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CLIMATE CHANGE AND DISPLACEMENT

What humanitarians
need to do
Jenty Kirsch-Wood, Jacob Korreborg and Anne-Marie Linde
Until recently, the humanitarian community had largely
ignored the problem of climate change, thinking that
mitigation – the reduction in greenhouse gas emissions –
would minimise the need for adaptation to the effects of
climate change. Events appear to be proving us wrong.
It is now clear that humanitarian
preparedness and response to
extreme weather events and
other changes are a small but
extremely important emerging
component of the climate change
adaptation debate. Two trends are
of particular humanitarian concern.
First, climate change is increasing
the frequency and intensity of
extreme natural hazard events,
particularly floods, storms and
droughts. Nine out of every ten
disasters are now climate-related.1
Second, climate change is altering
the morbidity patterns of diseases
such as malaria and dengue fever
that are major killers in emergency
settings. Trends such as sea-level
rise are of critical importance over
the longer term but will have less
of an immediate humanitarian
impact within the current planning
cycles of relief organisations.

WFP delivers
food aid
after cyclone
Ivan hit
Madagascar
in February
2008.

Humanitarian expertise lies in
preparing and responding to
hazard-related disasters, conflict and
situations of forcible displacement.
Climate change will act as a
‘threat-multiplier’, exacerbating
humanitarian need in each of these
core areas of our work. Climate
change is rapidly becoming a
key contributing factor – though
not the sole cause – of increased
humanitarian need. It exacerbates
existing human vulnerability and
environmental degradation, which
in turn threatens to intensify the
struggle for access to, or control
of, scarce resources – potentially
increasing the likelihood of migration
and armed conflict. The level of
existing human vulnerability is likely
to be the determining factor in the
distribution of future humanitarian
need associated with climate change.

The geographic area at risk from
flooding is expanding, placing new,
often less prepared areas at risk.
Between December 2006 and March
2007, the coasts of Madagascar and
Mozambique were
hit by five successive
cyclones, several
of which affected
the same areas and
caused multiple
waves of population
movement. In the
last 20 years the
recorded number of
disasters caused by
floods has increased
by 300% – from
about 50 to more
than 200. In terms
of humanitarian
response, floods and
storms now trigger
the bulk of suddenonset international
disaster responses.
Of the 26 UN Flash
Appeals issued
since January 2006,
18 have been in
response to floods
and cyclones.
The intensification
of climatic extremes
associated with
climate change
will also increase
both the likelihood
and geographic
range of drought.
While drought
itself does not necessitate increased
humanitarian response, when
combined with vulnerability it can
result in ‘slow-onset’ disasters.
Intensified periods of drought
combined with unsustainable land
use will intensify desertification in

already vulnerable areas. This will
reduce the capacity of these areas
to support human populations.
However, the picture is not
entirely bleak. Over the past two
decades, while the number of
recorded disasters has increased
significantly so too has disaster
resilience. When communities are
prepared, they are less likely to be
permanently displaced in the face

of a hazard event. Well planned
initiatives for environmental
protection, land-use planning,
natural resource management
and settlement development can
substantially reduce disaster risks.
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Access to basic needs
Climate change will affect both
water quantity and water quality.
Increased salination of water supplies
in coastal areas and pressure on
existing water management systems
are likely, due to flooding. Drought
will also exacerbate salination and
degradation of water systems.
Drought, and climate unpredictability,
will also have an impact on agricultural yields. Agriculture fed by
rainfall is projected to halve in some
African countries by 2020. In addition,
the cost of basic food commodities
has increased 50% in the past five
years, and in-kind food donations are
decreasing. This suggests that rapid
changes in agricultural practices and
access to food are required if increases
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in humanitarian levels of malnutrition
are to be mitigated or prevented.
The humanitarian community will
in all likelihood be required to
respond more frequently to droughtrelated food insecurity resulting in

emergency levels of malnutrition,
particularly in complex emergency
settings where development actors
will be less able to intervene.
Increases in temperatures resulting
from global warming have also
begun to extend the range in which
diseases such as malaria and dengue
fever can thrive. While populations
in well-established high-prevalence
zones often have a degree of
local immunity, newly exposed
populations are more susceptible.2

Displacement and migration
There is growing debate over
whether climate change-affected
populations are a ‘new’ group in
need of protection and if existing
legal frameworks are sufficient to
provide for their protection. Within
the humanitarian and risk reduction
communities, however, these same
populations have generally been
seen as falling within existing,
and expanding, caseloads.
It is clear that climate change
will contribute both to increased
temporary displacement and longerterm migration. The results of
modelling longer-term changes in
coastlines as a result of rising sea
levels suggest that governments
may be required to support mass
movements of coastal populations
after approximately 2080. However,
in the period up to 2030, sea-level rise
is less likely to be a major source of
migration and humanitarian need.
Prior to that period, increased flood
and drought vulnerability are likely
to be the main driver of temporary
displacement and will result in
increased humanitarian needs. Flood
risk may be particularly intense in
coastal areas and among growing
urban slum populations. Drought
and increased food insecurity may
also increase migration in some cases,
particularly into urban areas. For
example, research in sub-Saharan
Africa in the 1990s indicated that
some 7 million people – out of the
80 million considered to be foodinsecure – used migration as a coping
strategy during periods of drought.3
Increased vulnerability and
heightened competition for basic
resources may also exacerbate
migration and the potential for
conflict. Humanitarian systems must
expect that a significant number of

In 2008 the Inter-Agency Standing
Committee Principals1 chose
climate change and its impact on
humanitarian action as one of the
strategic priorities for their agenda.
In April a paper2 was presented to
their meeting, whose purpose was
to position humanitarian impacts
of climate change within the
broader disaster risk management
framework and stimulate a debate
in relation to climate change
adaptation strategies. Specifically
in relation to forced migration,
it said, among other things:
“Displacement is likely to increase,
as land becomes less productive
and livelihood options diminish, and
continuing informal urbanisation
and slums will put more pressure
on crowded land and create
potential disaster hotspots. In this
context, the risk of discrimination
and violation of economic, social
and cultural rights will require
special attention as will the need
to revisit the current international
protection system to address more
effectively the challenges of different
types of forced migration caused
by environmental degradation.
Climate change will require
measures at different regional
scales, in addition to national and
sub-national levels. The focus
needs to be on mobilising and
supporting the efforts of local
communities that are facing the
heaviest burden. All sectors of
society – public and private, civil
and military – need to scale up
attention and resources dedicated
to climate change adaptation.”
1. www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/content/Princip/
2. A full version of the paper ‘Background
Document: Humanitarian Action and
Climate Change’ is available at www.
humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/content/documents/
princip/20080430-1470/Humanitarian%20
Action%20and%20Climate%20Change.doc

disasters will occur in conflict settings,
such as Afghanistan, Somalia,
Haiti, Sudan or DRC, and it is likely
that this will fuel migration, social
tensions and a need for increased
international humanitarian assistance.

How big will the problem be?
The actual extent and humanitarian
impacts of this trend will be based
on a complex mix of factors,
making modelling of these trends
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extremely difficult. The complex
inter-relationship of vulnerability,
exposure and capacity means it will
not be possible to accurately predict
migration flows likely as a result
of climate change, any more than
we can accurately ‘predict’ wars.
Increased drought in an area of very
low population density will not have
the same impact as drought in a
populated area. Less water may be
manageable in a richer area but may
lead to the depopulation of a poorer
community. The needs of different
affected populations will be extremely
diverse. It will be important, therefore,
to place trend analysis at least within
broad timeframes and to differentiate
between the humanitarian shortterm migration impacts and those
that are perhaps more extreme but
essentially longer-term in nature.
It is also essential to recognise that it is
not, and will not, be possible to isolate
climate change as a cause of either
migration or displacement. Rather
climate change may contribute to
environmental and social trends that
make it difficult for vulnerable people
to survive where they are. Reliable
attribution that can link a particular
hazard event first to climate change,
and then to migration, would be
extremely difficult, if not impossible.
We must be careful in considering
new categories of ‘environmental
migrants’ and ‘climate change
migrants’ not to undermine existing

rights. There has been an increasing
body of work to link international
human rights law and customary legal
norms on internal displacement to
situations of disasters associated with
natural hazards. The IASC Guidelines
on Human Rights in Natural
Disasters4 are an example of this.
Creating new, perhaps overlapping,
categories should not undermine
hard-won gains in these areas.
Voluntary migration should also not
be confused with forced displacement.
And, particularly in the context
of disasters, short-term migration
should not be confused with longterm displacement. It was precisely
Bangladesh’s capacity to help three
million people to voluntarily move
out of harm’s way in the wake of
Cyclone Sidr that saved thousands
of lives in November 2007. In the
context of rapid-onset disasters,
even short-term forced displacement
is legally sanctioned under certain
conditions, as it is precisely the
ability to move that saves lives. The
vast majority of those displaced
return home, and can and should
be supported to rebuild in a riskappropriate manner. These disasteraffected people should probably
not be included in calculations of
‘environmentally induced migrants’.

Conclusions
We are currently at a critical moment
in time. We know enough to be able
to prevent significant migration

Asking the right questions
David Stone

UNHCR/E Denholm

What does climate change mean for
potential returnees to, for example,
South Sudan – a land from which
many had fled several decades ago?

Will people who have lived in camps
for the intervening years be able to
resume a productive agricultural
livelihood, should they even wish
to? Will the crops
that they may have
traditionally grown still
be productive in an area
that may now be drier
and hotter than before?
Has anyone assessed
the groundwater
availability and
recharge capacity?
Are the varieties of
trees that aid and

related to climate change – if we can
harness the vision and action that
can bring about actual change.
However, policymakers should
recognise that over the next two
decades one of the major impacts of
climate change will be an increase

development agencies are planting
to rehabilitate the environment in
former refugee- or IDP-hosting
areas the most appropriate for
what may be a changing climate?
Answers to such questions are
largely unknown, not necessarily
because people cannot work out the
consequences but because – by and
large – the planners and managers of
relief and development operations
are not asking these questions.
More proactive, focused and
appropriate assistance is urgently
needed for returnee situations, for
example where people who are
finally leaving camps or camplike situations are able to return to
their former homes and attempt
to re-establish their lives and their

Returning Sudanese refugees load trucks at the Ikafe
transit camp near Yumbe, Uganda, December 2007.
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Ruins of
a home
destroyed
by Cyclone
Nargis.

in existing types of climate-related
humanitarian need. Scaling up
existing investment in disaster
preparedness and response is
therefore essential. The 2005
Hyogo Framework for Action
provides a framework for how to
reduce disaster risk, and includes

livelihoods. In most situations of this
type, people are provided with only
the most meagre levels of support
– on a one-off basis. Families trying
to rebuild their lives and livelihoods
are often unable to make ends meet
and may have no option but to turn
to environmental exploitation as a
source of revenue and income.
Many communities in northern
Uganda are currently in this situation,
being unable to afford fuel and food
prices, and with restricted access to
safe drinking water. While waiting for
their first harvest to mature, people
are turning to illegal charcoal making
as a means of income, exporting it
to South Sudan where market prices
are five to six times the local cost
in Uganda. The consequences of

early warning and preparedness
for response as key priorities.5
Current disaster preparedness and
response mechanisms will need to
be adapted to conflict settings and
to address issues such as migration,
protection and conflict prevention.

and financial cost are impossible.
We must act on a sound analysis of
past trends – and on best guesses.
Without improved multi-disciplinary
analysis, legal definitions to try to
capture the impact of climate change
on human lives will be meaningless.

Proactive analysis of the probable
costs of increased disaster
response activities for international
humanitarian actors is also necessary.
According to the UN’s humanitarian
Financial Tracking Service, funding
for natural disaster responses
currently accounts for roughly $804
million – 10% of overall humanitarian
funding of approximately $7.7
billion. The 2007 UNDP Human
Development Report6 estimates that,
as a result of climate change, an
additional US$2 billion will be needed
annually to strengthen disaster
response by 2015 (although this figure
is subject to considerable debate).
Solutions to key questions such as
whether increased funding will be
expected to come from humanitarian,
development or climate change
adaptation funding ‘pots’ are basic
but as yet unresolved issues that may
have a huge impact on emerging
systems to meet increasing need.
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While some improvements may
be possible, the complexity of both
climate modelling and social systems
means that clear reliable projections
of future trends in key areas such
as migration, conflict, urbanisation

wholesale land clearance for charcoal
making and agriculture must be
expected to have longer-term negative
consequences for such regions, for
the people who may once again live
there as well as for the environment.
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As agencies scramble to catch up with this issue and be seen to be ‘responsible’,
there is a risk that some basic requirements will be overlooked or deliberately set
aside. Amidst the flurry of international discussion and activity, the people who
are likely to have to bear the brunt of the consequences of climate change hardly
figure. They are rarely being consulted as to their situation, their needs or possible
options which may well shape their future well-being. They are not being enabled
or encouraged to enter the global debate. Part of the reason why they are ignored
relates to the level at which dialogue and decisions are taken and resources
allocated. Another and more chilling reason, however, is because many of these
people and communities may not be aware that they are, or could well be, on the
frontline of a series of events that are likely to change their lives, perhaps forever.
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