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Introduction 

Decades of research indicates that the Earth’s climate is changing at a rate that has exceeded 

most scientific forecasts, amongst others due to rapid economic growth and urbanisation 

fuelled by the burning of fossil fuels. Numerous families and communities have already 

started to suffer from disasters and the consequences of climate change, which has forced 

them to leave their homes in search of a new beginning. This has led to people having to flee 

their homes largely due to natural disasters that had not be seen in the past. The scope and 

scale of human migration due to climate change will test the limits of national and global 

governance as well as international cooperation. This committee must address the already 

displaced people due to climate change as well as establishing measures to prevent future 

mass displacement. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Mass displacement – There is no official number of displaced people which classifies it as 

mass displacement, however the term is generally understood as the sudden displacement of a 

large number of people.  

Climate refugee – This term is often used in the media and in other discussions, however it 

does not exist in international law and is not endorsed by the UNHCR (United Nations High 

Commission on Refugees). A refugee is defined as a person who has crossed an international 

border “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (1951 Convention 

relating to the Status of Refugees). As this is not always the case, this committee will be using 

the term “persons displaced in the context of disasters and climate change” or similar.  

Nexus dynamics – The correlation between displacement due to conflict/war/unrest and 

factors caused by climate change such as severe weather conditions.   

Climate Change “hotspots” – Regions in which the consequences of climate change are 

experienced most severely.  
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Background Information 

There is no official beginning to the obstacle of displacement due to climate change, as it is 

such a complex issue that depends on many factors.  

In 1990, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded that the greatest 

impact of climate change would be on human migration. It has been estimated that 

approximately 200 million people will be displaced by 2050, due to amongst other shoreline 

erosion, coastal flooding and agricultural disruption. In 2018, it was estimated by the World 

Bank that most of these climate migrants would be from Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa 

and Southeast Asia.  

The meteorological impact of climate change can be divided into two drivers of migration, the 

first being climate processes such as sea-level rise, salinization of agricultural land, 

desertification, air pollution, loss of biodiversity and growing water scarcity. The second is 

climate events which include flooding, storms and glacial lake outbursts. This deterioration 

will worsen many humanitarian crises and may lead to more people being on the move. 

Although there are few instances of climate change as the sole factor in migration, climate 

change is widely recognized as a contributing and exacerbating factor in migration and in 

conflict.  

The impacts of climate change are numerous. Limited natural resources, such as drinking 

water, are likely to become even scarcer in many parts of the world. Crops and livestock 

struggle to survive in climate change ‘hotspots’ where conditions become too hot and dry, or 

too cold and wet, threatening livelihoods and exacerbating food insecurity. This causes many 

people to be forcibly displaced in order to survive. New displacement patterns, and 

competition over depleted natural resources can spark conflict between communities or 

compound pre-existing vulnerabilities. This means that when considering mass displacement 

due to climate change, the Nexus dynamics must be considered.  

Because of the nexus dynamics there are only a few cases where climate change has been the 

exclusive factor causing the displacement. The first case was in 2015, when citizens of the 

Pacific Island Kiribati applied for refugee status on New Zealand, as their homes were 

disappearing under water due the water level rising 12 millimetres per annum.   
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Many organisations, such as the UN, have recognised the severe consequences of climate 

change and are working actively to minimise the subsequent mass displacement. Specifically, 

the UNHCR have done substantial work on the topic, including endorsing the adoption of the 

Global Compact on Refugees, which recognises climate changer as a driver of refugee 

movements. Furthermore, measures are also being put in place to prevent future severe affects 

of climate change, such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.  

Major Countries and Organisations Involved 

South Asian countries – One of the three regions identified by the World Bank from which 

most of the displaced people would come from in 2050. The region is currently experiencing 

increasing temperatures, sea level rise, more frequent cyclones, flooding of river systems fed 

by melting glaciers, and other extreme weather events are exacerbating current internal and 

international migration patterns. Countries estimated to suffer most severe effects of climate 

change include India and Indonesia. 

Northwest Africa – The region is facing rising sea levels, drought, and desertification. These 

conditions will only add to the already substantial number of seasonal migrants and put added 

strain destination countries and the routes migrants travel. The destabilizing effects of climate 

change should be of great concern to all those who seek security and stability in the region. 

Migration patterns have been affected by climate change significantly in for example 

Morocco and Algeria.  

Federated States of Micronesia – This nation has significantly reduced in size, due to 

islands disappearing in the last decade due to a rise in sea levels and fresh water being 

contaminated by the inflow of seawater. Because of their small population and remote 

location in the Pacific, they receive little attention from the international community.  

The Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage Associated with Climate 

Change (WIM) – WIM has been requested by the signatories of the 2015 Paris Agreement 

on climate change to draft recommendations for addressing those displaced due to climate 

change.  
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Relevant UN Resolutions 

The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration (GCM) is an 

intergovernmental negotiated agreement, facilitated by the UN. It was adopted by 164 

countries, in Marrakech in December 2018, and notably not signed by the USA. The 

agreement called on countries to make plans to prevent the need for climate-caused relocation 

and support those forced to relocate. 

https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/sites/default/files/180711_final_draft_0.pdf  

 

There are no legally binding international systems that protect climate migrants, however 

there are voluntary agreements that could be used to support them. Most notably, 193 

countries adopted the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which address both 

migration and climate change. Especially SDG 13 addresses climate action, by amongst 

others outlining the need for integrating climate change measures into national policy and 

education. The SDGs do however not mention climate change in correlation to mass 

displacement. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20S

ustainable%20Development%20web.pdf 

 

At the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in 2012 a resolution was 

passed, which amongst other in PC 7 “Acknowledges the further work to advance the 

understanding of and expertise on loss and damage, which includes, inter alia the following: 

(a) Enhancing the understanding of: (vi) How impacts of climate change are affecting patterns 

of migration, displacement and human mobility.” 

Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 18th session, held in Doha from 26 November 

to 8 December 2012: addendum 

 

The resolution on International cooperation on humanitarian assistance in the field of natural 

disasters, from relief to development, adopted by the General Assembly in 2012 “Recognizing 
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the high numbers of persons affected by natural disasters, including in this respect internally 

displaced persons, and the need to address the humanitarian and development needs arising 

from internal displacement throughout the world owing to natural disasters, and encouraging 

all relevant actors to consider making use of the Guiding Principles on Internal 

Displacement6 when dealing with situations of internal displacement,” 

International cooperation on humanitarian assistance in the field of natural disasters, from 

relief to development: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

Most of the prominent work done on the topic by member states has been through the 

UNHCR. Thus, it has been focussed on addressing those people already displaced, and not on 

preventing mass displacement due to climate change in the future. The UNHCR has 

developed planned relocation guidance together with Georgetown University and other 

partners for the relocation of at-risk populations to protect them from disasters and the 

impacts of climate change while respecting their human rights.  Furthermore, UNHCR has 

provided technical support to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

process since 2008, including through the Advisory Group on Human Mobility and Climate 

Change, and in its role as a member of the Task Force on Displacement (TFD) mandated by 

the Executive Committee of the Warsaw International Mechanism on Loss and Damage. 

The growing concern caused by this topic was again recognised through the adoption of the 

Global Compact on Refugees1. It was adopted by an overwhelming majority in the UN 

General Assembly in December 2018, and it stated that “climate, environmental degradation 

and natural disasters increasingly interact with the drivers of refugee movements.” 

Possible Solutions  

This is an extremely complex issue, and many different facets must be considered to find 

possible solutions to the issue.  

 
1 https://www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf 
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The problem with the agreements passed on the matter is that none of them are binding. 

Furthermore, the resolutions passed simply recognises the problem however does not suggest 

any solutions. This means that neither a multilateral strategy nor a legal framework exists 

which considers climate change as a factor of forced migration. Delegates can consider 

whether this is partly due to the nexus dynamic.  

A topic which may be addressed is the official definition of refugee which was adopted in the 

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. The current system of international law is 

not equipped to protect climate migrants, as there are no legally binding agreements obliging 

countries to support climate migrants, since they are not recognised as refugees. While 

climate migrants who flee unbearable conditions resemble refugees, the legal protections 

afforded to refugees do not extend to them. Today there is approximately a one to one ratio of 

officially recognised refugees, and persons forcible displaced due to climate change. 

Delegates could therefore consider whether the definition of refugee is outdated and should be 

expanded to fit today’s circumstances. Alternatively, a new legal category and institutional 

framework could be created to protect climate migrants. Delegates should consider the current 

political climate towards refugees, as some countries would likely be more in favour of 

limiting refugee protection rather than expanding them.  

Another obstacle to keep in mind when debating possible solutions are that similar to the case 

of political refugees, it is likely that the burden of providing safety for climate migrants will 

become the responsibility of the LEDs, as they are often the neighbouring countries to the 

most suffering regions, such as Northwest Africa. These countries are of the least responsible 

for emissions of greenhouse gases. Delegates could therefore consider whether a correlation 

should be established between the greenhouse gas emissions of a country and the number of 

climate migrants they are obliged to take in, as a measure of addressing already displaced 

people.  

Furthermore, the people most vulnerable to climate change are not necessarily the ones most 

likely to migrate. In all cases, people displaced by disasters have needs and vulnerabilities that 

must be addressed. People already displaced for reasons other than disasters linked to natural 

hazards, including refugees, stateless people, and the internally displaced, often reside in 
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climate change ‘hotspots’ and may be exposed to secondary displacement. Moreover, similar 

impacts on their home areas can inhibit their ability to safely return. 

As the topic is “Addressing and preventing mass displacement due to climate change”, it is 

the job of this committee to both consider the numerous of people already displaced due to 

climate change and to discuss how to prevent even more people being displaced.  
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