
Name of organization: United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human 
Security (UNU-EHS) 
 
1. Action/practice/project undertaken  (not to exceed 40% of the entire textual input) 
  
- Worldwide in various case studies, policy discussions at the international and national level 
- UNFCCC delegates, experts and scholars, and international organizations 
- Need to better understand the impacts of weather-related changes (climate change) and a 
broader set of environmental change on human migration and displacement 
- For more information about the German Marshall Fund Study Team on Climate Change 
and Migration, contact: Koko Warner warner@ehs.unu.edu. Project results, background 
papers, reports, presentations and related materials will be available shortly online. 
 
2. (Interim) Results achieved 
 
Within the framework of ongoing research on environmentally induced migration, UNU-EHS, 
together with Georgetown University, is co-chair of the German Marshall Study Team on 
Climate Change and Migration. Other research results from UNU-EHS projects on the 
theme can be found at www.ehs.unu.edu and www.each-for.eu.  
 
This work, supported by a generous grant from the German Marshall Fund, supported UNU-
EHS and Georgetown University to assemble a team of experts to examine four channels 
through which the environment influences human migration and displacement:  

1) increased frequency and magnitude of weather-related natural disasters, such as 
hurricanes and cyclones that destroy infrastructure and livelihoods and require people 
to relocate for shorter or longer periods;  
2) changes in weather patterns that contribute to longer-term drying trends that affect 
access to essential resources such as water and negatively impact the sustainability 
of a variety of environment-related livelihoods including agriculture, forestry, fishing, 
etc.;  
3) rising sea levels that render coastal and low-lying areas uninhabitable in the longer-
term; and  
4) competition over natural resources that may exacerbate pressures that contribute 
to conflict, which in turn precipitates displacement. 
  

The aim of the study group was to increase understanding of the interconnections as well as 
possible policy frameworks for addressing migration that may result from these occurrences. 
The central finding of the project is that migration is indeed a mechanism through which 
people manage the risks associated with variability and change in climate.  
 
Environmental change, including climate change, is an important contributor to migration 
around the world, particularly in vulnerable areas like low-lying islands and deltas, coastal 
areas, and areas dependent on glacial-fed water systems. Most environmentally induced 
migrants will move within the borders of their own countries or to nearby countries, but some 
will migrate to more distant countries.  
 
3. Challenges 
 
The study team identified several challenges that will play a role in addressing human 
migration and displacement in the context of climate change. 
 
A mix of factors. Today, the direct and determinative causal linkages between climate 
change and migration are challenging to identify in a scientifically rigorous way because of 
this mix of factors. Environmental change, including climate change, affects migration 
decisions in combination with other factors, such as the presence of networks in 
destinations (urban areas within one�s country and other countries), income disparities 
between source and destination areas, and the availability of other risk management 
strategies (e.g., crop insurance).  
 
The role of development policies. In the three countries visited, unsustainable 
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development practices compound problems and pose more immediate challenges than 
global climate change. The study team observed well intentioned but poorly planned and 
executed risk management measures, policy-related soil salinization and land degradation, 
inappropriate river basin management all influencing highly vulnerable local populations and 
their mobility decisions. The imposition of increased weather variability exacerbates the 
situation and may influence more people to move. 
 
Livelihoods. As livelihoods come under pressure�in part because of issues like declining 
soil fertility, erosion, deforestation, lack of water, and greater than expected weather 
variability�internal and international migration has been one coping mechanism in some 
areas like drylands. Environmental degradation, including desertification and coastal erosion 
(which is likely to increase with climate change), also exacerbates problems arising in 
largely rural, marginal economies that have had histories of migration. In vulnerable 
countries where large parts of the population are directly involved in agriculture and fishing 
makes them sensitive to environmental changes.  
 
Global trend away from agricultural livelihoods. Even without climate change, coming 
years are likely to witness continuing large-scale migration out of the agricultural sector, 
particularly in developing countries where farm incomes are significantly lower than non-
farm incomes. Climate change, specifically global warming, is likely to accelerate this pace 
of migration.  Several economic models project that global warming will have more effects 
on the distribution of farm production than global farm output, with new areas becoming 
viable for farming as a result of higher temperatures.  However, far more people are likely to 
be displaced by global warming than those likely to find jobs in these new farming areas- 
often located in developed countries where mechanization of new farm operations is 
probable. 
 
Development and demographics. The three countries visited�Senegal, Mexico, and 
Bangladesh�differ significantly in the extent to which their populations will likely be able to 
sustain themselves at home or will seek other options. Living in a mid-income country with 
relatively low fertility rates, Mexicans may be less vulnerable on some of these measures, 
but many people have the assets and networks needed for migration. On the other hand, 
many residents of Bangladesh and Senegal display high levels of vulnerability in terms of 
poverty, rapid population growth, landlessness and loss of livelihoods, but those very factors 
limit the availability of assets that can be used to migrate. Such very high levels of 
vulnerability may mean that migration, particularly that resulting from acute natural disasters, 
will occur with little forewarning and under emergency conditions that bode ill for the security 
and well-being of those who are displaced. 
 
4. Lessons learned 
 
How can climate change contribute to human movements? The study team�s inquiry 
focused on four forms of movement stemming directly and indirectly from environmental 
factors related to climate change. These include migration resulting from 1) intensified 
drought and desertification that adversely affect livelihoods, 2) rising sea levels that inundate 
coastal areas and may prove particularly harmful to low lying island countries; 3) intensified 
acute natural disasters that lead to temporary and permanent displacement; and 4) 
competition for natural resources that results in intensified conflict, which in turn causes 
mass displacement. The first two impacts of climate change are likely to cause �slow onset 
migration�, in which people seek new homes and livelihoods over a lengthy period of time as 
conditions in their home communities worsen. The third and fourth impacts are more likely to 
create conditions that cause immediate movements, often in emergency situations. 
 
In each of these situations, however, a wide variety of factors will determine whether, where 
and in what numbers people migrate. Understanding past trends may help to inform 
projections about future movements. In Jalisco and Zacatecas, Mexico, for example, 
weather cycles, in combination with other push and pull factors (particularly US labor 
demand), have supported a century of migration to the United States and to urban centers in 
Mexico. These Mexican states lie at a crossroads between arid and arable land, and have 
experienced drought cycles that prompted population movements. Understanding the 



history of this migration is essential to understanding the ways in which further 
desertification due to climate change may affect future movements.  
 
What factors affect the propensity of people exposed to climate change impacts to 
migrate? A combination of factors affects people�s ability to cope with the impact of climate 
change and the likelihood that they will turn to migration (or be forced to migrate). These 
include:  

• availability of sustainable livelihood options, including local employment 
opportunities and viable development of new industries such as eco-tourism; 

• household vulnerability, reflected in levels of landlessness, homelessness, 
access to drinking water, child malnutrition, etc.; 

• rates of population growth, which in some cases already put pressure on scarce 
land and other key resources;  

• extent of cultivable and habitable land, particularly in areas where land is 
already in extremely short supply and many people already lack even sufficient 
land to build a safe shelter; and 

• availability of assets (including education, money and skills) and social networks 
to support out-migration to cities or to other countries where they might find 
employment. 

 
For many people a crucial and urgent question is not simply whether they will be forced to 
move because of climate change, but how? The study team outlined three scenarios 
applicable to many vulnerable countries: 

• Sudden large-scale forced displacement caused by sudden-onset disasters. 
• Unplanned rural-urban migration into growing urban slums and other areas, 

possibly creating conflict and tensions over competition for land. 
• More gradual migration to other destinations in a country and abroad, facilitated 

by sufficient economic assets, skills, etc. among out-migrants to support 
sustainable livelihoods at destination & remittance flows back to source 
communities. 

All three forms of migration may be unavoidable � the question is which will dominate, and 
how might the consequences be managed or prepared for?  
 
5 Emerging needs for further action 
Policy makers need to make strategic investments�in dialogue, resources, and thinking�in 
four areas which would help address some of the challenges related to human migration 
and displacement in the context of climate change. 

• Science. Support more in-depth qualitative and quantitative research in specific 
hotspot regions. Support the collection of necessary demographic, socioeconomic, 
and environmental data (such as through census). Support research to understand 
the different patterns and scenarios of climate change, migration and displacement 
in specific areas. 

 
• Dialogue. Foster solutions-oriented policy dialogues that review existing experience 

and identify emerging good practices in areas such as designing alternative 
livelihoods, facilitating migration where appropriate, relocation and resettlement of 
populations. There is little time to waste�earnest policy dialogue should begin now 
when there is still space and time to navigate some of the challenges and 
opportunities that arise with environmentally induced migration. 

• Participatory policy planning. Involve affected communities in policy planning and 
implementation of human mobility solutions. In some cases this may mean site 
identification for relocation projects, in other instances it may mean development of 
alternative livelihoods or agricultural practices which might ease pressure on 
migration. Recognize that migrants and Diasporas can be effective partners in 
addressing climate change induced migration, and involve them in planning 
processes. 

• Proactive approaches. Get ahead of the curve. Create alternative livelihoods in 
situ, and options and opportunities in those cases where in situ adaptation may not 
be possible at some point in the future. Implement effective disaster risk reduction 



and conflict mediation policies to reduce the likelihood of emergency movements 
with accompanying humanitarian consequences. 

 


