
Sea Level Rise, the Vulnerability 
of Coastal Peoples and Forced 

Migration: Challenges for 
Research and Policy

Anthony Oliver-Smith
MRF Chair, UNU-EHS



Outline

• Introduction

• Global Climate Change and Sea Level Rise
• Physical Exposure to Sea Level Rise

• Sea Level Rise and Social Vulnerability
• Sea Level Rise and Migration

• Sea Level Rise and Displacement/Resettlement
• Research and Policy Needs



SLR Estimates

• IPCC (2001) approximately 1 meter in 21st

Century
• Hadley Centre(2007): 8-13cm by 2030; 17-

29cm by 2050; 35-82cm by 2100
• IPCC (2007): up to 0.6 meters by 2100
• Tol et al (2006): up to 5-6 meters in the 

event of West Antarctic Ice Sheet collapse



Natural System Effects of SLR

• 1. Inundation, flood-sea storm damage and 
backwater effect in rivers.

• 2. Wetland loss

• 3. Coastal Erosion
• 4. Saltwater intrusion into surface and 

groundwater

• 5. Rising water tables and impeded drainage

(Nicholls and Tol 2006: 1075)









(McGranahan et al 2007:24)



Nicholls et al 2007:327



Main Obstacles for Vulnerability 
Assessment for SLR

• 1) incomplete knowledge of the processes 
involved in SLR and their interactions; 

• 2) inadequate data on existing conditions; 

• 3) challenges in developing scenarios for 
climate change at local and regional levels; 
and…

• 4) the dearth of appropriate analytical methods 
for some kinds of impacts.  

(Nicholls and Hoozemans 2004: 486)



(Nicholls and Tol 2006: 1076)



(Nicholls et al 2007:337
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Continua of Displacement

Mitigative-Adaptive
Voluntary-Involuntary
Temporary-Permanent
Physical danger-economic danger
Administrated -Non-administrated



Demographic Movement

• Flight - escape

• Evacuation- removal of people from harm’s way. 
• Migration -people move to a new home ground

• Displacement - the purposeful uprooting of people 
from a home ground 

• Resettlement-relocation of people to new sites 



Sea Level Induced Displacement 
and Resettlement
•Will SLR migration or displacement differ from other 
forms? 

• at levels of Individual, household and community?

• Resettlement generally seen as a material transfer 
rather than as a social process

• Resettlement as reconfiguration of     community

• Resettlement as development



And After Displacement or Forced 
Migration?
•The great unanswered (almost unasked) 
question.

•Assimilation with co-ethnics

•Camps

•Urbanization

•Resettlement



Understanding Displacement and 
Resettlement

• Displacement literature-conflict, disasters, 
development

• Conflict-camps, international and individual, 
family focused

• Disaster Induced Displacement: space-time 
restricted

• Development Induced Displacement and 
Resettlement

• Scudder (1981);Scudder and Colson (1982)
• Cernea (1990; 1996), McDowell (2001), De Wet 

(2006)



Displacement and Loss 
• Displacement and resettlement as disaster
• Displacement losses:
• economic-land, tools, markets, jobs
• social-networks, kin, clientele
• political- power, host-guest conflict
• cultural-place and identity, “a sense of who we 

are”-especially for Indigenous Peoples
• Loss of an “Environment of Trust”-meaning
• Grieving for a lost home-loss of cultural resources 

that aid in the grieving process.



The Four Stage Model

• 3 forms of stress: physiological, 
psychological and sociocultural

• 4 Stages-Recruitment
• Transition
• Potential Development
• Incorporation (Scudder and 

Colson 1982)



Impoverishment Risks and 
Reconstruction Model

• Vulnerability and Risk approach
• 8 Basic risks of displacement and 

resettlement
• Landlessness                      food insecurity
• Joblessness                         increased morbidity
• Homelessness                     loss of access to common
• Marginalization                        property resources
• Social Disarticulation 

(Cernea 1997)



Sustainable Livelihoods Research

• Combining Sustainable livelihoods focus on 
social institutional processes as central to 
livelihoods with….

• Impoverishment risks and recovery 
model…

• To develop a methodology for displacement 
and resettlement research (McDowell 2001)



Displacement and Resettlement 
as a Complex System

• “Inadequate inputs” approach-failure due to lack 
of appropriate inputs, legal frameworks, policies, 
political will, funding, research, etc.

• Inherent Complexity approach-interrelatedness of 
a range of factors taking place in context of 
imposed spatial change and local level responses-
influence of internal decisions and external power, 
and mutual transformation. Process not 
predictable, or amenable to standard linear 
planning. requires open-ended, participatory 
approach to planning (De Wet 2006).



Future Trends

• Increases in SLR, continuing coastward 
migration and expanding vulnerable 
populations occupying exposed locations

• Future focus on vulnerability reduction and 
mitigation, but…

• Also relocation and resettlement (both as 
mitigation and reconstruction)



Sea Level Rise and Migration: A Research and 
Policy Agenda I

• Document, analyze and monitor regionally and locally 
those combinations of exposure and vulnerability 
(sensitivity) that under expected SLR estimates can be 
projected to displace people.

• explore those adaptive strategies, including technology, 
that permit continued occupation of lands affected by SLR 

• Policy goals should include legal and institutional 
frameworks for the recognition and protection of of rights 
of SLR impacted peoples.

• mitigation, vulnerability reduction and climate change 
stabilization.



Sea Level Rise and Migration: A Research and 
Policy Agenda II

• explore those factors that lead to failure of 
involuntary resettlement projects such as….

• social disarticulation, inadequate and inappropriate 
housing and site design, lack of services, lack of 
employment, inadequate funding and incompetent 
and/or corrupt management 

• policy goals then should focus on improving 
resettlement practice with an emphasis on the 
education and training of resettlement project 
managers and personnel.



Conclusion: Adaptation or 
Structural Change

• Climate change may create a political imperative to bring 
about socio-economic reforms to address deep rooted 
poverty/vulnerability issues.

• What is clear is that we cannot live sustainably in our 
environment unless we live in a just and equitable 
relationship with one another.

• Climate mitigation and adaptation strategies are just 
wishful thinking unless global inequalities/imbalances are 
addressed in the process.                (M. Oxley)
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