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Introduction 
32.4 million people were forced to flee their homes in 2012 by disasters such as floods, storms and 

earthquakes. While Asia and west and Central Africa bore the brunt, 1.3 million were displaced in more 

developed countries, with the USA particularly affected (The Global Estimates Report, 2013). 

Environmental refugees, often referred to as climate refugees or environmental migrants, are people who 

are forced to abandon their homes due to a sudden or a long-term change in the environment of the local 

region, which would compromise their well-being or secure livelihood. Such changes may include the 

effects of extreme drought, desertification or sea level rise (Bogumil Terminski, 2011). 

When the environmental factor is originated from a sudden change such as a volcanic eruption or an 

earthquake; or where the environmental change is observed in long-term such as environmental 

degradation, or frequent occurrences of floods or droughts, which would result in economic insecurity, and 

loss of livelihoods, the consequent migrations are considered as forced migration. People affected by 

these dramatic changes are then referred to as environmental refugees, yet there is not such international 

recognition. In fact, they are mainly categorized as economic immigrants. 

Environmental factors and economic, social and political contexts are closely linked to each other; these 

links need to be considered in any explanation of migration. Therefore, in RCIMUN 2017 Environmental 

Committee, delegates are expected to elaborate on the issue in order to construct a legal framework 

regarding environmental refugees.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 
 

Environmental Refugee: “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 

jeopardizes their existence and/or seriously affects the quality of their life” (Essam El-Hinnawi, 1985). 

 

Climate Change: An extensive, long-term shift in globe’s weather patterns or average temperatures 

(MetOffice, 2015). 

 

Desertification: Land gradation mostly associated with drought, in which relatively dry land befalls 

increasingly arid losing its water bodies, vegetation and wildlife (Helmut Geist, 2005). 



Drought: A period of dry weather that would result in severely damaging the crop potential if it lasts long 

enough.  

  

Flood: Rising or overflowing of a water source onto a habitually dry land. 

 
General Overview 
War and political conflict are not the only reasons why people become refugees. Today’s world, plagued 

by the ever-rising threat of global climate change, is turning a blind eye to the serious problem of 

environmental refugees. Since 2008, approximately 26.4 million people have been displaced by natural 

disasters every year. This number equals to one person being displaced every second (IDMC). Little is 

being done to help these displaced persons, which puts the international community to shame.  

 

Countries, now more than ever, are afraid of incoming refugees into their countries, mostly due to the 

Syrian refugee crisis. Many politicians have deemed refugees as a threat to their national security and 

economic development and have put up both figurative and physical walls between their countries and 

displaced persons (Hollifield). Instead of hesitating to take action countries should actively support actions 

to aid environmental refuges since natural disasters know no difference between countries and can strike 

the most economically developed countries as well as the least.  

 

It is not surprising to see more and more natural disasters occurring in recent years. Hurricanes and 

typhoons have intensified, droughts have become longer and drier and floods have become more and 

more frequent. This is due to a phenomenon that is becoming more and more familiar; climate change. 

The disturbances in the Earth’s environmental and atmospheric balances are creating harsher weather 

conditions that creating more environmental refugees that the current world is unable to sustain 

(Scribbler). There aren’t enough legal frameworks to address the needs of the incoming refugees and 

there aren’t proper contingency plans to aid countries if and when a disaster strikes. The effects of rising 

sea levels to small island nations, of water scarcity in areas that are being lost to desertification, of 

farmland and settlements that are exposed to frequent flooding are required to be recognized by all 

Member States and long term objectives and strategies need to be developed (Milner).  

 

Another problem affecting environmental refugees is that they are not neatly represented in the globally 

accepted meaning of the term “refugee”. The current definition of “refugee” broadly recognizes two main 

categories of refugees: economic migrants that relocate to pursue work and other economic opportunities 

and conflict refugees who flee war and persecution. These definitions do not encapsulate the 

environmental refugees that might be forced to flee their homes because of rapid natural disasters such 

as hurricanes, typhoons and earthquakes, or people that have had to leave their country due to increasing 

desertification and rising sea levels (Hollifield). It is clear that the definition of refugees has yet to be 



adequately determined to refer to the whole of the displaced persons and their reasons for displacement. 

With a proper understanding of the meaning of the word and the people who have to live as refugees, 

efforts to aid these persons will take on a much more efficient direction.  

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 
a. United Nations High Commissioner For Refugees (UNHCR) 

The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has shown its 

commitment to protecting the environment and is fully aware of the environmental challenges. In 1990, the 

UNHCR has expressed its concerns for the people who depend on the environment for their survival. 

Furthermore, the climate-related migration and the challenges in regards to protecting those being 

displaced have been the areas of focus of the Commissioner. Not only does the UNHCR works to provide 

those humanitarian needs, but it also directs its focus to human rights issues relating to population 

displacement caused by climate change. UNHCR is currently adapting much of its environment related 

planning and working to address to eliminating the effects of climate change. (UNHCR, 2015) 

 

b. United States 
A study of University of Georgia, “Counties vulnerable to sea level rise” illustrates that the potential 

migration flow of African Americans from the South to the Northern States will qualify the scale of the 

20th-century “Great Migration” unless immediate action is taken to protect the coasts. The research 

also warns that exceeding 13 million people could be affected by a sea level rise of 1.8 metres; and 

even a rise of 0.9 metres would be critical for more than 4 million people (Tim Radford, 2016). In 

conclusion, concentrated population in the coastal zones and the lack of precautions are making the 

US one of the most vulnerable countries to an environmental change.  

The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development has recently granted totaling $1 

billion to those 13, mostly coastal, states for the communities to adapt to the effects of climate change, 

by building more resistant levees, dams and drainages. (Coral Davenport and Campbell Robertson, 

2016) Furthermore, The Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement Plan, granted $48 million, is one of the 

first programs of its kind in the world, a test that would demonstrate how to respond to climate change 

in the most critical circumstances while preserving the union of the communities. The aim is to resettle 

the island’s residents to a drier land, as they are the first American “ahead” environmental refugees.  

 

c. People’s Republic of China 
China is one of those countries that have relocated approximately 6 million citizens from lands in 

distress due to unsustainable development, climate change, poor automation and faulty built houses 

in several districts. China is a primary spot of ecological disasters, commonly known for air pollution, 

desertification and toxic waters/rivers. Recently, almost 1.5 million citizens of the Ningxia Hui 

Autonomous Region, defined as a desert region, were forced to transfer due to environmental poverty 



(Edward Wong, 2016). Other than these natural disasters, the number of ecological immigrants 

increased due to man-based harm. Intensive farming has affected more than 450 villages, recently 

named “cancer villages,” by increasing the erosion and deforestation rates by %36. The director of the 

Environmental Education Media Project has observed China for 25 years; claiming that the country is 

under threat of catastrophic collapse (John D. Liu, 2005). 
 

Timeline of Events 
This Timeline of events focuses on the Climate Change crisis and how it became more and more 

prevalent in our lives through the past decades. It should always be noted that rather than fighting the 

symptoms, one should focus on fighting the cause. These environmental crises will continue occurring 

with only an increasing rate, unless more serious actions are taken against global warming.   

 

1968 
Studies suggest a possibility of collapse of Antarctic ice sheets, which would raise sea levels 

catastrophically (Weart). 

1970 
First Earth Day. Environmental movement attains strong influence, spreads concern about 

global degradation (Weart). 

1970 
Creation of US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the world's leading funder of 

climate research (Weart). 

1981 
Election of Reagan brings backlash against environmental movement to power. Political 

conservatism is linked to skepticism about global warming. (Weart) 

2003 
Deadly summer heat wave in Europe accelerates divergence between European and US public 

opinion (Weart). 

2004 First major books, movie and art work featuring global warming appear (Weart). 

2012 

Donald J. Trump said that the "concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese 

in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive". Trump later claimed he was only joking 

(CNN). 

2015 
Researchers find collapse of West Antarctic ice sheet is irreversible, will bring meters of sea 

level rise over future centuries (Weart). 

2015 
Mean global temperature is 14.8°C, the warmest in thousands of years. Level of CO2 in the 

atmosphere reaches 400 ppm, the highest in millions of years (Weart). 



2016 

"Well, look, there's no question that the activities that take place in this country and in countries 

around the world have some impact on the environment and some impact on climate," says 

Mike Pence, Donald Trump’s running mate (CNN). 

 

UN Involvement 
UN, with its numerous bodies fights against the issue of Environmental Refugees. 

 

UN-Water 
UN-Water sums up its function in its official website as:  

“UN-Water is the United Nations inter-agency coordination mechanism for all freshwater related 

issues, including sanitation. It provides the platform to address the cross-cutting nature of water 

and maximize system-wide coordinated action and coherence.” (UN-Water) 

 

World Food Programme (WFP) 
WFP sums up its function in its official website as:  

“Assisting 80 million people in around 80 countries each year, the World Food Programme 

(WFP) is the leading humanitarian organization fighting hunger worldwide, delivering food 

assistance in emergencies and working with communities to improve nutrition and build 

resilience. 

As the international community has committed to end hunger, achieve food security and improved 

nutrition by 2030, one in nine people worldwide still do not have enough to eat. Food and 

food-related assistance lie at the heart of the struggle to break the cycle of hunger and poverty.” 

(WFP) 

 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
UNEP identifies itself in its official website as the: 

“Leading global environmental authority that sets the global environmental agenda, promotes 

the coherent implementation of the environmental dimension of sustainable development 

within the United Nations system and serves as an authoritative advocate for the global 

environment”(UNEP). 

 

They also narrow down their work focus in three main points; 

• Assessing global, regional and national environmental conditions and trends 

• Developing international and national environmental instruments 

• Strengthening institutions for the wise management of the environment 



With the first point it states its aim to act as a united body against this issue while making decisions. 

With the second point it focuses on the elements which could lead to the creation of better conditions 

for the environment. UNEP adds that they are willing to aid environmental organizations rather than 

taking actions directly on their own.  

 

Relevant UN Documents 
A/RES/69/154 

http://www.unhcr.org/excom/bgares/55e053f39/assistance-refugees-returnees-displaced-persons-

africa.html 

This is a generic resolution on environmental refugees. The resolution itself does not offer much on the 

issue but rather acknowledges actions of other organizations and offers for reports to be updated on the 

issue. This actually is one the main reasons why there is not any tangible results achieved on this issue. 

UN should look to take more controversial steps if it seeks to resolve this issue.  

Once every year a resolution similar to this one passes from the house yet, the situation keeps on getting 

worse every year. Italy France and Greece order more fascistic steps while dealing with this issue. While 

in the crisis of Syrian Refugees, Greece watched children being drowned and it was assisted with 

primarily Italy and the whole European Union, the situation is no different for environmental refugees as 

well.   

 
Treaties and Events 
Kyoto Protocol: Was the first global step in the fight against global warming, USA stood against it. 

Copenhagen Accord: Was aimed to be a continuum of Kyoto Protocol, conceptually it failed. 

Montréal Protocol: Was first put in action in late 80s and since then it had been revised for 8 times. It 

concerns the ozone layer and had produced positive outcomes as the ozone recovery took place in 

Antarctica.  

Paris Agreement: The agreement was again an important step for fighting against greenhouse gases. 

Media showed this agreement process as world’s decision on its own fate.  

 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
Whenever a genuine step is aimed to be taken, it contradicts with the wellbeing of a leading country. Thus 

only repetitive, redundant solutions could be brought to the environmental refugee’s issue. To get a better 

result, governments should take courage and act united to protect the world that we live in.  

 

 

 



Possible Solutions 
To achieve a solution, the three main points of UNEP should always be kept in mind. The investments to 

aid the ones in need should be micromanaged and consequently, aiding local organizations might be a 

better idea since they would know the culture and conditions in the crisis zone better.  

Countries, which are in a fierce competition with each other, tend to deny an increase in their cost of 

production since it would put them into a disadvantageous situation. However, if all the countries have 

acted together, this problem would not have occurred.  

Finally, the root of the problem should be assessed with inventions always keeping mind of the 

environment. Additional investments on the development of agricultural techniques and industry could 

also be useful since these two usages make more than 90 percent of fresh water source consumption in 

the world.   
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