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LIFE Magazine, 1962 





National Geographic,  February 2014 





Why environmental and migration scholars 

don’t agree 

 Defining question: 

Is environmental migration/displacement  

a new category of migration/displacement? 

 

 Migration scholars dismiss the idea that there ‘s anything 

new, and insist on the multi-causality of migration. 

 They have a policy agenda: protect the rights of migrants and 

refugees. 
 

 Environmental scholars embrace the idea of a ‘new’ 

category of migration, induced by climate change? 

 They have another policy agenda: prompt action on climate 

change. 



‘Climate refugees’ as the human faces of 

global warming 

 

 Migrants are often portrayed 
as expiatory, powerless 
victims of climate change. 

 

 They are also the first 
witnesses of climate change, 
the living proofs that global 
warming is under way. 

 

 The idea of a multi-causal 
migration doesn’t get along 
very well with this rhetoric. 

 



London Futures, exhibition at the Museum of London  

Act on climate change, or fear the refugees 





A ‘disaster ready for consumption’  
(Farbotko 2011) 

 



Pitfalls of this rhetoric 

 It doesn’t match reality 
 Environmental displacement is often an internal and multi-causal 

movement. 

 

 It induces environmental determinism 
 Assumption that the nature and extent of the migration flows will 

depend upon the impacts of climate change. 

 Ignores the role of policies 

 

 It doesn’t serve the interests of the migrants 
 Fuels xenophobic prejudices 

 Migrants perceived as a threat to security 



The distribution of net population displacement over the twenty-first century by region 
assuming no protection for a 0.5 m (grey bars) and a 2.0 m (black bars) rise in sea level. 

Nicholls R J et al. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A 2011;369:161-181 

A deterministic perspective 



A security agenda 
 

WBGU 2008 



 

A powerful instrument: 

Small island states as laboratories of climate change 



 Islands are viewed as the incarnation of the impacts of 
climate change 

 Islanders as the first witnesses (and the first victims) of 
climate change 

 This representation has increasingly been used by SIDS 
governments make their voices heard in the negotiations  

 

 Islands seem to matter only because they 
disappear 

 



 17 October 2009 



In Copenhagen, they had forgotten to put the small islands on the giant globe 

that was in the middle of the conference hall. 



Canaries in the coalmine 

 Canaries were used in coalmines to alert miners about the 

presence of toxic gases. 

 Likewise, ‘refugees’ from small islands are supposed to alert 

us about the dangers of climate change. 

 Deterministic perspective: migration presented as unavoidable. 

 

Though well-intentioned, this rhetoric is deeply self-centred: 

 « Look at them to see what’s going to happen to us » 

 In the coalmine, canaries were never saved 

 Relativist trap, which might disempower islanders and 
undermine the possibilities of local adaptation. 

 



Policy-wise, an excessive focus… 

• …On the development of new legal instruments 

 At the expense of migration governance 

• …On climate change 

 At the expense of natural disasters and other environmental 

changes 

• …On humanitarian challenges 

 At the expense of adaptation, development and justice 

• …On those who leave 

At the expense of those who stay behind 



Some well-intentioned reactions in Australia 



A Copernican revolution 



The Cancun opportunity 

 





Migration as an environmental policy? 

 New defining question: 

  Is migration a failure to adapt, or an adaptation strategy? 

 

 End result: Current drift towards UNFCCC as the best 

framework to address the issue 

 Perceived need to address the issue globally – and no such 

mechanism with regard to migration governance. 

 Environmental displacements not related to climate change are 

forgotten. 

 Issue of preemptive resettlements, especially in a 4°C+ scenario. 
 

 

 

 



Displacement in the name of adaptation 

 Some of the most vulnerable zones are also amongst the 
most densely populated. 

 Some governments have already started moving 
populations in prevision of future climate change impacts. 

 Examples: 

 China – ‘Environmental Migration’ program in Inner Mongolia 

 Aimed at fighting against desertification 

 Resettled nomadic pastoralists in towns and villages 

 Nomadic pastoralists were considered as part of the problem 

 

 Vietnam – Flooded communities 

 Resettling of villages in the Mekong delta 

 Actually increased the vulnerability of communities 



Why migration scholars and policy-makers need to 

reinvest the field 

 To reconcile the political construction with the empirical 

reality. 

 Because if they don’t, lessons from the past could be lost; 

 

 discriminations could be created; 

 Between those who stay and those who leave; 

 Between those displaced by climate change and other disruptions; 

 Between ‘environmental migrants’ and other migrants. 

 

 and the policy responses might just prove unrealistic. 

 But possibly more humane? 

 


