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VIJVERBERG SESSION 2008

Climate change and (forced) migration 

Introduction paper   
This paper is based on the Norwegian Refugee Council’s report on climate related forced migration: “future floods of refugees, a comment on climate change, conflict and forced migration”, the Dutch government’s policy paper on Migration and development, the IOM studies 31 and 33 on Migration and Climate Change.

Predictability of forced migration due to climate change

The fact that there is a climate change is now widely accepted, although the speed of this change is subject to debate. The impact of this climate change on the environment is yet unclear. There are many studies on climate processes (sea-level rise, salinization of agricultural land, desertification and water scarcity) and climate events (such as flooding, storms)
. Such climate processes and climate events will have an impact on the lives of many people, but to what extent and where is equally hard to predict. This is even more so if one tries to predict migration movements as a result of climate change, as many factors can play a role in people’s decisions to migrate. In ‘’Climate Change and Migration: improving methodologies to estimate flows’’
, IOM seeks to come to some estimates. It, however also concludes that the number of empirical studies of contemporary manifestations on the impact of climate change on migration is surprisingly small. 

Human factors play a role as well. Survival strategies as a response to climate change related erosion, can affect the status quo in a country’s distribution of land property and wealth. Internal movements, as a survival strategy, can also have effects on the stability of a country. Whether and to what extent this can lead to extreme poverty, conflicts and internal unrest might depend on the short term success of countering adaptation and mitigation strategies. However, such adaptation and mitigation strategies might have longer term adverse ecological or economical impacts or even lead to new conflicts, for example if they lead to more erosion, if there are new dependencies on international markets or if not the entire population benefits.   

Despite the many uncertainties, one thing seems to be clear. Due to climate change, the lives of many people will be so much affected that they will have to migrate, either in their own country or to another country. It seems therefore necessary that in current discussions
 on policies and responses of adaptation, mitigation, technology, financing and a shared vision for a new climate change regime, also people displacement and migration related to climate change should be given sufficient attention. 

Scenarios

In the IOM study entitled Migration and Climate Change
 three scenarios of climate change impacting on migration patterns are described. The best case scenario is that where serious emission reduction takes place and a Marshall Plan for adaptation is put in place. The second scenario is that of ‘business as usual’. The third scenario is an apocalyptic image of many victims of ecological and natural disasters and masses of ‘climate refugees’ moving to northern countries. 

It is the apocalyptic scenario which places ‘climate refugees’ high on the international political agenda of northern and southern states. However, both the IOM study on Migration and Climate Change and a report of the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), entitled ‘’Future floods of refugees’’
 do not see this as the most likely scenario. The NRC predicts that forced migration to the North which can directly or indirectly be linked to global warming will be limited. Migration will rather take place internally and regionally in southern countries. According to the NRC there may be some limited increase in planned migration that is longer-distance, longer term and more permanent. Also, increased urbanisation with the possibility of secondary migration can be expected. 

The above view is more or less confirmed in the Dutch government’s paper on migration and development of June 2008
, when current migration patterns to the North are discussed. These seem to take place from the middle class in developing countries rather than the poorest people. The latter are also the most likely to be affected by climate change. The Dutch government’s paper mentions predictions varying between 25 -200million climate migrants in the next 40 years, depending also on the definition of an environment migrant. Of course, if the prediction of one billion migrants were to come true this would have an enormous impact on the stability in the world.

Who is a forced climate migrant/environmentally displaced person?

There is, as yet, no definitive concept of ‘forced climate migrant’ or ‘environmentally displaced person’ in international law, nor is there an accepted definition in the debates on people displaced or migration due to climate change and/or environmental degradation. However there seem to be more calls among the experts for terms such as  ‘climate refugees’ or ‘environment refugees’ not to be used as their use could potentially undermine the international legal regime for protection of refugees. The NRC points out the difficulties in coming to a clear definition. Environmental degradation could be gradual and conflicts can have environmental elements but also have other causes. The term climate refugees suggests a monocausality that in reality never exists. The IOM study, however, also points out that forced climate migrants fall through  the cracks of international and immigration policy, because they there is no clear legal framework, nor a clear identification.  

Humanitarian law and forced climate migration

The 1951 Refugee Convention has only limited relevance for ‘forced climate migrants’/environmentally displaced persons – namely if treatment of persons (including denying access to basic resources or pushing people to areas with extremely limited resources) would amount to persecution on account of race, ethnic group, religion, social group or political conviction. IOM points out that there is resistance to any expansion of the definition of refugee. In extreme cases at least the principle of non refoulement, as guaranteed by international and regional legal instruments, would oblige states not to directly or indirectly return victims of sudden natural disasters or extreme environmental degradation if this would put them at risk. Environmentally displaced persons who do not leave their country could fall under the scope of the 1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, but this is not entirely clear. These Principles are based on international human rights instruments and aim to give guidance on the standards for the treatment of ‘IDPs’.  The specific situation of island nations disappearing might be covered by international prohibitions of refoulement as well as international instruments on statelessness.

Climate change and conflict 

Climate change could also impact availability of scarce resources and thus become a source of violent conflict. Already, many first and secondary migratory movements of convention refugees and persons fleeing wars can be indirectly linked to climate change. For these persons international humanitarian law provides a framework. 

The IOM study
 estimates that large scale migrations will turn fragile states into failed states and increase the pressures on regional neighbours. This is already apparent in Africa. The question is whether (potential) conflicts can be prevented from becoming violent conflicts.       

A new international ground for protection

Migration related to climate and changing environment has always taken place. However, this type of migration is mostly considered ‘voluntary’. When people move irregularly for  economic reasons there is no right to migrate in international law. It is, however, clear that due to climate change a significant number of persons might see themselves, with reason, forced to leave their place of residence or even their country, and will be in need of support. 

The first question is whether a definition is necessary for providing international humanitarian support and more structural support for people affected by climate change. A second question is whether there should be a new category of forced migrants/environmentally displaced persons who should have a specific legal position, which gives them rights under international law vis à vis their own state authorities or states on whose territories they are.  

The question at what point migration due to climate change becomes or ceases to be ‘forced’ as opposed to ‘voluntary’ and if and when alternative international protection mechanisms should be called upon, is not easy to answer. When comparing environment migrants to 1951 Convention Refugees elements of risks to life and person, inability to return and national protection would have to be taken into account.
  Swedish legislation is the first to formally recognise persons who are unable to return to their native country because of an environmental disaster, as in need of subsidiary protection. However, there are no concrete examples of the provision being applied.

Policy responses: a comparison with refugee and asylum policies

A comparison between Convention refugees and ‘forced climate migrants’/environmentally displaced persons could be useful in order to predict future migration movements due to climate change and the impact of policy responses or lack thereof. 

In today’s world, many refugees live in protracted situations in regions of origin. They cannot return in safety to their country of origin. Many live in camps which are organised and funded by international community. Some are considered to fall under the 1951 Refugee Convention, others by regional conventions.
 Often they cannot freely move and do not have access to the labour market or education. Only a few refugees are resettled to other countries. Some refugees decide to leave camp situations either to become urban refugees, often living in destitution, or to move further. 

Despite many large scale human rights crises, the total numbers of asylum seekers in the North have decreased since the ‘90s. This could be related to less conflicts in the vicinity of the North, but also to restrictive asylum policies and stricter border controls. Still, the North is often the only area to give refugees meaningful protection. The crisis in Iraq, whose neighbouring countries  - and main host countries for Iraqi refugees – Syria and Jordan are at close distance from the EU external border, has led to an increase of Iraqi refugees in Europe. But the number of Iraqi refugees has certainly not overburdened European asylum systems in general. Some European countries faced larger numbers than others, but this has to do with a failing or not fully functioning European Asylum System.       

To summarise, asylum and refugee policies have most of the time been successful in preventing refoulement, but have not consistently guaranteed basic rights to refugees. The scale of violence against civilians in internal and national conflicts, in combination with the increased mobility of refugees has led to a constant balancing between protection and restrictive tendencies, including deterrence and burden shifting.

Policy responses: a comparison with economic migrants

A significant number of today’s ‘forced climate migrants’ are amongst mixed flows of refugees and voluntary economic migrants. Some might choose the asylum channel, but with increased capacity of Northern asylum systems, chances of success of an asylum claim are small. Legal migration schemes in the North target skilled or highly educated labour. ‘Forced climate migrants’ often do not fulfil the criteria . Most forced climate migrants are therefore likely to join the irregular migrants in the North or to move to urban ‘slums’ in the South. For the latter there are hardly international policy responses, for the former there is an increasing awareness among states that ‘migration management’ requires international co-ordination and co-operation. 

In the EU it is recognised that due to demographic factors – an ageing population – there might be a need for more immigration. Migration remains largely in the national domain. On the one hand this means that irregular labour is often tolerated and that regularisations are used as a migration instrument, on the other hand there are tightened border controls, deterrent measures such as fines for employers and detention, and a focus on returns. More positive measures are on the EU agenda of migration and development, such as facilitating remittances, exploring circular migration and facilitated return programmes. Also improving migrants’ rights is on the international agenda again.

Policy responses vis à vis forced climate migrants/environmentally displaced persons

The NRC and IOM estimate that much of climate related migration will be short term as well as internal and regional. This might also depend on the will and capacity of national governments and the international community to assist the persons involved and to find internal durable solutions. The IOM study points out that the impact of natural and environmental disasters depends on the prevention of devastating events (such as early warning mechanisms, evacuations) and counter measures against a gradual impact on livelihoods of climate change. The question is what structural role international community has to play, i.e. other than giving humanitarian aid and investing in early warning systems.

The IOM study mentions three policy responses: expanding the definition of a refugee, adaptation in affected countries, immigration policy in less-affected countries. Firstly, the IOM study acknowledges that it is hard to reach consensus on expanding the definition of refugee. Secondly the IOM study that few countries are putting plans in place for the prospect of large-scale forced migration. In current Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA), as supported by the UNFCCC, there is no mention of migration or relocation. However, there are examples of successful internal relocation. Thirdly, the IOM study says that immigration policies do not yet take climate migrants into account. There are, however, examples of ad hoc immigration concessions for victims of natural disasters.  

Conclusions

From the above, it follows that it is not immediately evident that global warming and its effects would in the shorter term lead to significant migratory movements to the North. However, it is also obvious that climate change can drastically affect the lives of many people in the South (and the North), either because of a loss of livelihoods or because of conflicts related to scarcity and domination of resources. Not only could this lead to destabilisation of the affected national regions, but national and intra-regional migration could lead to further destabilisation. This could lead to more people being forced to migrate to the North. The countries likely to be affected by climate change, but also the international community have a shared responsibility to address the problems of the persons affected. 

Possible questions for discussion:

· Is there a need for amendments to the 1951 Refugee Convention or a need for another international legal human rights instrument, including a definition, in order to guarantee international protection to ‘forced climate migrants/environmentally displaced? 

· What could potential strategies and instruments be, and how can current adaptation strategies be strengthened, in light of forced climate migration/environmental displacement? Is it, in light of the development of a framework for this, desirable that there be an internationally accepted definition of forced climate migrant/environmentally displaced person?

· Should national and international resettlement, an instrument that is used for refugees, be considered in order to share international responsibility for victims of hydro-meteorological extreme hazard events, environmental degradation, permanent losses in state territory as a result of sea level rise? 

· Is there a need for a UN-agency to coordinate the international efforts, including financial burden sharing, for the victims of hydro-meteorological extreme hazard events, environmental degradation, permanent losses in state territory as a result of sea level rise?

· Is the assessment that migration to the North due to climate change will be limited correct? In how far does regional and/or Northern migration management need to take a potential increase of forced climate migrants into account? 

· What areas in the world are most threatened by climate change? Of these areas, where are the country’s or region’s capacity to deal with displaced persons or migrants most likely to be insufficient? 

· Do current international mechanisms for humanitarian relief and development offer sufficient frameworks and means to address the needs of the persons affected by the consequences of climate change and their countries/regions?.

· How can root causes of forced migration/displacement related to climate change be addressed and how can situations of this kind of forced/displacement migration be prevented?

Annex

Background - SID Vijverberg Sessions 2008

The Vijverberg sessions are ‘’fireplace sessions’’ organised by SID Netherlands Chapter and the European programme in cooperation with theme specific partners (e.g. for Energy it was CEPS, for  Water WWF, for Climate Change and Migration it is Dutch Refugee Council-DRC) that bring together a limited number of selected (expert) participants to engage in cross sector dialogue, with the aim to critically reflect on - and contribute to - European policies regarding global issues and international relations.

As such, the sessions are also meant as a vehicle to actively involve Dutch stakeholders in European policy making, in particular with regard to North-South relations.
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For the year 2008 the title of the Vijverberg sessions is “The European Agenda on International Cooperation; contribution of the Dutch with regard to emerging global scarcities and power shifts”. Vijverberg sessions are divided in 4 interrelated and interdependent sub-thematic session: energy;  food;  water;  and  climate change and (forced) migration.

Participants will be informed about relevant current European/international policies and the dilemmas involved. Reflecting together, exchanging information and viewpoints, they will deepen their own understanding as well as contribute to advance the level of policy thinking in the Dutch as well as in the European policy arena on international relations and development issues. 

The objective of the Vijverberg sessions is threefold:

1. To inform and involve Dutch policy-makers, politicians, business sector and academics about changes in European policies concerning the South;

2. To use the Dutch expertise and development results in European policy.

3. To involve a broader public in European matters through these opinion and policy-makers;

Four meetings will be organised in The Hague from 16.00 – 19.00 hours in the Rabobank offices at Korte Vijverberg, in The Hague. Each meeting will be prepared by a core group of relevant institutes and international experts, which are going to consult each other in the e-mail discussion and when needed will meet physically as well. The process will be coordinated by the SID secretariat.

Given the relatively technical nature of the topics chosen to be covered by the Vijverberg sessions it has been conscientiously decided to organise fireplace type sessions that bring together a limited number of selected participants (approx. 30) to engage different stakeholders in cross sector dialogue, with the aim to critically reflect on - and contribute to - European policies regarding global issues and international relations. A fireplace type session will not only  encourage dialogue and deepen the knowledge of a selected group of participants but will in the process make the information and knowledge clearer to those participating and more ‘digestible’ for the wider public. 

Format of workshops:

20 minute introduction by a consultant/expert on the topic.  Role of consultant/expert: to present facts and figures to line out the main global economic, social and sustainability challenges.

15-20 minute introduction by a relevant institute on i) existing EU responses, ii) shortcomings and iii) and possible options for the EU.

We would also invite couple of experts (different stakeholders e.g. academics or policy makers) to give short comments on the introduction and to enhance the discussion .

Followed by discussion and wrap up of the Chairman.

For additional information regarding SID Vijverberg sessions please contact:

Iem Roos

i.roos.sid@socires.nl
Tel: +31 (0)70 338 3290

For the information regarding Climate Change and (Forced) Migration session please contact

Gordana Stankovic

g.stankovic.sid@socires.nl
Tel: +31 (0)70 338 3285
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� As identified by Robert McLeman of the University of Ottawa, IOM Migration Research Series, no. 31, 2008, prepared for IOM by Oli Brown


� IOM Migration Research Series, no 33, 2008, prepared for IOM by Dominic Kniveton, Kerstin Schmidt-Verkerk, Christopher Smith and Richard Black


� Such as the United Nations Conference on Climate Change, to be held in Poznan on December 1,2 2008


� IOM Migration Research Series, no. 31, 2008, prepared for IOM by Oli Brown


� Norwegian Refugee Council, Future floods of refugees, a comment on climate change, conflict and forced migration, April 2008, Vikram Odedra Kolmannskog


� Beleidsnotitie Internationale Migratie en Ontwikkeling, 2008


� Quoting John Ashton, the UK’s climate change envoy.


� Which defines refugees in art. 1A as a person who ‘’owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.’’ 


� The OAU refugee definition, which includes persons who flee ’external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order…’. In Latin America, the Cartagena Declaration adds the criterion ‘massive violation of human rights’.





