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Vogt, Road to survival, 1949

• “The cardinal 
consideration in Latin 
American land 
management is that 
there exists in this area 
today some twenty to 
forty million ecological 
DP’s (Displaced Persons, HW)”

• The construct is 60 
years old



Origins of the construct of
‘environmental refugees’ by P.L.Saunders (2000)



Adding to the construct

• Insurances 

• Safety issues 
(Homer-Dixon)

• Mining (Leiderman)
• Ecological 

Restoration 
(Leiderman)



Situating these ‘migrations’
Lee, 1966

“Migration is defined broadly as 
a permanent or semi 
permanent change of 
residence. No restriction is 
placed upon the distance of the 
move or upon the voluntary or 
involuntary nature of the act, 
and no distinction is made 
between external and internal 
migration”



El-Hinnawi, Environmental 
Refugees,UNEP, 1985

• First definition
• “Environmental refugees are 

those people who have been 
forced to leave their traditional 
habitat, temporarily or 
permanently, because of a 
marked environmental 
disruption (natural and/or 
triggered by people) that 
jeopardized their existence 
and/ or seriously affected the 
quality of their life.  



Definition (2)

• Meyers en Kent (1995,14):
• “Environmental refugees are persons who can no longer gain a 

secure livelihood in their traditional homelands because of 
environmental factors of unusual scope, notably drought, 
desertification, deforestation, soil erosion, water shortages and 
climate change, also natural disasters such as cyclones, storm 
surges and floods. In face of these environmental threats, people 
feel they have no alternative but to seek sustenance elsewhere, 
whether within their own countries or beyond and whether on a 
semi-permanent of permanent basis.”



Definition (3)

• Crisp (2006: 10): 
• “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. “

• Crisp distinguishes:  
– Processes (climate change, desertification, soil 

degradation, sea level rise etc
– Events (earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, hurricanes, 

floods, droughts, etc.



Definition (4)

• IOM definition
– Environmental migrants are persons or groups of 

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 chose to 
do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who 
move either within their country or abroad.

• There are three subgroups: ”Environmentally motivated 
migrants – environmentally forced migrants –
environmental refugees 

– Also being used by EACH FOR project



Comparing definitions
(El-Hinnawi, Myers & Kent, Crisp, IOM / EACH-FOR

• Differ in ‘free choice’ versus ‘forced’ (migrant versus 
refugee)

• Other levels of danger recognised
• No necessity of ‘persecution’ like in Geneva Protocol
• These four definitions include both intra state and cross 

border migration/ refugees
• Change in language: 

– In 1985 “physical, chemical and biological” processes
– In 1995 and 2006 “environment, ecological and climatic”

processes
– Climatic processes even more than other processes indicates 

that these processes don’t stop at state-borders 



Conclusion on definitions

• Enough definitions
• Definitions of El-Hinnawi, Myers and Kent, Crisp, 

IOM / EACH-FOR must influential
• Combination of these four definitions would be 

best definition, but…
• …no authority that imposes one of them
• No excuse to delay action (prevention, 

adaptation, mitigation) but necessary for 
separate Protocol for the protection of 
Environmental Refugees / Migrants 





10 Case studies studied and 
number of displaced persons 

• China in the period 1660-1680
• Sahel
• Chernobyl   350.000
• Hurricane Mitch  1.995.000
• Pinatubo 370.000
• Three Gorges Dam  1,3 - 1.800.000
• Bangladesh 
• Asian Tsunami  1.158.000
• Tuvalu/ Small island states 
• Katrina   437.186 (New Orleans 

only)
– Source: Master studies Harry Wijnberg, 

Erasmus University Rotterdam, 2007



Summery 10 case studies (1) 
• Multi-factorial problem situations
• Complex cause – consequence 

relations
• Huge difference in subjects and 

quality of case studies (no 
standard)

• Almost always in combination with 
economic and political causes

• Causes
– Purely human
– Purely natural disaster
– But very often combination

of both



Summary 10 case studies (2)
• Migration can last long
• Migration can be cross-border
• Timely evacuation limits number 

of casualties
• Risk of negative consequences 

by certain measures taken in the 
struggle against climate change 
(CO2-reduction) 

• Almost never longitudinal studies



Summary 10 case studies (3)

• Environmental refugees 
not yet counted in 
disaster statistics

• Environmental migration 
can follow historical lines 
of migration

• Examples of Temporary 
Protection Statuses

• Minorities, landless and 
the poor are always extra 
vulnerable

evacuation from Andaman
and Nicobar Islands De 2004



Summary 10 case studies (4)

• Risk for ‘disaster after the 
disaster’: expropriation   

• Many disasters are water-
related

• Collapse of infrastructure
• Enormous negative 

economic consequences

• Poorest countries most 
vulnerable, but rich 
countries not invulnerable 



Adding Sichuan earthquake 
(China 2008)

– Sichuan Province
– Monday 12 May 2008
– 7.8 Richter scale
– 122 aftershocks measuring 4 and above 

Richter
– Officially dead: 35.000, 50.000 people are 

feared dead across 8 affected provinces
– 13.465 people pulled out alive
– 12.232 people still buried
– 10.000 confirmed missing
– 170.000 + injured / 64.040 hospitalized
– Approximately 4 million homes destroyed
– 4.8 million homeless
– (Yet) unknown number of displaced 

persons
– 70 percent of roads destroyed and blocked
– landslides
– Hundreds of damaged dams (risk for river 

tsunamis)
– 21 million members of Chinese Red Cross
– 6 regional disaster preparedness centres 

(warehousing)
• Several sources amongst which Red Cross as 

of May 18, 2008 



First overall conclusion
of 10 case studies

• The dominant theory in 
migration studies that 
‘environmental refugees do 
NOT exist can no longer be 
valid; this however, does not 
mean that all environmental 
migrants are environmental 
refugees. 

• Environmental refugees, 
environmental forced migrants 
and environmental migrants 
can be seen as a continuum 
(in space, time or motives). 





Second overall conclusion
of 10 case studies

• Environmental refugees and 
environmental migrants 
should be protected under a 
separate Protocol because 
the protection regime for 
them can be far different 
from  the protection regime 
for political refugees.



Third overall conclusion
of 10 case studies

• The field of study of ‘environmentally 
induced forced migration’ should be a 
key future area of migration research. 

• The ten case studies proved that 
environmental degradation as one of the 
factors in migration (one of the possible 
root causes) can no longer be denied. 
Even within the UN this is now 
recognised (UN: 2004, UN: 2007, UNEP: 
2007, UNHCR: 1996, UNHCR: 2006, 
UNHCR: 2007b, IPCC: 2007).



Fourth overall conclusion
of 10 case studies

• The issue of environmental refugees 
should not be narrowed down to 
‘Climate Refugees’. 

• After the latest IPCC and GCP 
outcomes proposed measures 
against global climate change can 
create new subcategories of 
conservation refugees 
(Co2lonization). 

• Examples:
– industrial scale reforestation plans
– Bio-fuel plantations     



New environmental issues with 
possible effects on migration

• Biomass and renewables

• Nuclear energy as a so-called renewable
from 439 -> 748 nuclear power plants
World Nuclear Association



New political issues with possible 
effects on migration  -1-

• Food insecurity 
and food safety

• Energy safety

• Proliferation of 
nuclear weapons

• International 
terrorism



New political issues with possible 
effects on migration – 2 -

• New views on sovereignty
– 2004 UN High Level Panel on 

Threats, Challenges and Change 
(R2P)

– Kosovo
– Georgia 

• Global financial crisis summer 
2008 possibly results:

– dirty technical solutions
– less attention for climate change
– less attention for environmental 

migration issue
– more refugees / migrants? Skylakakis

– less financial resources for 
solutions and research

– 700 billion plan US government 
( partially for hurricane victims)



Refugees

• Rise in number of 
Internally Displaced 
Persons 

• New rise in number 
of refugees 

• (year report 2007 
UNHCR)



António Guterres (UNHCR) -1-

• “But in almost six decades, new patterns of 
movement, including forms of forced 
displacement not envisaged by the Refugee 
Convention, have emerged.”(page 90)

• “The extend of human mobility today is blurring 
the traditional distinctions between refugees, 
internally displaced people, and international 
immigrants”(pag 90)

• “The international community needs to establish 
a cooperative legal and policy framework based 
on humanitarian principles that will ensure that 
people who have fled serious economic, social, 
or environmental crises in their own countries 
are not subsequently deported from the countries 
to which they have fled (page 92).
– Foreign Affairs, Sept / Oct 2008



António Guterres (UNHCR) -2-

• “People are forced to see refuge for increasing 
interlinked reasons. They do not just flee 
persecution and war, but also injustice, 
exclusion, environmental pressures, 
competition for scarce resources and the 
miseries caused by dysfunctional states.”
(UNHCR, 20 June 2007)

• “In Darfur , a Janjaweed attack on a village may 
appear to be motivated by politics, but at a 
deeper level it may be about a water 
shortage that has set herders against farmers”
(Foreign Affairs, Sept / Oct 2008 



CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND DISPLACEMENT



IPCC 2008
Working Group II 

(Brussels)

• In draft document IPCC- Working Group II: “hundreds of millions 
displaced persons because of sea level rise”

• Two vice-chairs (in press conference) stated that this statement 
was cut out during the night before the press conference (pressure 
USA and China)

• 6 indirect referrals to migration aspect
• 5 direct referrals to migration aspect

– “potential for population migration” (page 16, 17)
– “Migration related health effects” (page 16)
– “Potential for movement of populations” (page 16) 
– “Relocating populations” (page 17)  



IPCC 2008
Working Group III

(Bangkok)
• “Reducing both loss of natural habitat and deforestation 

can have significant biodiversity, soil and water 
conservation benefits, and can be implemented in a 
socially and economically sustainable manner. Forestation 
and bio-energy plantations can lead to restoration of 
degraded land, manage water runoff, retain soil carbon 
and benefit rural economies but could compete with land 
for food production and may be negative for biodiversity, if 
not properly designed.”

• “Other energy supply mitigation options can be designed 
to also achieve sustainable development benefits such as 
avoided displacement of local populations , job 
creation, and health benefits.“
– page 33



Security Council – 1 -

• The United Nations Security Council (UN, 2007) debated 
on 17 April 2007 on interrelated issues of climate 
change, energy safety and international security. In the 
proceedings of this meeting I counted 28 times a 
reference to migratory effects, which I list here below:

• Frequency of used terminology 
– ‘migration’: 12x
– ‘relocation’ / ‘dislocation’:  6x
– ‘population movement’:  3x
– ‘environmental refugees’:  3x
– ‘refugees’:  2x
– ‘refugees’ (in captivity):  1x
– ‘IDP’s’:  1x



Results LiSER participation 
Citizen’s Agora on Climate Change

• “Call on the European 
Institutions to develop a 
European strategy on 
climate forced migration 
and to launch a debate 
within the UN on the 
status of climate migrants 
ad on a protocol to the 
UNFCCC on climate 
forced migration.”
– Final Texts WG solidarity 

point 11



Alliance of Small Island States 

• Sept 2008
• Small island nations are preparing 

evacuation plans to guarantee the survival 
of their populations.

• Calling on the UN Security Council to 
address climate change as a pressing 
threat to international peace and security



Global Carbon Project (GCP) 
September 26, 2008

• Atmospheric carbon dioxide 
concentration reached 383 parts 
per million in 2007, the highest 
concentration of the last 
650.000 years.

• The annual mean increase in 
atmospheric carbon dioxide was 
2.2 parts per million (ppm) in 
2007, up from 1.8 ppm in 2006

• The growth rate of carbon 
emissions from fossil fuels and 
cement averaged 3,5% per year 
for the period 2000-2007, almost 
four times faster than the 
previous decade (1990-1999) 
when the increase averaged 0,9% 
per year.

» Norfolk, England, 1953



Problems tasks ahead

• Money and Mandates

• Cooperation
– PR of own organisation
– Fundraising for own organisation
– Isolated attempts to work together
– United Nations Bodies joint responsibility in stead of  

one UN body taking the lead

• Coordination
– No organisation taking the lead / coordination

• Bonn Alliance as a solution 



Tasks ahead – 1-

• Involved journalists
• Public awareness
• Field work by professionals
• Research by scientists
• Governance by governments
• Involvement corporate 

business
• Involvement armies (in their 

emergeny-assistance role) 



Tasks ahead –1-

• Lack on data:
– Continuing EACH-FOR

• Adding intra- European 
migration

– Speed of detoriation vs
speed of migration 

– Speed of migration vs
speed of governance

– Sharing new information
– Systematic enclosure of 

data  

• Using existing databases
– Combination Red Cross, 

IDP-project, CRED-EMDAT



Tasks ahead -2-
Criteria research 

• Policy oriented research

• Evidence based research
– Concentrate on ‘yesterday’ and ‘today’ and not on 

‘tomorrow’

• Juridical based research
– Juridical sound causal links (claims)

• Ecologically solid research/ resource base 
solid 

• Rights-based response 



Tasks ahead -3 - Bogardi

• Requirement for strong scientific base
– Causal link (scientific)
– Causal link (juridical)

• Increasing awareness
– Civil society to pressure governments
– Civil society’s involvement in solutions

• Improving legislation
– International and national 

• Giving the means for humanitarian aid
– Information from the field 
– Humanitarian aid for solutions

• Strengthening institutions and policies
– Maldives initiative at United Nations (sept 2008) 



Tasks Ahead - 4 - Wijnberg 

• Prevention
– prevention of migration
– Prevention of 

environmental degradation  

• Ecological Restoration
– Remainder Earth

View
- Compare with ‘durable

solutions’ approach by 
UNHCR 



Quote of our mystery guest:  

• “Yet, these so-called environmental refugees 
have no legal protections under international 
law.  No one knows how to deal with them. 
This is an area of fruitful research”



• “Yet, these so-called environmental refugees 
have no legal protections under international 
law.  No one knows how to deal with them. 
This is an area of fruitful research”

» (Kofi Annan, 29 june 2007)



Vielen dank, thank you


