  The 

causes  of  such  displacements  include:  droughts,  coastal  deterioration, 

deforestation, etc.

• Environmentally motivated migrants are people who decide to migrate from 

deteriorating  area  anticipating  the  negative  environmental  changes  in  the 

future. They may leave to pre-empt the possible environmental worsening of 

the situation in their residence and its surroundings. For example, it  occurs 

when someone resolves to depart due to environmentally-connected decline in 

agricultural production yielding economic difficulties34.

The term “environmental migrant” still remains in common use in scientific 

literature  and public  discourse.  As Andrew Morton,  Philippe Boncour,  and 

Frank Laczko pointed out, we can define environmental migrants as: „those 

individuals, communities, and societies who choose, or are forced, to migrate 

as a result of damaging environmental and climatic factors. This broad and 

diverse group ranges from people forced to flee disasters demand for resources 

in excess of available supply, can lead to chronic poverty and hunger, high 

levels  of  communicable  diseases,  conflict  and  adaptation,  or  to  coping 

strategies that include temporary or permanent migration”35.

34 F.  Renaud  et  al.,  “Deciphering  the  Importance  of  Environmental  Factors  in  Human  Migration.  In:  
Environment”, Forced Migration and Social Vulnerability Conference, UNU-EHS. Bonn, Germany, 2008. 
35 A. Morton, P. Boncour, F. Laczko, „Human security policy challenges”, Forced Migration Review, vol. 31, 

pp. 5-7.



According to Graeme Hugo, environmental migrants are “people who migrate 

because of the disruption (by natural or anthropogenic force) of environment 

at the place of their usual habitat”.36 This definition seems to indicate one of 

the best theoretical approaches toward environmental migration. 

The term “environmental migrants” (“forced environmental migrants”) is also 

used by Katarina Sramkova, the author of recently published and extremely 

valuable  book  Involuntary  Environmental  Migrants.  Unprotected37.  In  her 

opinion,  the  on-going  environmental  processes  require  far-reaching 

reconceptualization of the notion of refugees. She suggests to supplement the 

international convention on the status of refugees with additional protocols, 

taking account of the problems of environmental forced migrants.

In an article “Ecomigration: Linkages Between Environmemtal Change and 

Migration”38, its author W.B. Wood argues for use of the term ‘ecomigrants’. 

Examining the problem solely in terms of refugeeism narrows the perspective 

down  and  consequently  reduces  the  number  of  possibilities  in  creating 

classifications, conducting analyses and lastly doing research. There is also too 

much prevalence of the legal and policy-oriented perspectives. In his opinion, 

the term ‘ecomigrants’ is not limited to those forced to migrate due to the 

direct impact of environmental hazards and the risks caused by it, but should 

also be appropriate and applicable to the communities, which may be at risk of 

potential  environmental  disruptions.  According  to  the  author  the  term 

emphasizes the extended interaction between ecological and economic context 

of  population  mobility and its  far-reaching social  implications:  leaving the 

place of current residence (the prefix ‘eco-‘ derives from the ancient Greek 

36 G. Hugo, “Environmental Concerns of International Migration”, International Migration Review, vol. 30, no. 
1, Spring 1996, p.105-131, see also K. Kavanova, “Qualitative Research Methods in Environmental Migration 
Research in the Example of Belarusian Environmental Migrants”, http://www.ehs.unu.edu/file/get/3811.
37 K. Sramkova, Involuntary Environmemtal Migrants. Unprotected, Lambert Academic Publishing, 2010. 
38 W. B. Wood, “Ecomigration: Linkages Between Environmental Change and Migration”. In A.R. Zolberg, P.M. 
Benda (eds.), Global Migrants, Global Refugees: Problems and Solutions, Berghahn Books, 2001, p. 43-45.



word “oikos”, which means ‘household’, ‘home’, or ‘family’).

However  several  authors  apply the  term “environmental  migrants”  only to 

persons changing their place of residence in a voluntary manner. For Olivia 

Dun,  François Gemenne and Robert  Stojanov environmental  migrants  “are 

people who chose to  move voluntarily from their  usual  place of residence 

primarily due to environmental concerns or reasons.”39

2. Climate  migrants  (climate  refugees,  climate  exiles). Due  to  climatic 

reasons,  rooted  in  many  contemporary  migratory  movements,  the  term 

“climate  refugees”  is  relatively  frequently  used.  For  obvious  reasons,  this 

category is definitely narrower than the term “environmental migrants”.

The Global Governance Project defines climate refugees as “people who have 

to leave their habitats, immediately or in the near future, because of sudden or 

gradual alterations in their natural environment related to at least one of three 

impacts of climate change: sea-level rise, extreme weather events, and drought 

and  water  scarcity”.40 According  to  the  definition  from  the  Global  

Encyclopaedia  of  Political  Geography,  a  climate  refugee  is  “a  person 

dislocated by climatic change induced environmental disasters. Such disasters 

are evidence of human-influenced ecological change and disruption to Earth’s 

climatic system, primarily through the emissions of greenhouse gases”.41 The 

term “climate refugees” does not seem the same as the term “environmental 

refugees”, most frequently used in scientific publications. (The term “climate 

refugees” is,  in  my opinion,  a  more detailed category than “environmental 

refugees”.).

Oli  Brown,  the  author  of  2008  IOM  publication  entitled  Migration  and 

39 O.  Dun, F. Gemenne, R. Stojanov,  Environmentally displaced persons: Working Definitions for the EACH-
FOR project, paper presented at the International Conference on Migration and Development in Ostrava, Czech 
Republic on 5 September 2007.
40 “Global Governance Project”: http://www.glogov.org/.
41 M.A. Chaudhary, G. Chaudhary (eds.), Global Encyclopaedia of Political Geography, 2009, p. 43.



Climate Change uses the term “forced climate migrants”. Though he does not 

seek to define in a exhaustive way this phenomenon. In his view, the problem 

requires a far broader normative conceptualization, especially in the context of 

international refugee protection. Equally important are the practical measures 

at the national level. State authorities should seek to minimize the problems 

associated with  deteriorating environmental conditions: poverty, health risks, 

marginalization and lack of access to basic resources. 

The impact of climate change on the dynamics of migration processes is a 

controversial  issue.  According  to  many experts  there  is  currently  no  clear 

evidence of climate processes such as sustained increase in sea level. Research 

on global warming leads to more and more doubts and antagonisms. Studies of 

this  kind  are  most  often  deeply  politicized.  Furthermore  what  is  worth 

mentioning is that the climate change processes are only a bart of a broader 

environmental  context,  rather  than  vice  versa.  These  caveats  were  clearly 

illustrated  by  Kanti  Bimal  Paul,  author  of  recently  published  book 

Environmental  Hazards  and  Disasters:  Contexts,  Perspectives  and 

Management. In his view, “climate migrant is a subcategory of environmental 

migrant and sea level rise migrant is a subcategory of climate migrant”42.

As Frank Laczko and  Christine Aghazarm noted: 

‘Natural disasters’ can be seen as a subcategory of ‘environmental disasters’, 
which have been classified by theorists in different ways, according to their 
cause  and  temporal  nature.  The  causes  of  displacement  are  difficult  to 
disentangle, given the political, economic, demographic and environmental 
factors at play43.

As Elizabeth Ferris added, climate conditioned migrations or displacements 

are usually permanent in nature. People forced to flee as a result of rising sea 

levels will not have a chance to get back home. In extreme cases, climate exile 

42 B.  Kanti  Paul,  Environmental  Hazards  and  Disasters.  Contexts,  Perspectives  and   Management,  Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011, s. 25. 
43 F. Laczko, Ch. Aghazarm (eds.), Migration, Environemt and Climate Change, Assessing the Evidence, IOM,  
Geneva, 2009, p. 250.



is  –  like  development-induced  displacement  and  resettlement  –  the  most 

severe and irreversible category of forced migrations44.

3. Environmental refugees. The term was first coined in 1976 by Lester Brown, 

the American environmentalist and founder of Worldwatch Institute. Before 

1989 it was used in the context of at least a dozen articles, however, those 

studies were not detailed and lacked the definition of the problem. In 1984 Sir 

Edmund Hillary wrote a book entitled  Ecology 2000: the changing face of  

earth where, among others, he used this term. According to the author, “in 

Ethiopia, a new failure of the rains during the past for years has created a new 

class of environmental refugees” [...] “the Ethiopian Government is moving 

tens of thousands of its environmental refugees from their overused, eroded 

highlands  to  the  relatively  underpopulated  –  because  malaria-infected  – 

lowland plains”45. In the same year Lloyd Timberlake, an American expert on 

sustainable  development,  applied  the  term “environmental  refugees”  in  the 

report  Environmental  wars  &  environmental  refugees:  the  political  

background  to  the  Cartagena  Convention where  he  drew  attention  to  the 

negative impact of ignoring the environmental context of contemporary forced 

migrations46.  By  1985  it  appeared,  inter  alia,  in  the  documents  of  the 

European  Commission,  OECD,  ECOSOC,  UNEP,  the  U.S.  Department  of 

State and the ministries of health and internal affairs of Sudan and Ethiopia.

However the extended concept of “environmental refugees” appears first in 

the  eighties  of  the  20th  century  through  the  works  of  Essam El-Hinnawi 

(1985),  Jodi  Jacobson  (1988),  and  Sir  Crispin  Tickell  (1988).47 Equally 

important (and even more influential) are the works published in the nineties 

44 B. Termiński,  Przesiedlenia inwestycyjne. Nowa kategoria migracji przymusowych, Wydawnictwo Łośgraf, 
2012; E.G. Ferris, The politics of protection. The limits of humanitarian action, The Brookings Institution, 2011, 
p. 27.       
45 E. Hillary, Ecology 2000: The changing face of earth, Joseph, 1984, p. 214. 
46 L. Timberlake,  Environmental wars and environmental refugees: the political background to the Cartagena  
Convention, Earthscan, 1983.
47 L. Westra,  Environmental Justice and the Rights of Ecological Refugees, 2009, p. 169; T. Doyle, M. Risely, 
Crucible for survival. Environmental security and justice in the Indian Ocean Region, 2008, p. 276; F. Biermann, 
P. Pattberg, F. Zelli,  Global Climate Governance Beyond 2012. Architecture, Agency and Adaptation, 2010, p. 
256; 



by Arthur Westing (1992),  Norman Myers (1993),  and Astri  Suhrke (1991, 

1993)48.  Since the early nineties, the international institutions rarely use the 

term `environmental refugees`. International agencies have ceased to use it for 

a more neutral terms. However the term is often used by the authors of many 

scientific papers. Let us now examine how the phenomenon of environmental 

refugeeism  is  described  by  the  authors  of  the  most  influential  recently 

discipline of research.

Essam El Hinnawi 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 or triggered by people) 

that jeopardised their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their 

life”.49 The  author  goes  on  to  define  “environmental  disruption”  as  “any 

physical, chemical, and/or biological changes in the ecosystem (or resource 

base) that render it, temporarily or permanently, unsuitable to support human 

life”. As El-Hinnawi points out, we can distinguish three main sub-categories 

of  environmental  refugees:  1)  people  temporarily  displaced  as  a  result  of 

specific threats and environmental stress (such as cyclones or earthquakes), 2) 

people  permanently  displaced  from  their  homelands  due  to 

permanent/irreversible  changes  to  their  habitat,  such as  the  construction  of 

dams, lakes, and the consequences of radioactive contamination, and 3) people 

who  are  permanently  displaced  because  their  surrounding  habitat  can  no 

longer satisfy their basic needs.50 El-Hinnawi claims therefore, wrongly in my 

opinion, that development-induced displacement is a form of environmental 

refugee movement. El Hinnawi’s work does not distinguish between the two 

basic categories of disasters, namely, natural versus man-made. That is, it does 
48 A.H.  Westing,  “Environmental  refugees:  a  growing  category  of  displaced  persons”,  Environmental  
Conservation,  vol,  19, 1992, p.  201–207; N.  Myers,  “Environmental  refugees in a globally warmed world”, 
Bioscience, no 43, 1993 p. 752-61; A. Suhrke,   A. Visantin, “The Environmental Refugee: A New Approach, 
Ecodecision”. In D. Keane (ed.), The Environmental Causes and Consequences of Migration: A Search for the  
Meaning of ‘Environmental Refugees’ , 1991; A. Suhrke, Pressure points: environmental degradation, migration  
and conlfict. In Workshop on Environmental Change, Population Displacement, and Acute Conflict, Insitute for 
Research on Public Policy, Ottawa.
49  E. El-Hinnawi, Environmental Refugees, United Nations Environment Programme, Nairobi, 1985.
50 See ibid.



not distinguish more specific sub-categories of environmental refugees. Diane 

Bates opposes his stance by saying that “El-Hinnawi did not provide generic 

criteria  distinguishing environmental  refugees from other  types of migrants 

[...]. His definition makes no distinction between refugees who flee volcanic 

eruptions and those who gradually leave their homes as soil quality declines”.
51 

El Hinnawi’s definition became an object of criticism, among other things, in 

an article published in 1991 by Astri Suhrke and Annamaria Visentin.52 They 

point to the need for a separation between involuntary environmental refugees 

and voluntary environmental migrants. According this divide environmental 

refugees are “people or social groups displaced as a result of sudden, drastic 

environmental change that cannot be reversed”. Conversely, an environmental 

migrant  is  a  person  who  “makes  a  voluntary,  rational  decision  to  leave  a 

region as the situation gradually worsens there”.53 Distinguishing these two 

categories seems to be a step in the right direction. It should be mentioned that 

some forms of environmental migration are not consequences of deterioration 

of  environmental  living  conditions.  (For  example,  the  wealthy  British 

businessperson is not carried to the island of Madera as a result of worsening 

environmental conditions in London, but due to his or her own climate-related 

whim.)

Ben Gorlick, Senior Policy Advisor to the UN, defines environmental refugees 

as a “people who are displaced from or who feel obliged to leave their usual 

place  of  residence,  because their  lives,  livelihoods,  and welfare have been 

placed  at  serious  risk  as  a  result  of  adverse  environmental,  ecological,  or 

climatic processes and events”54. 

51 D.C. Bates, “Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change”, 
Population and Environment, vol. 23, no. 5, May 2002, p. 466.
52 A. Suhrke, A. Visentin, “The environmental refugee: A new approach”, Ecodecision, 1991.
53 See ibid.
54 K. van Wormer, F.H. Beshorn, Human Behavior and the Social Environment. Groups, Communities and  
Organizations, Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 279. 



In  1988,  Jodi  Jacobson  from  Worldwatch  Institute  defined  environmental 

refugees  in  a  very  general  way  as  “people  fleeing  from  environmental 

decline”.55 She distinguished three main categories of environmental refugees, 

among  them:  1)  people  temporarily  displaced  in  connection  with  local 

environmental  disasters  (such  as  earthquakes  and  avalanches);  2)  people 

resolving to migrate due to progressive degradation of the environment, that 

poses a threat to their health and normal functioning in a given territory; and 

3) people deciding to resettle because of the  desertification, soil change, or 

other irreversible changes in the habitat. Moreover Jodi Jacobson analyzes the 

potential impact of climate change and raising sea levels to possible migration 

processes. As pointed out by Karen McNamara, her work can be considered as 

the  first  attempt  to  introduce  environmental  refugees  to  a  more  general 

directory of the climate change research56. According to Jacobson, rising sea 

level may be – next to the anthropogenically conditioned land degradation – 

the most important cause of environmental refugeeism. The publication clearly 

emphasizes the anthropogenic origin of climate changes. In majority of cases 

the responsibility may be ascribed to the highly developed economies (e.g. 

growing energy consumption). Obviously Jacobson’s intention is to underline 

strong antagonisms between the perpetrators and the victims of such negative 

environmental processes.

One of the most fundamental reports on environmental refugees was published 

in  1992.  Its  authors,  Jan  Borgen  (Norwegian  Refugee  Council),  Nina 

Birkeland,  Preston  Scott  and  Jon  Trolldalen  argued  that  the  term 

“environmental refugees”:
First,  it  should refer  to  persons who are  coerced  or  forced  to  leave  their 
homes for environmental reasons that threaten their lives. Secondly, it should 
be  limited  to  persons  who  have  crossed  an  international  border:  that  is, 

55 J.L. Jacobson, Environmental Refugees: A Yardstick of Habitability, Worldwatch Institute, 1998; J.L. Jacobson, 
“Environmental Refugees: A Yardstick of Habitality”, Bulletin of Science Technology Society, vol. 8, no. 3, June 
1988, p. 257-258.
56 K.E.  McNamara,  The  Politics  of  ‘Environmental  Refugee’ Protection  at  the  United  Nations,   Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University of New South Wales, Sydney, 2006, p. 103



persons who are outside their country of nationality or origin.

Legal barriers and the limited nature of transnational environmentally induced 

displacement  make  these  assumptions  difficult,  if  not  impossible,  to 

implement57. The proposed definition for at least a decade ahead of the current 

debate  on  environmental  prerequisites  to  apply  for  asylum  or  the 

consequences  of  deterritorialization  of  archipelagic  states.  This  publication 

enumerates three fundamental causes of environmental refugeeism: 1. natural 

disasters  and  climate  changes,  2.  degradation  of  land  and  resources,  3. 

infrastructure  development58.  In  particular,  much  attention  was  drawn  to 

human-induced environmental  degradation (caused,  among other  things,  by 

inappropriate agricultural practices or a long-term chemical contamination).

The  work  Desperate  Departures.  The  Flight  of  Environmental  Refugees, 

issued by the Population Institute in 1992, does not contain any direct and 

comprehensive definition of environmental refugees. However, its authors list 

seven  general  environmental  problems  underlying  the  present  forced 

migrations:  1.  geophysical  processes,  2.  biological  hazards  (for  example, 

caused by bacteria, viruses, pesticides, etc.), 3. land degradation, 4. climate 

change, 5.  chemical contamination,  6. consequences of large infrastructural 

projects  (dams,  railways,  irrigation projects,  etc.),  7.  war  of  environmental 

backing.  The real  value  of  this  publication  lies  in  highlighting  the  role  of

spontaneous  and  short-term  factors of  forced  migration.  Combining 

environmentally  induced  displacement  and  development-induced 

displacement, which is typical for many NGOs, is, in my opinion, completely 

incorrect, because it leads to overstate the total number of displaced people.

57 M.E. Kahn, an author of recently published book titled Climatopolis: How our cities will thrivein the hotter  
future  (Basic Books, 2010) presents this problem in a similar manner.  He defines environmental refugees as 
“people migrating due to changes in environmental conditions in their home country”. In particular, he devotes 
much  attention  to  the  climate  determinants  of  migration  from  rural  to  urban  areas  (a  phenomenon  that 
characterizes many African countries, such as Ghana).
58 Troldallen (et  al.)  as well  as Jacobson perceives environmental  refugees in terms of victims of long-term 
environmemtal disruptions.



According to Norman Myers, environmental refugees are “people who can no 

longer gain a secure livelihood in their homelands because of drought, soil 

erosion,  desertification,  deforestation,  and  other  environmental  problems, 

together  with  associated  problems  of  population  pressures  and  profound 

poverty”.59 As  Myers  ascertained,  an  environmental  refugee  is  in  weaker 

position due to its semi-permanent or permanent status, because it has only a 

small chance for a happy return home.

Interesting (and not entirely unfounded) perceptions and definitions have been 

worked  out  in  numerous  analyses,  reports,  and  working  papers  issued  by 

certain NGOs.60 Members of the Strasbourg Diplomacy (a European students’ 

association)  suggest  distinguishing two main  categories  of  environmentally 

related migrants: “environmentally motivated migrants” and “environmental 

refugees”. According to their proposal:

• Environmentally motivated migrants are persons or groups of people who 

move from their usual place of residence due to foreseeable, long-term forced 

circumstances  caused  by  environmental  factors,  either  temporarily  or 

permanently, within their own country;

• Environmental  refugees are  persons  or  groups  of  people  who  are 

suddenly  evicted  from their  country,  because  their  lives,  livelihoods,  and 

welfare have been placed at serious risk as a result of adverse environmental 

processes and events either temporarily or permanently.

The  last  definition,  however,  seems  extremely  difficult to  defend.  It  is 

impossible  to  reduce  our  contemporary  understanding  of  refugees  only  to 

people  who  cross  state  borders  (or,  for  example,  benefit  from  UNHCR 

assistance). Over the past fifty years, we have observed significant evolution 

of the “refugee concept”, perhaps best evidenced by the development of the 

59 N. Myers, “Environmental Refugees: A Growing Phenomenon of the 21st century”, Philosophical Transactions 
of The Royal Society B, vol. 357, no. 1420, p. 609-613.
60 Strasbourg  Diplomacy  Working  Paper,  Human  Rights  Council  (Topic:  Climate  change  and  migration), 
http://strasdiplomacy.web.officelive.com/Documents/Resolution%202.3.pdf.



concept  of  internally  displaced  persons  in  the  nineties  of  the  last  century. 

Refugeeism is now a significantly different conceptual category than it was 30 

or even 20 years ago.

As pointed out by Diane Bates, the methodological and theoretical foundations 

of the concept of environmental refugees continue to raise many doubts. In an 

article  published  in  2009,  “Environmental  refugees?  Classifying  Human 

Migrations Caused by Environmental Change”, she wrote, “so many people 

can be classified under the umbrella of ‘environmental refugee’ that critics 

question the usefulness of the concept”61. Instead Bates suggests a different 

approach, using a working definition under which environmental refugees are 

people who migrate from their usual residence due to ambient changes in their 

non-human environment.

According to Somerville, “environmental refugees are people obliged to leave 

their traditional or established homelands because of environmental problems 

(deforestation,  desertification,  floods,  drought,  sea-level  rise,  nuclear-plant 

accidents), on a permanent or semi-permanent basis, with little or no hope of 

ever returning”.62

As Woehlcke  put  it,  “environmental  refugees  are  persons  who  leave  their 

traditional milieu because their life has been considerably restricted by natural 

and/or anthropogenic ecological damage and by the ecological strain of over 

population”.63 Other  authors  define  environmental  refugees  as  “persons 

displaced owing to environmental causes, notably land losses and degradation 

and  natural  disasters”  or  as  persons  “fleeing  a  natural  or  human-caused 

environmental disaster”.64 

61 D.C. Bates, “Environmental Refugees?  Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change”, 
Population and Environment, vol. 23, no. 5, May 2002, p. 466.
62 R.C.J. Somerville, The Forgiving Air, University of California Press, 1995.
63 M. Woehlcke, “Environmental Refugees”, Aussenpolitik, vol. 43, no. 3, 1992, p. 287.
64 J.  Karpilo,  “Environmental  Refugees.  Displaced  from  their  homes  by  disaster  and  environmental 
circumstances”, http://www.geography.about.com/.



Some authors linked the phenomenon of environmental refugeeism with the 

problem of development-induced displacement, which is not entirely accurate. 

Both forms of forced internal migration are in fact fully separate from each 

other. As Granzeier noticed, environmental refugees are people “forced to flee 

their  traditional  homeland  because  of  a  serious  change  or  ‘environmental 

disruption’  in  the  nature  of  their  environment  due  to  natural  disasters 

exacerbated  by  human  activities,  the  construction  of  dams  or  irrigation 

systems, toxic contamination, rampant deforestation and resultant erosion”.65

According  to  a  recently  released  book  entitled  Understanding  Social  

Problems,  environmental  refugees are  defined  as “individuals  who  have 

migrated  because  they  can  no  longer  secure  a  livelihood  as  a  result  of 

deforestation, desertification, soil erosion, and other environmental problems”.
66

4. Environmentally  Displaced Persons. In  recent  years,  the  concept  of 

environmentally  displaced  persons  (EDPs)  is  being  used  more  and  more 

frequently. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

the  Office of  the  High  Commissioner  for  Human Rights  (OHCHR),  the 

International  Organization  for  Migration  (IOM),  and  the  Refugee  Policy 

Group  (RPG)  have  all  opted  to  use  the  term  “environmentally  displaced 

persons”67.  At  the  1996  International  Symposium  on  “Environmentally-

Induced Population Displacements and Environmental Impacts Resulting from 

Mass  Migration”,  “environmentally  displaced  persons”  were  described  as 

“persons who are displaced within their own country of habitual residence or 

who  have  crossed  an  international  border  and  for  whom  environmental 

degradation,  deterioration,  or  destruction  is  a  major  cause  of  their 

65 M. Scully Granzeier, “Linking Environment, Culture, and Security”. In S. Kamieniecki, G.A. Gonzalez, R.O. 
Vos (ed.),  Flashpoints in environmental policymaking: controversies in achieving sustainability, SUNY Press, 
Albany NY, p. 311-335.
66 L.A. Mooney, D. Knox, C. Schacht, Understanding Social Problems, Cengage Learning, 2010.
67 B.  See,  D.  Baptista,  “Preparing’  for  ‘Environmental’  “Refugees”, 
http://www.munfw.org/images/61%20UNHCR.pdf.



displacement, although not necessarily the sole one”.68

Jeff Crisp, head of the UNHCR Policy Development and Evaluation Services 

proposes  to  introduce  two  main  categories  of  environmentally  displaced 

people: 1) people displaced due to processes (for example, climate change, 

global warming, desertification, soil degradation, rising sea level, etc.) and 2) 

people  displaced  due  to  events  (hurricanes,  floods,  droughts,  volcanic 

eruptions,  earthquakes,  tornadoes,  etc.).  The classification proposed by Jeff 

Crisp therefore combines elements already known from previous studies by 

Norman Myers (security risk) and Jodi Jacobson (separating local events from 

more  general  global  processes).  Based  on  the  simple  premise  this 

classification  seems  to  be,  in  my  view,  one  of  the  most  successful  and 

extremely useful theoretical approaches of the problem69.

Nicole  de  Moor  and  Professor  An  Cliquet  from  the  University  of  Ghent 

distinguish three different causes of enironmentally induced displacement: 1. 

environmental  degradation  due  to  climate  change  and biodiversity  loss,  2. 

sudden environmental disasters (including natural and technological disasters), 

3. intentional destruction of the environment70.   

Dana Zartner  Falstrom (2001) defines  environmentally displaced person as 

“one who leaves  his  or  her  home and seeks  refuge  elsewhere  for  reasons 

relating to  the environment”71.  Unlike  professor  Jessica  Cooper,  the  author 

believes  that  it  is  difficult  to  reconcile  two  completely  separate  regimes: 

international refugee law based on the Geneva Convention of 1951 and the 

concept of IDPs72. In her opinion the only way to prevent potential future scale 

68 D.  Keane,  “Environmental  Causes  and  Consequences  of  Migration:  A  Search  for  the  Meaning  of 
“Environmental Refugees”, Georgetown International Environmental Law Review, 2004.
69 Cited by J. Crisp, “Environmental Refugees: a UNHCR perspective”, Lausanne, 12th June 2006.
70 N.de Moor, A. Cliquet „Enironmental Displacement: A New Challenge for European Migration Policy”, 
https://biblio.ugent.be/ , p. 3.  
71 D.Z. Falstrom, „Stemming the flow of environmental displacement: Creating a convention to protect persons 
and preserve the environment”, Colorado Journal of Environmental Law and Policy, vol. 15, 2001, p. 1-20. 
72J.B. Cooper, „Environmental Refugees: Meeting the Requirements of the Refugee Definition”, New York 
University Environmental Law Journal, vol. 6, 1998.    



of  the  problem  is  to  adopt  a  convention  providing  protection  to  people 

displaced by changing environmental conditions. As Falstrom noted:

Only through a new set of provisions, outlined in a separate *30 document 
and based on the recognized international legal protections and obligations 
outlined  in  existing  international  human  rights  law  and  international 
environmental law, can the international community truly hope to address this 
rapidly  growing problem and  stem the  tide  of  environmentally  displaced 
persons73.

An interesting definition of “environmentally displaced persons” has also been 

proposed  by  the  French  Centre  International  de  Droit  Comparé  de 

l’Environnement  (C.I.D.C.E.),  in  a  text  regarding Draft  Convention  on the 

Status  of  Environmentally-Displaced  Persons.  Pursuant  to  this  document, 

environmentally displaced persons are “individuals, families, and populations 

confronted with a sudden or gradual environmental disaster that inexorably 

impacts their living conditions, resulting in their forced displacement, at the 

outset  or  throughout,  from their  habitual  residence”.74 In  a  working  paper 

prepared  in  2007,  Gemenne,  Dun,  and  Stojanov  suggested  to  distinguish 

among  three  subcategories  of  Environmentally  Displaced  Persons:  1) 

Environmental  migrants,  2)  Environmental  displaces,  and  3)  Development 

displacees.75

Luc Hens, an author of several reports on Ghana’s environmental problems 

claims  that  “environmentally  displaced  person is  someone  who  decides  to 

leave his/her  homeplace permanently or temporarily,  mainly for  reasons of 

environmental  degradation.  A  refugee  is  somebody  who,  during  this 

displacement, crosses national borders”76. Ghana is a fascinating example of 

coexistence of environmentally induced migrants (coming from the North to 

the coast and the capital of Accra), development-induced displacees (due to 

73D.Z. Falstrom, „Stemming the flow of environmental displacement: Creating a convention to protect persons 
and preserve the environment”, Colorado Journal of Environmental Law and Policy, vol. 15, 2001, p. 1-20. 
74 See: http://www.cidce.org/.
75 O. Dun, F. Gemenne, R. Stojanov, Environmentally Displaced Persons. Working Definitions For The Each-For 
Project, 11 October 2007, p. 1.
76 L.  Hens,  Intitutional, Legal and Economic Instruments in Ghana’s Environmental  Policy,  Research Paper, 
Vrije Universiteit Brussels, 1999. 



the construction of Akosombo dam) and, albeit on a limited scale, politically 

motivated refugees (including international ones). Just as in Sudan or Nigeria 

one can observed there all major categories of internal displacement, as well 

as  other  facinating  migratory  processess  (e.g.  independent  children 

migrations).

In  an  article  entitled  “Environmentally Displaced People”  the  same author 

notes:

Persons who are displaced within their country of habitual residence or who 
have crossed an international border and for whom environmental degrada-
tion, deterioration or destruction is a major cause of their displacement, al-
though  not  necessarily  the  sole  one,  belong to  environmentally  displaced 
people. These persons are refugees in the real sense of the word, but their 
situation does  not coincide with the legal definition of “refugee”.77 

The concept relatively quickly penetrated well the academic discourse. The 

term “environmentally displaced people” was used, among others, by Boano, 

Zetter and Morris (2006), and to some extent also in released a few years ago 

an excellent monograph by Alexander Betts (Forced Migrations and the Glob-

al Politics). As pointed out by Laura Westra term “environmentally displaced 

people”  should  not  be  treated  as  a  synonym

for ecological or environmental refugees78.

The theoretical  reflections  presented above have led me to create  my own 

working  definition  of  the  terms  “environmental  migrants”  and 

“environmentally displaced people”. I particularly want to draw attention to 

the diversity of contemporary environmental migration, as well as the scale of 

the threats that affect it. It is even more important to point out diversity in both 

the duration and the scale of the coercive factors which force migrants to flee 

their homes. According to above-mentioned assumptions, it seems reasonable 
77 L.  Hens,  “Environmentally  Displaced  People”.  In  Encyclopedia  of  Life  Support  Systems  (ELOSS), 
http://www.eolss.net/Sample-Chapters/C16/E1-48-51.pdf.
78 A. Betts,  Forced Migrations and Global Politics,  Wiley & Blackwell, 2009, p. 1; C. Boano, R. Zetter, T. 
Morris,  Environmentally  displaced  people:  understanding  the  linkages  between  environmental  change,  
livelihoods and forced migration,  Refugee  Studies  Centre,  2008;  L.  Westra,  Environmental  Justice and the  
Rights of Ecological Refugees, 2009.



to detach the general category of environmental  migrants from the narrower 

(and thereby subordinate to it) category of environmentally displaced people:

α) Environmental migrants are persons making a short-lived, cyclical, or 

long-term change of residence, of a voluntary or forced character, due to 

specific environmental factors.  Environmentally displaced people form a 

specific type of environmental migrant;

β) Environmentally  displaced  people are  persons  compelled  to 

spontaneous, short-lived, cyclical, or long-term changes of residence due 

to sudden or gradually emerging changes in the environment essential to 

their  living  conditions,  which  may  be  of  either  a  short-term  or  an 

irreversible character.

We can describe the general ecosystemic properties relevant to human func-

tioning in a particular area as “environmental conditions” or “environmental 

factors”.

Thus every environmental refugee is an environmental migrant, but not every 

environmental migrant is an environmental refugee.

The following table lists the most commonly used terms for the people forced 

to abandon their homes due to environmental reasons:

Major analytical categories Most common terms 

Refugees
“environmental refugees”; “climate refugees”; “climate change refugees”; 
“eco-refugees”;  “environmental-refugee-to-be”;  “ecological  refugees”  (L. 
Brown, 1976; L. Westra 2009)

Migrants

“environmental migrants”;  “environmentally induced migrants”; “climate 
migrants”;  “climigrants”;  “ecomigrants”;  “environmemtal  forced 
migrants”; “environmemtally forced migrant”; “environmemtal emergency 
migrant”;  “environmemtally  motivated  migrant”;  “climate  forced 
migrants”; “environment influenced mobility”; “forced climate migrants”; 
“climate-driven migrants”;

Displaced people “environmentally  displaced  people”;  “environmental  displacees”; 
“environmentally  induced  displaced  persons”;  “ecologically  displaced 



persons”;  “climate  change  induced  displaced  people”;  “climate  exiles”; 
“internally resettled victims”;

People displaced 
due to disasters

“disaster  displaced  persons”;  “disaster  caused  migrants”;  “disaster 
refugees”; “disaster induced displaced people”; 

People displaced 
due to environmental processes

“nuclear refugees”; “sea level refugees”; “flood-induced displaced people”; 
“tsunami  generated displacement”;  “climate  evacuee”;  In  the  context  of 
development induced displacement: “dam induced displacement”, “mining 
induced displacement & resettlement”, etc. 

The evidence  for  the  lack  of  methodological  consensus  in  the  research  of 

environmentally forced migration contributes  also to  the diversity of terms 

used to identify the participants in this process. Currently, the most commonly 

used term seems to be “environmental refugees”. It seems to illustrate pretty 

well the coercive nature of the change of residence as well as the complexity 

and diversity  of  the  underlying  factors.  Furthermore  it  seems important  to 

draw a demarcation line between fully forced environmental exile and various 

forms of voluntary migration like that caused by preference for a particular 

type of climate. The terms “climate migrants” (climigrants) or “eco-refugees” 

(eco-migrants)  often  found in  the  literature  have,  in  my view,  a  definitely 

wider  meaning  relative  to  the  terms  “environmental  migrants”  and 

“environmental refugees”.  They refer  to narrower environmental conditions 

that are behind climatic and ecological population mobility.

Some studies also stress the term “environmentally displaced populations” (or 

environmentally  displaced  persons:  EDPs).79 Such  determination  is  a  clear 

analogy to  the  term “internally  displaced persons”  (IDPs),  widely adopted 

recently.80 The application of the above-mentioned terms (“climate refugees” 

79 K.K. Moberg, “Extending refugee definitions to cover environmentally displaced persons displaces necessary 
protection”, Iowa Law Review,  March 2009; J. Scott,  “Protection of Environmentally Displaced Populations 
through Strengthening Existing Environmental Human Rights Law”,  http://works.bepress.com/jessica_scott/1; 
S.S. Juss, International migration and global justice, 2006, p. 172.
80 Therefore, the intention of the authors of the term “environmentally displaced persons” could be to show 
common features, linking the said group of people to the category of IDPs. Both of these groups – far more  
numerous than refugees, understood in the “conventional” sense – are not currently covered by the binding state 
of the conventional solutions for the protection of refugees.



and “environmental refugees”),  however,  may raise some controversy.  At a 

semantic level, they equate ecological groups of migrants with a refugee group 

to  which  the  standards  of  the  1951  Geneva  Convention  are  applied. 

Environmental  refugees  do  not  constitute  a  separate  or  institutionally 

developed legal  category but  rather  a  notional  construct  of  a  political  and 

social sort. Even the rather synthetic characteristic of the most commonly used 

notions,  presented  above,  shows  how  a  great  terminological  confusion 

characterises the description of the group of migrants currently discussed in 

this section of the paper. 

The conceptual grid used in the description of categories of environmental 

migrants should, in my opinion, take into account three main factors. Firstly, it 

seems relevant  to  distinguish between categories  of  migrants  based  on the 

environmental nature of the factors (forced, coerced, or voluntary) causing a 

change of residence. In case of the imminent threat of the individual, it seems 

reasonable  to  speak  of  displacemement  on  environmental  grounds.  If, 

conversely, these factors only make it difficult but not directly threaten the 

functioning of the individual in the area, it seems more appropriate to speak 

about  migration  than  displacement  (however,  the  occurrence  of  long-term, 

gradually increasing environmental threats in a given area, such as the rising 

sea level around archipelagic states remains a contentious issue at this point.). 

Secondly, environmentally caused displacement or migration should represent 

movement  of  a  relatively  permanent  nature. It  is  difficult  to  label  an 

evacuation lasting a few hours to several days caused by, for example, local 

flooding  in  terms  of  an  environmental  “exile”.81 Thirdly,  it  also  seems 

important to highlight the relationship between the systems currently operating 

in the literature. Climatic and disaster-induced displacements are, in my view, 

subcategories of the broader, more fundamental category of environmentally 

induced displacement. Additionally,  it  is crucial to stress the importance of 

81 T. Hammar, International migration, immobility and development. Multidisciplinary perspectives, 1997, p. 34; 
J.D. Unruh, M.S. Krol, N. Kilot, Environmental change and its implications for population migration, 2004, p. 
238.



disaster-induced displacement as a special (but not fully autonomous) category 

of environmentally-induced displacement. In the next part of this section I will 

try to characterise the main reasons for the environmental changes which pose 

risks to human societies (representing environmentally-induced displacement 

catalysts.) 

One increasingly frequent form of forced migration in recent years has been 

displacement associated with the creation of national parks, natural reserves, 

or other types of ecologically protected areas. In my view, this category of 

population  displacement  is  not  a  form  of  environmentally-induced 

displacement. It seems rather to represent one form of development-induced 

displacement. Displacement associated with the creation of national parks is a 

direct  consequence  of  the  industrialisation  process.  The  resulting  need  to 

protect natural heritage and biodiversity is therefore a primary reason of the 

creation of national parks.

Forced resettlement directed by state authorities following the construction of 

dams (such as China’s Three Gorges Dam, Sardar Sarovar in India, Merowe 

Dam in Sudan or Akosombo Dam in Ghana) is one of the most frequent forms 

of  development-induced  displacement.  Forced  displacement  caused  by  the 

environmental  side-effects  of  major  investments  definitely  represent  a 

different category. (These types of displacements normally take place after the 

completion of major investments). When the construction of a dam produces 

negative  effects  on  the  functioning  of  coastal  residents  (for  instance,  by 

decreasing the amount of fish in surrounding bodies of water), the residents 

are often forced to change their place of abode. These people, therefore, are 

not development-induced displaced people but rather environmentally-induced 

displaced people. (Their main reason for a change of residence was not the 

direct result of dam construction, but was instead the worsening environmental 

living conditions in their habitat). Once again, there should be differentiation 



between two categories of resettlement: 1) resettlement (displacement) caused 

by  human  activity,  and  2)  resettlement  (displacement)  caused  by  natural 

factors.

The amount of environmentally induced displaced people  is increasing each 

year. In 1995, their number was estimated at more than 25 million people.82 At 

the moment, we can talk about 10 million environmental refugees in Africa 

and  several  additional  millions  in  other  parts  of  the  world.  According  to 

estimates  by the UN University for  Environment  and Human Security,  the 

number of people permanently displaced by environmental changes at the end 

of 2010 would be more than 50 million. According to researchers at Columbia 

University,  over  200  million  people  will  be  forced  to  migrate  for 

environmental reasons before 2050. Only with sustained effort will we be able 

to counteract the predicted magnitude of the risk in subsequent years83. 

Throughout history, environmental (not political) motivations have been a key 

catalyst for human migration. Progressive environmental change was one of 

the main causes of the spread of Homo erectus and Homo sapiens sapiens out 

of the African continent (the so-called theory of the African exodus). Changes 

occurring  in  the  environment  also  contributed  to  the  fall  of  great  powers. 

Desertification  of  soils  and  deteriorating  living  conditions  in  Central  Asia 

were  the  main  cause  of  the  Huns  European  invasion  and  resulting 

displacement of the Germanic tribes, leading eventually to the collapse of the 

Western Roman Empire. The volcanic eruption of Santorini around 1600 BCE 

played a large role in the cultural formation of the Mediterranean. According 

to some hypotheses, it has led to the collapse of two great material cultures in 

this area: Cycladic and Minoan. In the absence of written sources from that era 

and with the difficulties involved in the analysis of archaeological material, it 
82 Myers  N.,  “Environmental  Refugees.  A  Growing  Phenomenon  of  the  21 st Century”, 
http://www.envirosecurity.org/.
83 J. Vaughn,  Environmental Politics: Domestic and Global Dimensions, Cengage Learning, 2011, p. 331; see 
also F. Renaud, J.J Bogardi, O. Dun, K. Warner, Control, Adapt or Flee. How to Face Environmental Migration, 
2007, p. 15; see F. Gemenne, “Why the numbers don’t add up: A review of estimates and predictions of people

displaced by environmental changes”, Global Environmental Change, 2011.      



is difficult for us to estimate the scale of population movements caused by that 

disaster. According to current research, the volcanic eruption of Thera was the 

most powerful eruption in earth’s history. It brought about the flooding of at 

least  a  few islands.  Reverberation  from this  volcanic  explosion circled  the 

globe  four  times  and  the  volcanic  ash  cloud may have remained  over  the 

Mediterranean Sea for years. The macro-social effects of such an explosion 

(such as agricultural repercussions) and the related migratory movements are 

potentially beyond measure.  The drought (starting in ≈2200 BC) may have 

also  initiated the  collapse  of  the  Egiptian  Old  Kingdom  as  well  as  the 

Akkadian  Empire  in  Mesopotamia.  So-called  “Sea  Peoples  Invasion”  to 

Cyprus,  Hatti  and  the  Levant  was  de  facto environemtally  induced  forced 

migration.

One of the first well-established references to disaster induced displacement 

was  made  by  Pliny  the  Younger,  who  described  the  consequences  of  the 

outbreak  of  Vesuvius  in  23  and 24  August  1979  CE.  Three  Roman  cities 

(Pompeii,  Stabiae, and Herculaneum) were destroyed. Tens of thousands of 

people died or were forced to flee. A letter to Tacitus by Pliny the Younger, 

preserved to this day, contains a vivid description of the emotions associated 

with  natural  disasters,  characteristic  even  now,  for  the  majority  of  people 

displaced due to natural disasters or evacuees. As Pliny wrote “You could hear  

women  lamenting,  children  crying,  men  shouting.  Some  were  calling  for  

parents, others for children or spouses; they could only recognize them by  

their voices [...] Nor were we without people who magnified real dangers with  

fictitious horrors.”84 In modern times, major natural disasters are also a factor 

in  mass  displacement.  As  a  result  of  the  earthquake  in  China’s  Shaanxi 

Province in 1556, more than 830,000 people were killed and at least several 

million were forced to relocate. Floods and earthquakes in the last centuries 

were a major cause for migration within China (in the twentieth century alone, 

three major earthquakes in that country – in 1920, 1927, and 1976 – claimed 

84 Plinius Tacito Suo S. An Tacitus (Lib. VI, epist. XX.-r. 79). 



nearly a million victims)85. 

Reasons for changes in the environment have recently become an area of  

intense research. To date, however, it is difficult for the scientific community 

to achieve consensus in this regard. The answer to the question of to what 

extent  environmental  changes  are  the  result  of  human  activity  is  now  a 

cornerstone  of  the dispute.  According to  currently dominant  views,  human 

activity  is  a  major  contributor  to  the  imbalance  of  global  habitats.  The 

anthropogenic causes of environmental changes include, inter alia, the impact 

of greenhouse gases and particulate matter (so-called atmospheric aerosols). 

These are the result of aggressive industrialisation in many areas of the world. 

An  equally  important  contributor  to  global  environmental  change  is  the 

destruction  of  tropical  forests,  which  absorb  carbon  dioxide  and  produce 

oxygen. Among the favourable factors of climate change – those of a natural 

character – one can enumerate, among others: changes in the magnetic poles 

of  the  earth  (a  process  which  normally takes  several  thousand years);  the 

dependence of land upon astronomical cycles (the so-called theory of Milutin 

Milanković cycles); changes in the solar constant (consisting of fluctuations in 

the solar power reaching the ground); and the impact of volcanic eruptions and 

seismic activity records.86 We should also remember that the effects of climate 

change can look very different in different parts of the globe. (For instance, 

“global warming” may actually be associated with a decrease in temperature 

in some places, such as in Europe.) 

One  serious  threat  behind  current  environmentally  caused  displacement 

includes a general rise in sea levels, caused by glacial melting. According to 

some researchers, ocean levels will increase over the next hundred years by 

more  than  two  meters87.  Rising  water  levels  currently  not  represent  a 
85 H. Mallee, F.N. Pieke,  Internal and international migration. Chinese perspectives, 1999, p. 187; K. Smith, 
Environmental hazards. Assessing risk and reducing disaster, 2009, p. 20.
86 E. Claussen, V.A. Cochran, D.P. Davis,  Climate change.  Sciences, strategies & solutions, 2001, p. 215; cf. 
B.A. Pittock, Climate change. The science, impacts and solutions, 2009, p. 7-54.
87 J. D. Milliman, J. M. Broadus, F. Gable, „Environmental and Economic Implications of Rising Sea Level and 

Subsiding Deltas: The Nile and Bengal Examples”, Ambio, vol. 18, no. 6, 1989, p. 340-345. 



significant source of environmentally induced displacement, but in subsequent 

years  may  firmly  gain  strength.  Areas  below  10  meters  above  sea  level 

constitute only two percent of the globe; however, as much as 10 percent of 

the world’s population resides there.  The first  incidence of mass migration 

caused by a rise in sea level was the flooding in 1995 of Bangladesh’s Bhole 

Island. As a result, half of the island is no longer fit to live on, and more than 

half  a  million  people  lost  shelters.88 A  similar  problem  can  reach  the 

inhabitansts of Carteret Islands, an atoll belonging to Papua New Guinea89. 

Rising sea level may permanently displace at least 10 thousand residents of 

the archipelago. Can we prevent this kind of problems?  In the case of Nigeria 

alone, a one-metre rise in ocean level could force more than 3.7 million people 

to migrate. (In the case of a two-metre rise, that figure could increase to 10 

million.) Equally important related problems include the issues of changing 

climate zones, ocean currents, and monsoon activity, as well as the occurrence 

of tornadoes. Significant changes in the summer monsoon period affect the 

economic situation of many Asian countries. 

Another cause of environmentally induced displacement is when soil becomes 

barren  or  desertified.  In  keeping  with  estimates  made  by  international 

organisations,  the  process  of  desertification  annually  affects  more  than  6 

million hectares in more than sixty countries around the world. According to 

UNEP estimations one quarter of the earth's land and more than 300 million 

people is threatened by desertification90.  A dwindling supply of drinking water 

presents a particularly high risk for the functioning of communities.91 In some 
88 E. Wax, “In Flood-Prone Bangladesh, a Future That Floats”, The Washington Post, 27/09/2007; M. Seear, An 
introduction to International Health, 2007, p. 263.
89 J. Connell, „The Carteret Islands: precedents of the Greenhouse effect„, Geography, vol. 75, no. 2 (April 

1990), pp. 152-154.   
90 Source: The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification: A New Response to an Age-Old Problem, 

see: http://www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/sustdev/desert.htm   
91 The right to water can be considered one of the most basic economic rights of every human being, cf M.A.  
Salman, The human right to water. Legal and policy dimensions, 2004, pp. 7-28; M. Barlow, Blue covenant. The 
global water crisis and the coming battle for the right to water, 2009, p. 15-46; A. Cassar, N. Nemes, Water as a  
Human Right, 2004, p. 15-27; cf. for analogical discussions regarding the human right to food, P. Alston, K. 
Tomasevski, The Right to Food, 1987, p. 7-12; Ch. Christensen, The right to food. How to guarantee, 1978, p. 1-
15; The right to food. In theory and practice, 1998, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, p. 
1-48.

http://www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/sustdev/desert.htm


areas of Africa (e.g. Sudan, Chad, and the Western Sahara), the distance of 

some  settlements  from  their  nearest  water  source  amounts  to  tens  of 

kilometres. Lack of water or its pollution is the cause of death of more than 40 

thousand people a day. More than one billion inhabitants of our planet have no 

access to clean water sources and more than two and a half billion live in very 

poor sanitary conditions. Lack of water, coupled with the problem of hunger, 

is now one of the most common causes of internal migration in developing 

countries.  Quite  often,  the  situation  results  from  ever-deteriorating 

environmental factors. As reported by the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO), over 962 million people are currently starving. Every five seconds, a 

child dies of hunger; in the span of just one day, this adds up to more than 

20,000 victims of starvation.92 

Another major problem in recent years is the advancing salinity of freshwater 

basins.93 An  additional  reason  for  the  growing  scale  of  environmentally-

induced  displacement  is  the  wasteful  deforestation  conducted  in  many 

countries, simetimes triggered by large development projects. This promotes 

the process of soil desertification (like that of China) or the loss of traditional 

farming  in  particular  areas  (especially  in  Latin  America).  A further  key 

motivation for a change of residence constitutes an increased risk of flooding 

in such areas. The most vulnerable flood risk areas around the world include 

China’s Grand Canal and the main river basins in Asia: Yangtze River, Yellow 

River, and Mekong94. Still other common sources of environmentally induced 

displacement include earthquakes (along with the associated tsunami waves) 

and volcanic eruptions; sometimes the mere threat of these natural disasters 

presents cause enough for displacement. In the next portion of this section, the 

author  will  attempt  to  characterise  the  main  stimuli  for  environmentally 

92 A. Gonzalez-Pelaez, Human rights and world trade. Hunger in international society, 2006, p. 15; J. Hancock, 
Environmental human rights. Power, ethics and law, 2003, p. 149.
93 H. Bekle, Q. Beresford, J. Mulock, H. Phillips,  The salinity crisis. Landscape, communities and politics, p. 
270; T. Hayward, Constitutional environmental rights, 2004, p. 206.
94 M. Allaby, R. Garratt, Floods, Infobase Publishing, 2003, p. 142; V. Smil, China's past, China's future: energy,  
food, environment, Routledge, 2004, p. 161.    



induced displacement in various regions of the world. 

Africa  remains  the  continent  with  by  far  one  of  the  largest  number  of 

environmental forced migrants worldwide. The main causes of environmental 

displacement are land degradation and desertification, much less the natural 

disasters. Millions of potential displacees now live in the African Sahel region, 

where they escape from the northern areas as a result of drought and lack of 

access  to  drinking  water.  Many economically  motivated  migrations  are  de 

facto determined  by  worsening  environmental  conditions (North-South 

Migrations in Ghana). Currently, nearly 10 million people in the Sahel region 

are at risk of hunger.95 Tremendous problems surrounding water shortages and 

hunger are visible in the current territories of the Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, 

and Kenya. In Nigeria, the rising levels of the Atlantic Ocean and the flooding 

of coastal islands present a major predicament. It is estimated that an increase 

of only 20 centimetres in the water level could deprive nearly eight hundred 

thousand inhabitants of their homes in this country.96 In many countries of the 

continent,  the  steady  decline  of  soil  quality  towards  barrenness  and 

desertification is problematic. The desertification problem covers the whole of 

North  Africa  and  many  areas  in  other  parts  of  the  continent  (such  as 

Madagascar). Africa  is  highly  affected  by  flood.  According  to  Norwegian 

Refugee Council (2010, 2011) after 2008 we have witnessed at least 10 major 

floods in the region (mostly in Nigeria, Burkina Faso and Benin)97. 

Environmental  displacement  in  Asia  is  determined  by  both  gradual 

environmental  processes,  the consequences  of  human activities  and natural 

95 The Sahel area repeatedly fell victim to great drought and famine. Lasting from the late sixties to mid eighties,  
catastrophic drought in the countries of that region led to the death by starvation of over a half million people; cf 
C. Legum,  Africa contemporary record. Annual survey and documents, vol. 17, 1988, p. 95; R.A. Bryson, T.J 
Murray, Climates of Hunger. Mankind & The World’s Changing Weather, 1979, p. 95.
96 T. Odumosu, W. Atere, F. Adewunmi, Social problems and social work in Nigeria, 2000, p. 202; A. Osuntokun, 
Environmental problems in Nigeria. With special emphasis on northern Nigeria, 1999, p. 6.
97 See  M. Yenotani,  Displacement  due to Natural Hazard-Induced Disasters.Global Estimates for 2009 and  
2010, IDMC & NRC, Oslo, 2011; Monitoring disaster displacement in the context of climate change. Findings  
of  a  study  by  the  United  Nations  Office  for  the  Coordination  of  Humanitarian  Affairs  and  the  Internal  
Displacement Monitoring Centre, OCHA, IDMC, NRC, Oslo-Geneva, June 2010.



disasters. Every year, floods lead to the temporary displacement of at least 8 

million  people.  Growing  cause  of  temporary  displacement  are  also 

consequences  of  earthquakes  in  seismic  areas  (Turkey,  Iran,  Pakistan). 

Increasing soil salinity and desertification presents an environmental crisis in 

many  regions  of  the  continents.  This  characterises,  among  other  places, 

extensive areas of southern China, Kazakhstan, the Iranian plateau, and the 

Aral Sea regions.  Many times,  the only solution to the steadily decreasing 

crops and increasingly limited grazing capacity caused by soil salinity is to 

move to other areas. Particularly important in recent years were population 

displacement from the area of South-East Asia instigated by the tsunami of 

December 2004. The great wave, induced by an earthquake beneath the Indian 

Ocean,  deprived  over  230,000  people  of  their  lives.  As  a  result,  many 

thousands  of  people  in  vulnerable  areas  (particularly in  Indonesia  and  Sri 

Lanka) have decided to migrate to areas more distant from the coastline.98 The 

events of December 2004 also caused the displacement of over 1.5 million 

people in the six countries most affected by the tsunami. 

Rising ocean levels are a major problem threatening the existence of some of 

the archipelagic states and many coastal areas of other countries. Particularly 

vulnerable to this process at present are the countries of the South Pacific and 

Oceania: Tuvalu, Kiribati,  Marshall Islands, Palau, Papua and New Guinea, 

Nauru, and the Republic of Maldives.99 In the past five years, nearly a third of 

Tuvalu Island’s small population of 11 thousand have emigrated. A rise in sea 

levels of but one centimetre per year would cause a complete flooding of that 

country  in  less  than  fifty  years.  At  the  moment,  especially  high  risks 

associated with the rise of the oceans are having a particular impact on the two 

archipelagic states of Western Polynesia: Tuvalu and Kiribati.  According to 

UN forecasts, they may be completely inundated by the rising waters of the 

Pacific by 2050. (Since 1993, global sea levels have been rising at a rate of 
98 K. Koser,  International migration. A very short introduction, 2007, p. 120; B.P. Lorente,  Asian migrations.  
Sojourning, displacement, homecoming and other travels, 2005, p. 26.
99 B.E. Johansen, The global warming desk reference, 2002, p. 158; Ch.C. Park, The environment. Principles and 
applications, 2001, p. 514.



about 3.26 mm. per year.) Over the past sixty years, the level of the Pacific 

surrounding western Polynesia has increased by more than 12 centimetres.100 

On  the  basis  of  agreements  signed  by  the  authorities  of  Tuvalu,  all  the 

inhabitants of the island, in the event of an imminent threat to its existence, 

will  be  evacuated  to  the  territory  of  New  Zealand.  According  to  Lilian 

Yamamoto of Kanagawa Uniersity the biggest challenge is such cases “is  to 

preserve their nationality without a territory"101. The possibility of resettlement 

of the Fiji and Kioa islands populations or purchase of land in Australia is also 

under  consideration.  The threat  of  total  flooding is  just  as pertinent  to  the 

islands of Maldives, famous mainly for their developed tourism. 

1.1 Case Study: Rising sea levels – the situation of the Maldives archipelago population

The Maldives are an archipelagic island state in the Indian Ocean. The Maldives consist of 

nearly 1,200 islands, embedded in 26 reef atolls. The country is inhabited by almost 400,000 

people, and is also visited by more than 300,000 tourists a year. The biggest problem facing 

this mainly tourism-based country is now the rising ocean level due to climate change.

The first alarming predictions about the future of the archipelago appeared in the mid-eighties 

of the last century. According to experts, sea level will rise by 0.8 to 2 meters by 2100. This  

means a total inundation of more than 80 percent of the archipelago islands. These predictions 

can  be  considered  highly  probable  at  the  moment.  Measurements  made  in  the  Maldives 

showed that the average increase in sea level is 8 millimetres per year. As a result of rising 

water  level  in  recent  years,  the residents  of  over  30 islands  were already evacuated.  The 

weight  of  the  problem faced by the  Maldives  became a global  issue  in  the  wake of  the 

devastation of a large part of the country by the December 2004 tsunami. The Asian tsunami 

of December 26, 2004 killed 82 people, displaced more than 12,000 and caused extensive 

100 J.A. Church, N.J. White, J.R. Hunter, “Sea-level rise at tropical pacific and Indian Ocean Islands”, Global and 
Planetary Change, vol. 53, no. 3, September 2006, pp. 155-168; F.M.A. Harris, Global environmental issues, 
2004, p. 57.
101 „Rising sea level could erase island nations from the face of Earth”, Asian News International, 2009. 



damage to the country’s most important tourism industry. It was then decided to surround the 

capital  island with  a  concrete  dam.  The cost  of  this  project,  estimated  at  more  than  $60 

million, was entirely covered by the Japanese government. Inter-state negotiations are also 

underway regarding the future of the country’s population. Up for discussion is whether to 

temporarily  evacuate  or  completely  relocate  the  population  to  one  of  the  less  vulnerable 

countries in the region or to Australia. If the previously observed trends do not change, the 

whole area of the state will disappear beneath the ocean surface in 150-200 years. Therefore, 

it is necessary to take action to prevent this process (which will hopefully be made possible by 

the development of new construction technologies). In 2007, UNDP launched a special expert 

program, monitoring the changes in the ocean in the region. The situation of the archipelago 

was also discussed in 2009 at the World Climate Conference in Copenhagen.

The future of Maldives, remaining only in the realm of speculation,  shows the increasing 

correlation between environmental changes and many spheres of social life. Environmental 

problems  already constitute  one  of  the  main  issues  in  the  economic  forums,  multilateral 

meetings, and activities of international organisations. However, many researchers suggests 

that  Maledives  sea  level  is  not  rising.  According  to  Nils-Axel  Mörner  from  Stockholm 

University there is evidence of  sea level fall in the last 30 years in that Indian Ocean area102.

***

Europe, in recent years, has been free from major threats to the environment. The biggest 

European  ecological  disaster  in  recent  decades  was  a  nuclear  power  plant  accident  at 

Chernobyl in Ukraine, on the 26th of April 1986. The town of Prypyat, population of 49000, 

were  evacuated  two  days  after  the  accident103.  As  a  result  of  irradiation,  more  than  136 

thousand people were relocated from the surrounding areas.104 

Potential  causes of environmentally induced displacement in the Western hemisphere may 

102 N.A. Mörner, M. Tooley, G. Possnert, „New perspectives for the future of Maldives”, Global and Planetary  
Change, vol. 40, no. 1-2, January 2004, pp. 177-182.

103 R.E. Ebel, Chernobyl and Its Aftermath. A Chronology of Events, CSIS, Washington, 1994, p. 14 
104 S.S. Juss, International migration and global justice, 2006, p. 170; Z.A. Medvedev, The legacy of Chernobyl, 
1992, p. 197; P.L. Martin, S. Forbes Martin, P. Weil, Managing migration. The promise of cooperation, 2006, p. 
60.



stem primarily from the effects of industrial accidents and unexpected disasters. One of the 

greatest natural disasters in recent years was Hurricane Katrina in August 2005. During more 

than  a  week  of  activity,  it  claimed  over  1,800  lives  and  forced  more  than  half  of  the 

population of New Orleans to flee.105 The total number of persons temporarily displaced as a 

result  of hurricane damage is  estimated at  nearly two million.  Another significant natural 

hazard is the increased tectonic activity in the Gulf of Mexico, the Caribbean Basin, and the 

East Coast of the United States. In the Haitian earthquake of January 2010, more than 230 

thousand people died and another 300,000 were injured. This disaster resulted in droves of 

survivors leaving the ruined city and the most  vulnerable areas,  fearing the possibility of 

aftershocks. In July 2010, the refugee camps established in Haiti were still inhabited by over 

1,5 million people displaced from the completely destroyed areas of the island (especially 

Port-au-Prince and its surrounding areas). Natural disasters both moderate and massive give 

birth to social consequences difficult to deal with, often over many decades (since it takes so 

much time to rebuild the village destroyed by fire, volcanic eruptions, or earthquakes, or to 

achieve complete revitalisation of destroyed agriculture). 

The  activity  of  the  international  community  in  disaster  affected  people  takes  place  on  a 

relatively small scale. The problem is, in fact, treated as a sphere of activity internal to each 

country. Currently, over 90 percent of environmentally induced displacement takes place over 

relatively small  distances  (mostly disaster-induced  displacement  and  short-time  organized 

evacuation).106 Quite  often,  it  is  difficult  to  distinguish  between  displacement  due  to 

environmental  processes  (desertification,  land  degadation,  coastal  erosion,  ect.)  and 

migrations  undertaken  due  to  economic  reasons.  The  increase  in  the  scale  of  global 

environmental  disruptions  (such  as  rising  sea  levels),  however,  causes  more  and  more 

environmentally  induced  displacements  to  be  of  a  trans-national  character.  Extensive 

measures (both practical help and extensive theoretical reflection on the revision of existing 

legal arrangements) are therefore required to ensure the best possible functional conditions for 

EDPs.  The  ongoing  changes  in  the  environment  have  been  a  subject  of  reflection  for 

105 In the state of Louisiana 1,577 people were killed as a result of the hurricane. Material losses in that state were 
estimated as upwards of 90 billion dollars, cf. D.A. Farber, J. Chen,  Disasters and Law. Katrina and beyond, 
2006, p. 151; J.I. Levitt, M.I. Whitaker, Hurricane Katrina. America’s Unnatural Disaster, vol. 87, 2009, p. 251.
106 L.C.  Gray, Environmental  Refugees  or  Economic  Migrants, 
http://www.prb.org/Articles/2010/environmentalmigrants.aspx.



international organisations for several decades. Together with a high-level of activity there 

comes no greater support to the people displaced due to environmental conditions.

The growing scale  of the problem of environmental  displacement  forces  the international 

community to take extensive institutional and legal measures. The 1951 Geneva Convention 

does not apply to environmental refugees (whether people displaced within countries or those 

crossing borders between them). According to a contemporary system of international law, 

refugee status arises when events occur as a result of violence conflicts (fleeing persecutions)
107. The definition of a refugee, contained in the 1951 Convention, therefore does not take into 

account environemtal problems or  disasters (both natural and man-maed) as the source of this 

problem. It seems that, given the changing forms and number of different groups of refugees 

in the world, the only way of helping this group constitutes a revision of the solutions adopted 

to  date  and  an  extension  of  the  traditionally  understood  categories  of  refugees  under 

international law, or the creation of new solutions governing the status of that group108.  The 

question of the legal status, prospects for international recognition and forms of humanitarian 

assistance of environmentally induced displaced people (`environmental refugees`) requires a 

comprehensive  legal and policy framework.  The worst  possible  solution  is  to  restrict  the 

analyzes to be divided into categories of refugees and internally displaced persons. Looking at 

the  response  we  have  to  reach  into  the  four  categories  of  public  international  law: 

international refugee law, human rights,  international environmental law and humanitarian 

law, as well as policy-oriented perspectives.  

Another unsolved issue under international law is the whole catalogue of direct effects upon 

communities  resulting  from  environmental  change.  The  right  to  a  healthy  environment, 

alongside the right to sustainably and peacefully develop that environment as the common 

107 The factors causing migration can therefore be divided into the ones associated with human activity and the 
ones caused solely by nature; cf M. Zerkovic Bookman, After involuntary migration. The political economy of  
refugee encampments, 2002, p. 8; C. Brettell, J.F. Hollifield, Migration theory. Talking across disciplines, 2000, 
p. 50.
108 D.C. Bates, „Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental Change”, 

Population and Environment, vol. 23, no. 5, 2002, pp. 465-477; A. Williams, „Turning the tide: Recognizing Climate 
Change Refugees in International Law”, Law & Policy, vol. 30, no. 4, October 2008, pp. 502-529; K. Sramkova, 
Involuntary Environmental Migrants: Unprotected, Lambert Academic Publishing, 2011.     



heritage of humankind, is one of the main categories of third-generation human rights. Yet it 

is mainly of a declarative character.109 The United Nations has not adopted any binding human 

rights document on a clean, intact, and ecologically balanced environment. Another tricky 

situation  is  that  of  those  who,  due  to  the  potential  disappearance  of  their  traditional 

homelands, will be confronted with the possibility of losing their current nationality. In the 

absence of the territory it is difficult to speak of a state and therefore also of a citizenship.110 

The migrants from the areas which are most at risk of flooding cannot currently expect to 

receive  refugee  status.111 So  what  practical  help  is  currently  offered  to  environmentally-

induced displaced people? As noted by Ilona Korchut, those people are still “doomed to a 

lottery and the mosaic law of international humanitarian help or its own state law and the 

various migration policies of countries  to whose territories  they were forced to go,  when 

fleeing from drought, flood, or dead soil.”112 

109 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other documents in this field do not guarantee, unfortunately,  
the right to an intact environment and sustainable development of habitat. The group of “environmental” human 
rights is indeed a later concept; cf. A.E. Boyle, M.R. Anderson,  Human rights approaches to environmental  
protection, 1998, p. 2-25.
110 According to Jelinek’s classical definition, three components that constitute statehood are population, territory, 
and public authority, cf. K. Tuori, Ratio and Voluntas. The Tension Between Reason and Will in Law, Ashgate, 
2011, p. 42.
111 Archipelagic state authorities do not have a chance of receiving compensation for environmental degradation; 
no entity can be held liable for effects of these environmental changes.
112 I. Korchut, “Uchodźstwo ekologiczne. Ogólnoświatowy problem, którego nie ma?” Pomagamy. Nowoczesne 
Pismo Wolontariuszy, nr 20, p. 11.



PART TWO:

THE MOST COMMON CAUSES OF 

ENVIRONMENTALLY-INDUCED DISPLACEMENT

2.1 THE  TYPE S  OF NAT URAL D I S AS TE RS



Source: Hugo G., “Environmental Concerns of International Migration”,  International Migration Review, vol. 
30, no. 1, Spring 1996, pp. 105-131.
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Source:  J.  Dayton-Johnson,  Natural  Disasters  and  Adaptive  Capacity,  Working  Paper  no  237,  OECD 
Development Centre, August 2004.

Typology of Hazards, UNEP/GRID-Europe, 2004. 
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Source:  Typology  of  Hazards.  (2005).  In  UNEP/GRID-Arendal  Maps  and  Graphics  Library.,  Copyright: 
Adpated  from Pascal  Peduzzi,  UNEP/GRID-Europe,  2004,  Designer:  Emmanuelle  Bournay,  (UNEP/GRID-
Arendal). 

 
LIST OF THE MOST COMMON NATURAL DISASTERS:

Avalanches Famines Storms (non-cyclone)

Blizzards Floods and landslides Tornadoes

Contractible diseases Heat waves Tsunamis

Cyclones and Hurricanes Limnic eruptions Volcanic eruptions

Earthquakes Meteorites Wildfires and bushfires

See also: M.R. Berren, A. Beigel, “A typology for classification of disasters”, Community Mental Health  
Journal, vol. 16, no. 2, 1980, p. 103-111.

Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) Classification of Natural Disasters

Source: M. Yenotani,  Displacement due to natural hazard-induced disasters. Global estimates for 2009 and  
2010, Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Oslo, 2011; Monitoring Disaster Displacement in the Context  
of Climate Change. Findings of a study by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian  
Affairs and the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, OCHA-IDMC-NRC, Oslo-Geneva, June 2010.   
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Source: D. Bates, "Environmental Refugees? Classifying Human Migrations Caused by Environmental 
Change", Population & Environment, vol. 23, no. 5, 2002, p. 475.

Source: Keane, 2004.
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2.2 THE  M OST  COMM ON  CAUS E S  OF E NV IRONM E NTALLY- I NDUCE D  DI S PL ACEM E NT 

(AL PHAB ET I CAL ORDE R) :

Chemical and Radioactive Contamination: Forced displacement as a result 

of  radioactive  or  chemical  contamination  is  often  considered  to  be  an 

extremely  rare  occurrence.  However,  such  a  disaster  is  not  limited  to  the 

failure of nuclear power plants or chemical plants.  Risks may also include 

environmental  degradation  caused  by  the  improper  exploitation  of  oil 

production platforms as well as big oil spills. Thus, we can distinguish at least 

three main reasons for these natural disasters:

a) Accidents at nuclear plants (Chernobyl 1986, Fukushima 2011): The creation of 

a closed buffer zone (Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant Exclusion Zone), along with the 

resettlement  of  its  entire  population,  was  a  direct  result  of  the  Chernobyl  nuclear 

disaster. All 50,000 Pripyat residents ware evacuated after the accident over the course 

of a single day. More than 50,000 square kilometres of the Ukraine are contaminated;

b) Accidents at Chemical Plants (e.g. the Ajka Alumina plant accident in Hungary 

on  October  4,  2010): Resulting  from  the  failure  of  the  aluminum  smelter  in  the 

Hungarian  town  of  Ajka,  about  700  thousand  cubic  meters  of  liquid  were  leaked, 

containing, among other things, iron oxide and sodium hydroxide.  Around 400 people 

were temporarily displaced (evacuated).

c) Land  Contamination  following  the  exploitation  of  natural  resources  (e.g. 

environmental  degradation  in  the  Niger  Delta): Oil-related  environmental  problems 

include gas flaring, oil spills, and dredging of canals. Oil tanker disasters may lead to 

contamination of local ecosystems and force thousands of inhabitants to migrate. Each 

of the above-mentioned disasters and risks may constitute a decisive factor in forcing 

people from their homes.

Current sea level rise: Rising sea levels are likely to become one of the main 

causes  of  forced  migratory movements  in  this  century.  Low coastal  zones 



(with a coast equal to or lower than 10 meters) account for only two percent of 

the earth’s mass, but up to ten percent of the world’s population and thirteen 

percent  of  its  urban  population.  The  2007  report,  Environment  and 

Urbanizations, says that 634 million people live in coastal areas within 30 feet 

(9 m) of sea level. A rise in sea levels is not limited to small island states (atoll 

states). Rather, about 60 percent of the world’s biggest cities with more than 

five  million  people  are  located  in  low-lying  coastal  areas.  (Eleven  of  the 

world’s fifteen largest cities are on coastal plains). Indeed, over 70 percent of 

the world’s population lives on coastal plains.

According  to  researchers’  estimates,  sea  level  rose  between  20  and  40 

centimetres during the last century. In 2001, the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change projected a global rise of 9cm to 88cm (3.5 to 34.6 inches) in 

sea levels between 1990 and 2100. In 2007, the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) predicted that global warning would lead, by 2100, to 

a rise in the ocean level of 180 to 590 mm. According to a significant number 

of researchers, ocean levels will rise from at least 1.5 to 2 meters over the next 

100 years. According to Nicholls (et al.), a “pragmatic estimate of sea-level 

rise by 2100, for a temperature rise of 4°C or more over the same time frame, 

is between 0.5 m and 2 m – the probability of rises at the high end is judged to 

be very low”113. According to the present author’s estimation, the projected 

magnitude of this  phenomenon could forcibly displace at  least  187 million 

people worldwide. 

The areas most vulnerable to the effects of increasing sea levels seem to be 

from the highly populated coasts of China as well as the southern coasts of the 

Mediterranean, the west coast of Africa (Nigeria), South Asia (Bangladesh, Sri 

Lanka, India), and many small island states (Maldives, Tuvalu, Palau, Kiribati, 

Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, and Nauru). Residents of China appear 

to be particularly at risk from the long-term effects of sea level rise. China has 

particularly high rates of urbanisation along its coastline. It is estimated that a 

113 R.J. Nicholls, N. Marinova, J.A. Lowe, S. Brown, P. Vellinga, D. de Gusmão, J. Hinkel, R.S. Tol, „Sea-level 
rise and its possible impacts given a 'beyond 4°C world' in the twenty-first century”, Philos Transact A Math  
Phys Eng Sci, 369 (1934), January 13, 2011, p. 161-181.



one-metre  rise  could  force  the  displacement  of  more  than  12.4  million 

residents of Shanghai.  Over half  of Bangladesh’s population lives in lower 

coastal plains. According to Brown (2004), a one-meter rise would force the 

evacuation of over 40 million people. A sea-level rise of about 40 centimetres 

could sink 11 percent of the Bangladeshi coastline and force more than 10 

million people to migrate from their homelands. In 1995, half of Bhola Island 

in Bangladesh (also called Dakhin Shahbazpur) became permanently flooded, 

leaving  over  500,000  people  homeless.  The  Bhola  Islanders  are  often 

described as some of the world’s first refugees caused by a sea-level rise.

The situation of the inhabitants of the archipelago of the Maldives has become 

particularly well-known in recent years. A rise in the ocean level of just  1 

metre would swamp about 85 percent of the country’s capital island, Malé, 

which harbours 60,000 people on just 600 hectares of land. It is estimated that 

even a rise of just 20 centimetres could create over 750,000 environmentally 

induced  displaced  people  in  Nigeria.  This  problem  may  also  touch  other 

African countries  like Niger,  Senegal,  the Gambia,  or Egypt.  Rising ocean 

levels will eventually pose a problem for the western hemisphere as well (the 

United States, Argentina, Chile) and even European countries (Great Britain).

Deforestation: Deforestation is one of the main consequences of the process 

of industrialization, especially of the extraction of natural resources (such as 

oil). Wasteful deforestation can lead to an irreversible imbalance in the natural 

environment  (as  in  the  Amazon  Jungle),  or  the  growing  scale  of  the 

desertification of soils. Increasing the scale of deforestation in many countries 

(for example in China) have enormous environmental consequences, forcing 

many people to migrate. According to United Nations analysis Nigeria has the 

world’s  highest  deforestation  rate,  Brazil  loses  the  largest  area  of  forest 

annually, and Congo consumes more bushmeat than any other tropical country. 

Amazon  deforestation  currently  is  considered  as  one  of  the  greatest 

environmental problems in last years. Deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon 

dropped nearly 46 percent  from August 2008 to July 2009.  Desertification 



continues to be a major problem facing China’s environment, despite efforts to 

expand forest cover and plant trees.

Desertification,  Soil  Salinity: Desertification  is  considered  as  one  of  the 

world’s most alarming global environmental problems. It is also the primary 

cause of environmentallly induced displacement in many regions of the world. 

The term “desertification” has been in use since 1949 when French ecologist 

and botanists Andre Aubreville published a book entitled  Climate, Forets et  

Desertification  de  l’Afrique  Tropicale.  He  defined  desertification  as  the 

changing of productive land into a desert as the result of ruination of land by 

man-induced soil erosion. According to many estimates, desertification affects 

at least 135-250 million people worldwide.  However,  some scientists argue 

that only in China does the problem of desertification concerns more than 400 

million people. Primary areas of the world that are affected by desertification 

is Sahel region, as well as Southern Africa (the Kalahari Desert), China (the 

Gobi Desert) and Latin America.

As Kofi Annan said in 2006, “If we don’t take action, current trends suggest 

that by 2020 an estimated 60 million people could move from desertified areas 

of sub-Saharan Africa towards North Africa and Europe, and that worldwide, 

135 million people could be placed at risk of being uprooted”. According to 

Allen and Ober (2008) over 67 million people in the Sahel already exist under 

the effects of desertification. Desertification of soils appears to be one of the 

fundamental causes of hunger in many regions of the world.

Soil degradation is actually very dangerous phenomenon in land degradation 

and has severe effects on soil functions. To the most important causes of soil 

degradation we can include deforestation, overgrazing and various agricultural 

activities.  According  to  Salfrank  and  Walicki  (2005)  over  a  half  of  total 

Central Asian land area is prone to desertification and over 80 percent of total 

land  area  in  Turkmenistan  and  Uzbekistan  is  affected  by  salinization  and 

desertification.



Droughts: The problem of drought in many regions of the world seems to be 

particularly  associated  with  the  process  of  desertification.  We  can  define 

drought  as  an  extended  period  of  months  or  years  when a  region  notes  a 

deficiency in its water supply. Generally, this occurs when a region receives 

consistently below average precipitation. The so called Sahelian-drought, that 

began in 1986 took place in sub-Saharan Africa was responsible for deaths of 

between 100,000 and 250,000 of the region’s inhabitants. The dry period in 

Sahelian Region was accentuated by two severe droughts in the early 1970s 

and 1980s. It is estimated that Sahel drought killed some 100,000 people and 

displaced millions in that time.  A direct consequence of the drought-induced 

famine was also a large scale of internal displacement and at least 0.5 million 

refugees in the region.  A 2011 drought in East Africa was described as “the 

worst in 60 years”.  

Earthquakes: Earthquakes  are  another  type  of  natural  disaster  that  brings 

about specific consequences in countries with a high population density rate. 

Given the currently observed phenomenon seems reasonable  to  distinguish 

two categories of natural disasters caused by earthquakes: 1. displacement as a 

result  of direct  action of earthquake (for  example the consequences  of the 

2003  Bam earthquake  in  Iran)  and  2.  displacement  caused  by  earthquake 

induced  tsunami  wave  (mainly  characteristic  for  coastal  areas). 

Environmentally-induced  displacement  associated  with  the  increasingly 

frequent after 2004 tsunami will be discussed in another part of the present 

study.

Particularly at risk the consequences of grand earthquakes seems now highly 

populated Asian countries (China, India and Japan). Another area of frequent 

occurrence of earthquakes is also South America (especially the areas of Chile 

and Peru) and a pool of the Caribbean Sea. The largest earthquakes in recent 

years  have  been  (not  including  earthquake  induced  tsunami  waves): 

earthquake in Haiti in 2010 (over 227,000 people killed), Sichuan Province in 

China in 2008 (over 87,000 dead), earthquake in Bam (Iran) in 2003 (31,000 



killed),  Gujarat in India in 2001 (21,000 killed).

ESTIMATED NUMBER OF PEOPLE DISPLACED AS A RESULT OF THE BIGGEST EARTHQUAKES IN RECENT YEARS (NOT 
INCLUDING EARTHQUAKE GENERATED TSUNAMIS):

Year Earthquake/Country Number Displaced

May 1960 Valvidia, Chile 2 million (displaced)

December 1988 Spitak, Armenia 100,000 (displaced)

May 2003 Northern Algeria, Algeria 180,000 (homeless)

December 2003 Bam, Iran 45-75,000 (displaced?)

August 2005 Pakistan 4 million (homeless)

October 2005 Kashmir, Pakistan 3.5 million (displaced)

May 2006 Indonesia 600,000 displaced

May 2008 East Sichuan, China 15 million (evacuated)

October 2008 Baluchistan Province, Pakistan 215,000 (displaced)

July 2009 Yunnan Province, China 250-450,000 (displaced)

September 2009 Southern Sumatra, Indonesia 451,000 displaced

January 2010 Haiti Region 1.3 million displaced

February 2010 Chile
1.5-2 million displaced 

(estimated?)
The presented list does not take into account tsunami waves resulting from earthquakes. The above figures are 
estimates only.

Earthquake generated tsunamis: Caused by the tsunami wave huge disasters 

show us numerous threats  of coastal  states.  Tsunami wave is  generated by 

underwater earthquakes. However, tsunami takes the radically different nature 

than  the  ordinary  earthquake.  Thus  it  seems  reasonable  to  distinguish  the 

tsunamis as a separated category of natural disasters. The 2004 Indian Ocean 

earthquake and resulting tsunami affected many countries in Southeast Asia 

and beyond, including Sri  Lanka, Indonesia,  India,  Thailand, the Maldives, 

Somalia, Myanmar, Malaysia, Seychelles and others.



LIST OF THE DEADLIEST EARTHQUAKE GENERATED TSUNAMIS IN RECENT YEARS:

Date Country/Region/Synopsis Total deaths Total displaced

24.12.2004 Indian Ocean Earthquake, 297,000 people 1,690,000 people

30.09.2009 Sumatra earthquakes, Indonesia 1,112 people 700-1000 people

11.03.2011 Sendai earthquake, Japan 10, 000 people 590,000 people

LIST OF THE FIVE DEADLIEST EARTHQUAKE GENERATED TSUNAMIS IN HISTORY:

Year Event Total death (estimated)

2004 Indian Ocean Earthquake/Tsunami 229-297,000 people

1908 Messina Earthquake/ Tsunami 123,000 people

1755 Lisbon Earthquake/Tsunami/Fire 100,000 people

1883 Krakatau Volcanic Eruption/Tsunami 36,000 people

1705 Hoei Earthquake/Tsunami 30,000 people

Famine,  diseases: In  my  opinion,  famine  is  not  an  independent  factor 

determining the dynamics of environmentally-induced displacement. It seems 

rather  a  consequence  of  long-term  environmental  changes  (particularly 

desertification,  drying  up  rivers,  drought)  or  sudden  natural  disasters 

(earthquakes, hurricanes, etc.). Famine is therefore a consequence of particular 

type of negative processes.

Floods: In considering the issue of forced resettlement we very often forget 

about  the  consequences  of  flooding.  This  fact,  however,  seem illegitimate, 

especially  since  in  many  countries  around  the  world  are  the  dominant 

determinant  of  disaster  induced  displacement.  Effect  of  flooding  on  the 

dynamics  of  environentally-induced  displacement  are  especially  evident  in 

countries  without  becoming  victims  of  internal  armed  conflict  or  other 

spectacular  natural  disasters  (such  as  tsunamis,  earthquakes  or  volcanic 

eruptions). The consequences of flooding for the operation of the unit may 



take  diverse  in  nature.  Very  often  they  are  associated  with  short-term 

evacuation of population from the territory under threat. After the cessation of 

flooding,  people can return to  their  homes.  Many floods cause irreversible 

damage,  however,  forcing  many  thousands  (or  even  million)  of  people  to 

permanent change their place of current residence. Most floods seem to be out 

of the big river basins in Asia Yangtze, Yellow River and Mekong. Among the 

countries in the region most touched by the great floods we should mentioned: 

China, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Vietnam as well as Central and 

Southern American States. The following is a list of the deadliest Floods in 

history:

Event Year Death toll

Central China Floods (China) 1931 2,500,000-3,700,000 (estimated)

Huang He Flood (China) 1887 900,000-2,000,000 (estimated)

Huang He Flood (China) 1938 500,000-700,000 (estimated)

Yangtze river flood (China) 1935 145,000 (estimated)

St Felix’s Flood (Netherlands) 1530 100,000 + more (estimated)

Red River Delta Flood (Vietnam) 1971 100, 000 (estimated)

Yangtze river flood (China) 1911 100,000 (estimated)

Banqiao Dam (China) 1971 86,000 (estimated)

Source: J. Levy, World’s Worst Floods, The Rosen Publishing Group 2008.

We can  observe  the  biggest  impact  of  flooding  in  areas  with  a  higher  rate  of 

urbanisation. The 2007 South Asian floods in India, Nepal, Bhutan, Pakistan, and 

Bangladesh  displaced approximately 20-30 million people.  More than a  million 

people in southern China were forced to flee their homes by major flooding in June 

2008. Floods in Pakistan (July 2010) killed over 1700 people and affected more 

than 20 million. Another big flood in Colombia (December 2010) forced over 2.2 

million people nation-wide out of their homes. Floods and the displacement they 

cause can also result from the construction of dams. (This occurred, for instance, in 

China in 1971 and Nigeria in 2010.). Short-term nature of some natural disasters is 

an  argument  for  the  separation  of disaster-induced displacement  from the  more 



general context of environentally-induced displacement. 

Reports of Norwegian Refugee Council and International Displacement Monitoring Centre 

(2010, 2011) draw attention to the potential of mass displacement caused by floods in many 

Asian,  African  and  South  American  Countries.  But  let  us  note  that  the  flood  induced 

displacement  is  often  short-lived  (evacuation).  The  table  below  illustrates  examples  of 

flooding in recent years, involving the large scale of human displacement.    

Country Date (d-m-r) Total affected Total displaced

Philippines 30.12.2008 875306 205974

India 25.09.2009 2000000 2500000

China 1.07.2009 39372000 938000

India 1.07.2009 1886000 500000

Brasil 22.04.2009 500000 500000

Bangladesh 3.07.2009 500000 500000

Sri Lanka 14.12.2009 302890 302089

China 7.05.2010 230000000 15200000

Pakistan 28.07.2010 20359496 11000000

Colombia 6.04.2010 2234442 1500000

Colombia 1.07.2010 1500000 1500000

Thailand 10.10.2010 8970653 1000000

Mexico 20.09.2010 1000000 810000

Nigeria 13.09.2010 2000000 560000
Source:  M. Yenotani,  Displacement due to Natural Hazard-Induced Disasters.Global Estimates for 2009 and  
2010, IDMC & NRC, Oslo, 2011; Monitoring disaster displacement in the context of climate change. Findings  
of  a  study  by  the  United  Nations  Office  for  the  Coordination  of  Humanitarian  Affairs  and  the  Internal  
Displacement Monitoring Centre, OCHA, IDMC, NRC, Oslo-Geneva, June 2010. 

Hurricanes, Tornadoes, and Cyclones: Hurricanes are another important factor 

affecting  the  dynamics  of  disaster-induced displacement.  The United States  and 

many Central American countries are particularly vulnerable to hurricanes. In the 

U.S., Florida is  particularly prone to  hurricanes  because warm seas surround the 

state. Hurricane Mitch in 1998 was one of the most  powerful  hurricanes in the 

twentieth century.  Over two million people in Nicaragua were directly affected by 



the  hurricane (368,000 were  displaced from their  homes).  Floods in  Guatemala 

caused  by  Mitch  destroyed  30,000  houses,  displacing  over  730,000  people. 

Hurricane Katrina in August 2008 was one of the five deadliest hurricanes in the 

history of the United States, as well as one of the costliest natural disasters. Seven 

states were affected by Hurricane Katrina including Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, 

Alabama, Louisiana, Kentucky, and Ohio (affected due to floods on the Mississippi 

River).  Over  200,000  homes  in  New  Orleans  were  destroyed,  and  more  than 

800,000 citizens were displaced (the largest displacement in the United States since 

the Dust Bowl between 1930 and 1936). In Haiti, in 2008, over 6,000 people had to 

relocate thanks to the devastation of Hurricane Gustav.

Tornadoes,  especially  common  in  the  United  States,  are  a  growing  cause  of 

population  displacement.  More  than  250  people  were  killed  and  over  70,000 

displaced during tornadoes in the Mid-Eastern U.S. in April 2011.

Land Degradation,  Inappropriate  Agricultral  Practices:  Human-induced  soil 

degradation  is  now one of  the  leading causes  of  environmentally  displacement. 

Environmental  consequences  of  poor  farming  are  currently  visible  in  the  vast 

majority of developing countries.  The most famous example of the demographic 

consequences of bad agricultural  practices was the Dust Bowl.  Environmentally 

induced displacement  is a consequence of so-called `Slash-and-burn agricultural 

technique`, a primitive form of  economy practiced in many parts of the world to 

this day. According to Roshan Cooke (et al.):    

"Primary causes of land degradation are related to recurrent droughts and the 
existence  of  severe  aridity,  increase  in  human populations  and  associated 
growth in livestock populations, and inappropriate national agricultural and 
human  settlement  policies.  Land  degradation  can  be  a  slow  process,  or 
extremely rapid depending on the environmental and social conditions. The 
resulting outcome however is a reduced carrying capacity of the land due to 
the loss of ecosystem functions"114.

The  major  causes  of  land  degradation  include:  land  clearance,  agricultural 

114 R. Cooke, T. Jallow, S. Lafleur, M. Laman, J. Njoroge, V. Nyagah  and E. Obas (eds.),  Promoting Farmer  
Innovation. Harnessing local environmental knowledge in East Africa, UNDP – Office to Combat Desertification 
and Drought (UNSO/SEED/BDP), 1999, p. 27.



depletion, overdrifting, urban sprawl and land pollution.   

Volcanic  Eruptions: Volcanic  Eruptions  are  another  cause  of  disaster-induced 

displacement. Every year they force tens of thousands of people to evacuate, mostly 

in vulnerable areas of the world, such as the Indonesian Island Sumatra, Ecuador, 

many African countries.  The Erta  Ale volcanic eruption in  Ethiopia (September 

2005) forced 6,500 nearby residents to flee. The Tungurahua eruption in Ecuador 

(August 2006) also displaced more than 6,500 people. In December 2005, Mount 

Karthala erupted in Comoros, displacing over a third of the country’s population. 

According  to  a  United  Nations  OCHA Agency  report,  approximately  175,000 

people were said to have “inadequate access to clean drinking water due to the 

contamination of watertanks”.  The volcano Pacaya eruption in May,  2010, with 

over 100,000 Guatemalans estimated to be displaced. The next big eruption was in 

August 2010: Mount Sinabung in Sumatra forced over 30,000 people to evacuate. 

At least  25,000 people were seriously affected by the eruption of Bromo (Java, 

Indonesia)  in  December  2010.  The  following  table  lists  the  deadliest  volcanic 

eruptions in the world (Estimated death tolls are approximate.):

Year Event/Volcano Death toll Cause of deaths

1815 Tambora, Indonesia 92,000 Starvation

1883 Krakatau, Indonesia 36,417 Tsunami Wave

1902 Mt Pelee, Martinique 29,025 Ash Flows

1985 Ruiz Vol., Colombia 25,000 Mudflows

1792 Unzen, Japan 14,300 Volcanic collapse, tsunami

Wildfires: Wildfires and bushfires constitute yet another phenomenon producing 

irreversible  environmental  changes.  In  many  countries  around  the  planet, 

(especially the United States, Australia, and Russia) such fires appear to be the most 

frequent natural disasters. The aftermath of a fire may not only require evacuation 

from danger, but can also instigate permanent migration. It is thus important to note 



that  irreversible  consequences  of  fires  can  very  often  bring  about  permanent 

resettlement. The largest wildfire-induced displacement in recent years has taken 

place in the United States and in Australia. Wildfires in California in 2007 gutted 

2000 homes, displaced 640,000 people, and caused more than one billion dollars in 

damage. The Black Saturday Bushfires, which burned across the Australian State of 

Victoria (7 February 2009 to 14 March 2009), affected 78 townships in total and 

displaced an estimated 7,562 people. More than 17,000 people were displaced due 

to wildfires in Israel in December 2010 (41 people died). We should also take into 

account the many smaller wildfires occurring in most countries of the world.



PART THREE:

COMMENTS AND BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

The aim of the following part of the work is a bibliographic review of literature on the impact 

of  environmental  changes  upon  the  various  forms  of  displacement.  Of  course,  the 

bibliographic summary developed by the present author is by no means exhaustive. However, 

according to the conception presented in the preface, it does reflect the most representative 

and significant directions of research over the past few decades in the field of environmental 

determinants of internal displacement. The intensification of scientific discourse in this field 

observed in recent years means that even a brief and cursory attempt to provide a full picture 

of  the  current  research  is  extremely  difficult,  if  not  impossible.  Let  us  remember  that 

environmental motivations are, in addition to economic and political factors, one of the key 

determinants of decisions about place of residence. These factors constituted (and in some 



areas of the world continue to constitute) a decisive determination of human spatial mobility. 

The currently observed  consequences  of  long-term environmental  hazards  or  catastrophic 

natural disasters have become, in recent years, one of the largest global social problems and 

pose a key challenge for the international community.  Therefore,  the number of scientific 

studies in this area will certainly increase significantly.

The 1980s  generally  mark  the  beginning of  the  currently observed  shape  of  research  on 

environmentally-induced  displacement.  Works  published  at  that  time  by  El  Hinnawi, 

Jacobson, and Tickell (and, a bit later, works by Myers, Westing, and Suhrke) affected the 

shape of the research carried out in that field over the last two decades to a decisive extent. 

We should, however, remember that the issue of environmental factors of displacement is 

difficult to limit to considerations of definitions and theory. Extensive theoretical studies are, 

rather, an attempt to synthesize and conceptualize the previously observed processes, as well 

as  to  anticipate  hazards  likely  to  affect  us  in  the  future.  (The  case  of  Tuvalu  seems  a 

particularly apt example.) We should also bear in mind that a lot of research on environmental 

determinants of displacement (e.g. the process of  land degradation and desertification) has 

been carried out decades earlier, in the sixties and even the thirties of the last century (Dust 

Bowl).

Empirical studies must form an equally important component in our research, constituting a 

basis for analyzing a variety of consequences of natural disasters or lasting changes within the 

natural environment. “Global warming” – and the resulting changes in ocean levels – appear 

to represent just a portion of some highly diverse studies on the social consequences of long-

time  environmental  disruptions.  Currently,  we  are  also  researching  many other  processes 

affecting the dynamics of internal displacement. We can include among these, for instance, 

the rising salinity of groundwater, desertification, and soil erosion. The negative impacts of 

these processes on the functioning of individuals (such as poverty, famine, difficult access to 

drinking water, increased incidence of certain diseases, the problem of child mortality, etc.) 

are now, for many millions of people around the world, a key factor in the decision to change 

residence.



In  addition  to  permanent  changes  in  the  environment,  natural  disasters  have  become  an 

increasingly important threat to human flourishing. The great natural disasters witnessed over 

the last decade – like the 2004 tsunami wave, Hurricane Katrina (2005), the earthquake in 

2005 and devastated floods in 2010 in Pakistan,  2008’s Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar.,  the 

2010  earthquake  in  Haiti,  and  the  earthquake-induced  tsunami  in  Japan  (2011)  –  forced 

several  million  people  to  temporary  or  permanently  migrate.  Extensive  studies  of  the 

consequences of major natural disasters for population mobility constitute, in recent years, a 

particularly important and worthy course of research.

Investigation into the social consequences of environmentally-induced displacement has taken 

a truly interdisciplinary character in recent years. The analyses in this area are carried out on 

the ground of at least a dozen areas of expertise. The results of in-depth analysis (carried out  

by climatologists, hydrologists, ecologists, and specialists in natural disasters) provide us with 

a scientifically verifiable and objective basis for the studies and projections to be formulated 

later  in  the  fields  of  demography  and  population  studies  (as  well  as  migration  studies), 

political science, international relations, and public international law. The practical results of 

such inquiry are difficult to overestimate at present. Detachment from the consideration of 

real problems of real people (conducted, for example, on the basis of political science) seems 

both reckless and devoid of scientific validity. Analyzing the specific context of that issue it is 

worth  mentioning  a  few  strands  of  research  carried  out  on  the  social  consequences  of 

environentally-induced displacement.

Various  studies  from the  field  of  climatology have  recently had a  particularly significant 

impact on the field of environmentally induced displacement. In their analysis of the potential  

for climate change in different parts of the world, they include the possible impacts on human 

living conditions. Researchers in the discipline of ecology focus in turn on the broad impact 

of  environmental  processes  on  complex  ecosystems.  Their  area  of  interest  includes,  for 

example, the adaptability of various mammalian species to sudden environmental changes in a 

specific territory. It is the limited ability to adapt to changing environmental conditions which 

appears to be a root cause of migration in animals and humans.



Studies undertaken on that issue, on the basis of geography, demography, population studies, 

and migration studies, focus primarily on the analysis of the consequences of environmental 

change on human spatial  mobility (both  globally and in  individual  countries  or  regions). 

Therefore,  the  experts  in  the  field  of  demography  pay  attention  to  the  importance  of 

ecological  factors  for  the  change  of  population  distribution,  the  gradual  depopulation  of 

certain areas,  and increased mortality rates in  a given area.  The consequences of specific 

processes  of  environmental  change,  therefore,  affect  the  population  potential  of  a  given 

location. A similar approach is adopted in the research of environmental factors, undertaken 

on the  basis  of  migration  studies.  They focus  on  analyzing  the  impact  of  environmental 

changes on the decision to undertake migration. It seems crucial at this point to clearly define 

relations  between  specific  migratory  behaviour  and  the  scale  of  underlying  threats  (as 

opposed to more static population studies, this research is an analysis of the dynamics rather 

than  an  extensive  reflection  on  faits  accomplis).  Several  specialists  draw attention  to  the 

impact of refugee migration movements on the environment (K. Jacobsen, G. Kibreab)115.  

The issue of environment-related shifts in population is also playing a more important role in 

certain fields of health sciences. Experts in the field of medical sciences (e.g. epidemiologists) 

draw attention to the environmental deterioration of the overall ground state of health in a 

given area. Equally important problems characteristic of many natural disasters include health 

risks,  problems  of  reverting,  and  adaptation  to  the  ravaged  territory.  The  issue  of 

consequences of permanent environmental changes or big natural disasters is connected with 

the  issue  of  realising  one’s  right  to  health  vis-à-vis  state  authorities  or  international 

institutions.

Research  on  environmentally-induced  displacement,  undertaken  on  the  basis  of  political 

science, are now focusing on at least some categories of threats. Particularly relevant at this 

point are the studies undertaken in this field on the basis of security studies (Suhrke, Westing, 

Homer-Dixon).  Already  in  the  early  nineties  specialists  from the  Nordic  countries  drew 

attention  to  the  relationship  between  environmental  changes  and  the  dynamics  of  armed 
115 K. Jacobson, „Refugees’ Environmental Impact: The Effect of Patterns of Settlement”, Journal 

of Refugee Studies, vol. 10, no. 1, March 1997, p.19-36; G. Kibreab, "Environmental Causes  
and Impact of Refugee Movements: A Critique of the Current Debate", Disasters ,  vol. 21, 
no. 1, 1997, p. 20-38. 



conflict and the enormous political potential of environmentally-induced displacement116. As 

with other categories of forced migrations, environmental displacement is also a source of a 

variety of threats to security. Therefore, we can talk about demarcating a space for security 

within  the  discussion  of  climate  change.  Studies  undertaken  in  this  scope  translate  into 

specific political decisions. Already today we can speak of, for example, germs of a common 

EU climate policy or of environmentally induced displacement as a challenge to the common 

security policy (especially in the context of potential dynamics of refugee flows from various 

African states).

The  issue  of  environmentally  induced  displacement  has  also  been  important  for  conflict 

studies over the course of the last few years. Disputes based on environmental issues now 

appear to be one of the fundamental causes of many internal armed conflicts in numerous 

regions  of  the  world  (especially  the  Middle  East  and  Africa).  Environmentally-induced 

displacement increasingly tends to be much more a political phenomenon than many of the 

other  forms  of  human  mobility  well-established  in  our  consciousness  (e.g.  labour-related 

migration).  We  should  thus  remember  two  procedurally  separate  categories  of 

environmentally-induced displacement:  a)  displacement  due to  environmental  reasons (the 

key push factor of population mobility is the direct impact of certain environmental factors, b) 

conflict-induced displacement caused by internal armed conflict on environmental grounds (a 

major factor of change of residence is the danger associated with armed conflict, which may 

have environmental disputes at its roots – such as access to drinking water, certain deposits, or 

natural resources). An important direction for inquiry includes the consideration of migration 

undertaken on the basis natural disasters. Nowadays we can mention a special kind of causal 

triad,  shaping the  face  of  internal  displacement  in  many African  countries:  Environment-

Conflict-Displacement.  

Environmentally-induced displacement are also of interest to development studies. Adverse 

changes  in  the  environment  seem to  be  particularly  dangerous  for  developing  countries. 

Development  Studies  must  rise  to  the  challenge  of  precisely  defining  the  environmental 

threats facing developing nations and making a concerted effort to eliminate these threats. The 

116 The concept of `environmental security` ranges from the mid-eighties, initially under the intellectual 
influence of so-called Copenhagen School of security studies.



growing activity of some South-East Asian countries (e.g. Bangladesh) and Oceania (e.g. New 

Zealand and a number of atoll states) to counter environmental threats seems to be extremely 

positive. The analyses, carried out in recent years, of the impact of environmental changes on 

the  sphere  of  sustainable  development,  appear  to  be  particularly  valuable  research 

perspectives.

The situation of environmentally-displaced persons is  now a critical  point in the study of 

migration policies of various states, international refugee law, and international human rights 

law. EDPs are more often seen as a fully autonomous category of internally displaced persons, 

and  therefore  distinct  from  the  other  types  of  IDPs.  The  processes  of  depoliticization, 

feminization,  economization,  and  ecologization  of  contemporary  migration  face  the 

international  community  with  the  necessity  of  far-reaching  changes  in  conceptualizing 

international standards for the protection of migrants. The forecasted nature of climate change 

also pushes the international  community up against many as yet  unprecedented obstacles. 

Never before in known history have we had to deal with threats such as the immanent loss of 

a whole territory following a rise in sea level. The issue of the social consequences of climate 

change  has  also  never  been  as  significant  as  the  current  issues  requiring  international 

cooperation. Risks like those mentioned above are facing international organizations with the 

need to cooperate when having to take drastic action (both institutional and normative).

The present  author’s  bibliographic  guide is  a  reflection of  the  very diverse  nature  of  the 

research  into  environmental  determinants  for  population  mobility.  Therefore,  in  the 

preparation of this study, the present author tried as far as possible to depict environmentally-

induced displacement as a fully autonomous and interdisciplinary category of research. For 

this reason, this review does not refer more broadly to other forms of migration which do not 

have a strictly environmental character. Therefore, its subject is neither development-induced 

displacement nor various forms of politically motivated internal displacements.

As I mentioned above, this publication does not constitute an exhaustive bibliographic source. 

The purpose of the adopted system of bibliography is primarily to broadly present research 

achievements in this field. The bibliographic system presented in this work (name, initials of 



the author) is thus of a brief character. The present author has tried to quote as accurately as 

possible  all  the  names,  titles,  and  other  parts  of  this  development,  keeping  the  original 

spelling. For any remaining mistakes and shortcomings the present author must therefore bear 

sole responsibility, and once again apologize for possible omissions overlooked in the course 

of work, including the obvious omission of many publications relevant to the subject matter. 

However, it is impossible to prepare a listing presenting the achievements of scientific centres 

from dozens of countries, without being somewhat selective. The main aim in preparing this 

study was to demonstrate the social consequences of environmentally-induced displacement 

in all their complexity, with reference to the various fields of knowledge and achievements of 

as many research centres as possible. Due to the limited access to many titles, this listing 

refers a good deal to the publications of more well-known authors, or those written in highly 

esteemed research centres. Limited access to many publications (issued for example in Asian 

or  African  countries  and  the  research  centres  of  some  European  countries)  makes  –  for 

obvious reasons – this publication refer to the titles which have the widest availability and, 

therefore, the most famous.

In order to maintain clarity of the review, the bibliography was divided into four distinct parts. 

In addition to presenting books, chapters in collective works and articles in scientific journals, 

particularly important for the development of this issue, the present author has also made 

references to many extremely valuable analyses, reports and working papers. The increase in 

professional scientific literature on the environmental determinants of migration, observed in 

recent years, is an extremely important and positive phenomenon. Yet, while the number of 

available  publications  in  the  field continues  to  rise,  it  does  not  reflect  the gravity of  the 

situation vis-à-vis  its  connection to  human rights,  security,  and the need for  international 

cooperation. Many of the aforementioned problems have found to date only a marginal and 

fragmentary reflection in specialized scientific literature. The lack of rigorous studies on the 

evolution of environmental migration throughout history, the social consequences of natural 

disasters,  and  the  protection  of  environmentally  displaced  people,  becomes  particularly 

evident in this context as a growing problem of relevance to the international protection of 

human rights. In addition, many parts of the world lack studies addressing the problems of 

environmental determinants of migration altogether. A large number of studies in the field of 



environmentally-induced migrations in the countries of South Asia (such as in Bangladesh) or 

Oceania is accompanied by a small number or even a complete lack of similar studies on the 

regions of Central and Southern Africa and Europe. The social implications of environmental 

changes are currently not limited to a few chosen problems or areas of the world. Therefore, it 

is  vital,  going  forward,  to  more  broadly  examine  the  relationship  between  the  currently 

observed climate changes and the various forms of human spatial mobility.

* * *

 The main themes of the publications listed in the present book include the following: 

1. Theoretical  approaches  to  environmentally  induced  displacement  (aspects  of 

terminology and definitions, conceptualisation of research problems, etc.);

2. Selected aspects of research into the relationship between environment, displacement 

and  vulnerability  (including,  for  instance,  approaches  related  to  ecology,  climate 

studies, hydrology, geology, or the study of natural disasters); 

3. The  addition  of  environmentally  displaced  people  (`environmental  refugees`)  as  a 

category of participants in migration processes;

4. The compilation of data for the interplay between population mobility and the changes 

of  the  natural  environment  (especially,  but  not  limited  to:  land  degradation,  soil 

desertification, drought, rising sea levels, the increasing salinity of groundwater, forest 

thinning, etc.); 

5. Analysis of the social implications of climate change, when it forces people to change 

their place of residence (as in the cases of famine, deteriorating housing conditions, 

lack of access to drinking water supplies, health problems, increased mortality, etc.); 

6. Obtaining regional data in order to differentiate amongst the environmental situation 

of  displaced  people  in  various  regions  (especially  in  Africa,  South-east  Asia,  the 



Middle East, and North and Central Africa); 

7. Integrating environmentally-induced displacement  as  a  research problem for  public 

international law; 

8. Including the situation of environmentally displaced people as a problem of human 

rights protection and a locus of activity for international institutions (e.g. the UN, the 

UNHCR, the IOM, IPCC, the Council of Europe, the European Union);

9. Investigating the relationship between migration and the environmental when it comes 

to issues of human safety and global security. 

10. Involving environmentally induced displacement as a research subject for international 

relations, political science, economics, sociology, and development studies.

11. Examining  the  consequences  of  natural  disasters  as  a  causative  agent  in  internal 

displacement (especially in the scope of great natural disasters of the last decade).
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4.5 LIST OF ACRONYMS   

AU- African Union 

CIDPs -  Conflict Induced Internally Displaced People  

CIDR – Conflict Induced Displacement and Resettlement 

DIDR – Development Induced Displacement and Resettlement 

DIDPs – Development Induced Desplaced People 

DPs – Displaced Persons 

ECOWAS- Economic Community of West African States 

DP -Environmentally Displaced Persons, Ecologically Displaced Persons (People)

EIPM - Environmentally Induced Population Movements 

ERTB – environmental refugee to be 

ICRC –  International Committee of the Red Cross 

IDMC – Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

IDPs – Internally Displaced Persons  

IOM – International Organization for Migration 

IPCC – Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

NGO – Non-governmental organisation 

NRC – Norwegian Refugee Council 

OCHA - Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

OHCHR- Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

PAP – Project Affected Person 

SOPEMI- Systéme D'Observation Permanente des Migration 

UDHR – Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UE – European Union 

UNCCD - Secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification

UNCED - United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

UNDP – United Nations Development Programme  



UNEP - United Nations Environmental Programme

UNICEF - United Nations Children's Fund 

UN – United Nations  

UNFCCC - UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 

UNFPA - United Nations Population Fund  

UNHCR – United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

UN-Habitat – United Nations Human Settlements Programme

UNU – United Nations University 

UNU-NHS – United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security
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