I. Addressing Climate Migration and Cross-Border Disaster Displacement
“We are facing an unprecedented movement of migrants and refugees, climate change is one of the main causes of
the significant number of people compelled to move.”85
Introduction
One of the biggest humanitarian crises facing the international community today is forced displacement, including
disaster displacement.86 Climate change, in addition to other environmental and natural disasters, has become a
major driver of migration; one person is displaced every second because of a natural disaster.87 Environmental and
natural disasters have such a monumental impact on migration that between 2008 and 2014, 184.4 million people
were displaced because of sudden-onset natural disasters, 22.5 million of which were displaced by climate and
weather effected hazards.88 These numbers are expected to increase in the future, specifically by the year 2050
where the amount of people displaced by climate change and natural disasters is predicted to reach up to one
billion.89 This one billion estimate means that one in every nine persons are migrating because of drought, sea level
rise, extreme weather, and other climate and natural disaster events that could also lead to the destruction of peoples’
livelihoods which may lead to starvation and famine.90 It is also important to note that this 2050 estimate is more
likely to include those migrating permanently due to significant changes in climate as well as temporarily due to
prolonged disasters.91 United Nations (UN) Member States have agreed on starting a two-year process to address
migration by creating a global compact for safe, orderly, and regular migration.92 As climate migration continues to
gain attention in the international system, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has attempted to
define important terms related to this topic to clarify the language and understanding of climate migration.93
There is no one international agreed-upon definition of persons moving because of environmental reasons, but IOM
uses the term environmental migrants.94 The IOM defines environmental migrants as “persons or groups of persons
who, for reasons of sudden or progressive changes in the environmental that adversely affect their lives or living
conditions, are obliged to have to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently,
and who move either within their territory or abroad.”95 Since climate migration, as well as disaster displacement, is
an ever growing and evolving topic, the term environmental migrants is a working definition, which, while not
legally codified, allows the Organization to work around a clear definitional framework.96 The terms environmental
refugees and climate refugees have not received international recognition and are not codified in any major
international instruments.97 The 1951 Convention Relating to the States of Refugees' definition of a refugee gives
protection to individuals who have fled their country of origin because of persecution of their race, religion,
nationality and other factors that do not include environmental concerns.98
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In addressing climate and disaster migration, it is important to discuss the need for greater protections for
particularly vulnerable migrants and in supporting migrants during relocation efforts. There is also a need to
examine current disaster risk reduction efforts and see how they might be improved.99
International and Regional Framework
There is no one international legal document that includes climate migration and cross-border disaster displacement,
however, there are many related documents and frameworks, including the Yokohama Strategy.100 The Yokohama
Strategy and Plan of Action (1994) and the Hyogo Framework to Action 2005-2015: Building the Resilience of
Nations and Communities to Disasters (2005) are two related documents that extensively address and recommend
efforts in advancing disaster risk reduction (DRR).101 The Yokohama Strategy focused on DRR efforts at all levels
of the international community.102 The Hyogo Framework worked to build on the weaknesses of Yokohama by
specifically addressing cross-border disaster displacement concerns, identifying DRR successes and risk factors, and
organizational legal, and policy frameworks, among other provisions.103 While neither the Yokohama Strategy nor
the Hyogo Framework addresses DRR in relation to cross-border disaster displacement, their impact on the
discussion of DRR has been formative and set the foundation for future efforts.104 In relation to DRR, the 2015
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction focuses on a “people-centered prevented approach to disaster” to
enhance the safety of persons and communities in regards to DRR.105 Over the next 15 years, the goal of the Sendai
Framework is to reduce the total amount of disaster risk mortality, disaster-related damage, and to strengthen DRR
strategies within governing states to improve warning systems.106 The goal of the Sendai Framework is also to
bolster DRR by encouraging greater international cooperation on this topic.107
UN General Assembly resolution 70/1, Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(2015), includes targets and goals addressing climate migration and disaster displacement.108 The 2030 Agenda
recognizes the interrelated issues developing states face related to international cross-border migration.109 In this
vein, it recognizes the need for international cooperation for safe and orderly migration of displaced persons and has
marked 2030 as its goal in enhancing the resilience to environmental disasters to decrease displacement and related
mortality.110 Related to this topic, IOM works to support the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
5, 10 and 16, on empowering women, providing psychosocial well-being and economic integration for vulnerable
migrants, and improving the overall state of human security, respectively.111 IOM’s efforts also support SDG 13,
combating the adverse effects of climate change, by providing financial and technical support to communities in
establishing alternative and sustainable livelihood options to migrants.112
In 2016 the General Assembly adopted resolution 71/1, also known as the New York Declaration for Refugees and
Migrants, at the UN Summit for Refugees and Migrants.113 The declaration discusses efforts to establish a global
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compact for safe, orderly, and regular migration, which is a set of “principles, commitments and understandings”
among Member States that will create a framework on migration mobility and address humanitarian, development,
and human rights-related issues.114 The declaration acknowledges that migration is a response to the adverse effects
of climate change and notes that measures should be taken to “[combat] environmental degradation and [ensure]
effective responses to natural disasters and the adverse impacts of climate change” to reduce and manage related
migration.115
The 2010 Cancun Adaptation Framework, centered around the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change, is also central to this topic.116 The framework not only focuses on global climate change efforts by
enhancing DRR strategies such as risk assessment and management, but also works towards enhancing the
understanding, coordination, and cooperation on climate migration as well as planned relocation at national,
regional, and international levels.117 There have also been significant developments at the regional level. During the
2006 African Union Executive Council Ninth Ordinary session in Gambia, African Heads of State adopted The
Migration Policy Framework for Africa, which provides strategies and solutions for migration issues in Africa.118
The document identified poverty and environmental degradation as key drivers of migration on the continent and
recommended that African states protect their environments to prevent desert and soil degradation.119 Another
regional document, the 2014 Brazil Declaration and Plan of Action, acknowledges the need to enhance protections
for climate and disaster-related migrants.120 The Declaration mentions the impact of climate change and natural
disasters on persons in Latin America and the Caribbean and proposes several regional programs that would enhance
protection for vulnerable migrants, detect situations that would produce displacement, and promote regional
dialogue to support migration management.121
Role of the International System
IOM has worked to address the interconnection of climate change and migration through policy, research,
operational activities, and partnerships.122 In this regard, IOM created the Environmental Migration Portal:
Knowledge Platform on People on the Move in Climate Change to develop research, promote information sharing,
and identify relationships between migration and the environment.123 The Migration Environment, and Climate
Change: Evidence for Policy initiative was established to gain knowledge about environmental degradation and
migration, as well as policy options for adaptation strategies in specific geographical regions.124 At the global level,
IOM continues to support the implementation of the New York Declaration.125 As part of IOM’s contribution to the
global compact for migration, IOM has written thematic papers on climate change, environmental resilience, and
migration.126
IOM’s International Dialogue on Migration (IDM) contributed to the global compact for safe, orderly, and regular
migration through two workshops conducted in cooperation with Member States.127 IDM has also conducted forums
with Member States focused on supporting vulnerable migrants and migrants facing crises, including natural
disasters.128 In hopes of providing protection for migrants during natural disasters, IOM serves as one of the
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Secretariats on the state-led Migrants in Counties in Crisis (MICIC) Initiative.129 In this role, IOM conducts webinar
events and took part in the creation of the MICIC Guidelines to Protect Migrants in Countries Experiencing Conflict
of Natural Disasters.130 IOM also assisted in the development of the Guidance on Planned Relocations that provides
a roadmap for relocating populations affected by natural disasters and hazards using five cross-cutting elements that
includes the perspectives of state authorities and affected populations interaction before and after a natural
disaster.131
Many other UN entities are also taking action on this topic. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) assists in reducing and managing disaster displacement.132 UNHCR is involved in operational efforts to
assist with cross-border disaster displacement, which includes their efforts in the wake of the Haiti earthquake where
they provided tents to the citizens of Haiti crossing into the Dominican Republic.133 In addition, UNHCR recently
conducted a Training Workshop on Disaster Risk Reduction given to government officials and other actors engaged
in this issue to improve their operational capacity.134
The Nansen Initiative is a state-led consultative forum that created the Agenda for the Protection of Cross-Border
Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters and Climate Change.135 The agenda promotes efforts to reduce and
mitigate the effects of disaster displacement and the enhanced protection of migrants through humanitarian action,
awareness, and data collection.136 The Nansen Initiative also discusses current practices states are utilizing and
solutions in the gaps of those practices.137 The Platform for Disaster Displacement (PDD) was created in 2016 to
implement the recommendations in the Nansen Initiative Protection Agenda.138 To this end, the PDD supports the
recent creation of the Guide to Effective Practices for RCM Member Countries, which was adopted by the Member
States of the Regional Conference on Migration.139 The PDD and the IOM also attended the 2017 Global Platform
for Disaster Risk Reduction, which included discussions on intervention in areas impacted by disaster displacement,
DRR strategies in society engagement, and the collection of disaster displacement data at local and regional
levels.140
During the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, the UN Secretary-General stressed the need for national and regional
institutions to come together in addressing cross-border disaster displacement.141 The World Humanitarian Summit
recognized the need to shift from reacting to cross-border disaster displacement to reducing risk and increasing
financing and planning for natural disasters.142 In addition, one of the products of the 2016 World Humanitarian
Summit, the report of the Secretary-General (71/353), emphasized the need for the international community to
bolster its responsibility in protecting persons impacted by cross-border disaster displacement, especially women
and children.143
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is one example of a non-governmental organization that has
undertaken efforts to assist cross-border migrants during and after environmental crises.144 The ICRC has provided
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protection to vulnerable migrants and restores family links for displaced persons.145 Recently, the ICRC has reunited
families in the case of the 2016 Ecuador earthquake and has provided food and shelter in the Somalia’s current
drought crisis.146
Supporting the Protection of Migrants During Relocation Efforts
Between 2008 and 2015, 15 million people annually were relocated or evicted from their country of origin because
of the direct impacts of a natural disaster.147 When migrants are evicted or voluntarily relocate from their country of
origin across international borders due to a natural disaster, they do so in search of safety and security.148 When
migrants relocate across borders to another country, they stand to lose their cultural, psychological, and community
ties and attachments.149 When relocation occurs, either initiated by migrants or by the government through planned
relocation, migrants may also lose livelihood opportunities due to different markets or lack of opportunity in their
new host state.150 In the case of slow-onset disasters, such as rising sea levels, governments are more likely and able
to utilize planned relocation strategies.151 For example, in the Mekong River Delta in Viet Nam where the rise in sea
level resulted in the degradation of agriculture lands, the government was able to resettle people with the
government’s “Living with Floods” program; the program was successful through the cooperation of local
communities, country of origin, and neighboring countries of destinations.152
Where planned relocations are not in effect, migrants often face significant challenges at borders.153 Since climateinduced migrants cannot claim refugee status, they are often deemed inadmissible to other states at the border.154 At
state’s borders, cross-border displaced individuals may encounter issues like not meeting visa requirements, barring
them entry into the country.155 Where migrants are able to enter the country with official authorization, their access
to services may be curtailed due to their status within the state.156 In these cases, migrants may face significant
barriers in finding adequate housing, education, health services, and employment opportunities.157
Some states have sought to overcome these challenges by granting temporary visas; in the case of the 2010 Haiti
earthquake, Brazil allowed affected residents to apply for humanitarian visas that spanned from two months to five
years.158 Even with these visas, in 2012 Brazil was receiving a large influx of irregular migrants from Haiti,
indicating that the needs of migrants outweighed the number of approved humanitarian visas.159 In response, Brazil’s
National Council expanded the program and improved the terms of the visas, lasting up to five years and allowing
holders free movement in and out of Brazil.160 However, humanitarian visas are not always similarly equipped with
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full protections and rights.161 In some cases, humanitarian visas may limit the right to work and curtail access to
humanitarian assistance.162 IOM assists cross-border disaster displaced persons in many ways, including in
supporting the visa process.163 After the 2010 Haiti earthquake, IOM, with the assistance of the Brazilian embassy in
Port-au-Prince, opened a Humanitarian Application Centre to assist Brazil’s National Council with counseling
migrants on receiving humanitarian visas.164 This case is just one example of a successful initiative due to the close
cooperation between IOM and Member States.165
Enhanced Protection for Women Crossing Borders
Some vulnerable migrant groups are more likely to be subject to marginalization and abuse in cross-border
relocations.166 During natural disasters, the human rights of migrants are more likely to be violated which makes
them vulnerable to violence, human trafficking and smuggling, and discrimination.167 This can especially be said for
women, particularly in regions where women have less access to wealth, education, and other resources.168 Increased
environmental degradation, reduced access to natural resources, and the general effects of natural disasters are often
factors in a woman’s decision to migrate across international borders.169 Women migrate more frequently than men
and face an increased likelihood of being exploited and trafficked while traveling across international borders to
their destinations.170 While crossing borders, women are also more susceptible to sexual and gender-based
violence.171 Additionally, some women may not have access to direct aid and assistance during and after traveling
across borders, and when they do, the assistance may not appropriately meet the needs of women, such as temporary
relief camps that lack in adequate safety and health services.172
IOM utilizes the principles and guidelines in the MICIC and IOM’s Governance Framework to provide protection
and assistance to vulnerable migrants.173 IOM has implemented its Regional Programs and Protection and Assistance
to Vulnerable Migrants, which particularly provides aid to women.174 Within each program, IOM engages with
relevant states and Civil Society Organizations in aiding migrants, and each regional program is unique and assists
in counteracting specific issues in that region.175 For example, the Mesoamerica program involved the training of 35
counter-trafficking specialists to address the trafficking of migrants, including training on how to identify victims
and survivors of human trafficking.176 IOM’s regional Programs of Protection and Assistance to Vulnerable
Migrants also promotes the coordination of states, governments, and organizations in providing migrants
protection.177 However, similar programs may be difficult to establish or implement in the future, as the term
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“vulnerable migrant” has not yet been clearly defined internationally.178 While women experience particular
vulnerabilities, the definition of “vulnerable migrant” will likely also be inclusive of the diverse forms of
vulnerabilities to specific exploitations and abuses, such as indigenous populations and persons with disabilities.179
Advancing Disaster Risk Reduction
The risk of being displaced because of a natural disaster has increased at twice the rate of population growth since
the 1970s.180 Since the mid-1980s, the number of mega-events, which are natural disasters that displace more than
three million people, has increased and is responsible for the growing rate of cross-border disaster displacement, a
trend that is predicted to continue.181 DRR and resilience-building can assist in reducing climate-induced migration
by establishing proactive solutions for people living in areas that experience the adverse effects of climate change,
environmental degradation, and natural hazards.182 In DRR programs, states are responsible for anticipating
disasters, including identifying disaster-prone areas and assessing the impact of natural disasters and hazards on
affected populations; by doing so, states can reduce vulnerability and exposure, and thereby enhance resilience.183
The same development policies that enhance resilience can also strengthen the capacity of states to host cross-border
disaster displaced persons without overburdening their resources and infrastructure.184
While these processes are important, many current policies do not reflect the realities of disaster displacement,
causing states to enact inadequate plans and policies.185 Additionally, there is a serious lack of investment in these
initiatives in many states due to constrained resources, lack of understanding, or more pressing priorities.186 Another
challenge is the current gap between DRR and development policy in many developing countries.187 By isolating
these actions, states operate in a binary framework where DRR and development initiatives may be framed
competitively, when in fact they are complementary and may be most effective when pursued together.188
IOM has been advancing DRR since the 1990s, starting with one of IOMs largest operations in providing
humanitarian assistance in Central America in the wake of 1998’s Hurricane Mitch.189 Over time, IOM developed a
migration management cycle framework to help guide action in emergency and post-crisis situations, including
prevention, protection and assistance, and development and adaptation facets.190 In implementing DRR activities,
IOM embodies the following two approaches: prevention and reconstruction projects such as community-based
disaster risk management and mainstreaming risk reduction, and resilience-building projects that support
communities and vulnerable populations.191 In addition, IOM heavily relies on the community to advance DRR
initiatives and prevent forced migration.192 In response to community needs, IOM establishes community
stabilization projects and provides disaster preparedness assistance through building resilience to hazards, guiding
national authorities, conducting field assessments and studies on communities, and supporting capacity building.193
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Conclusion
In 2018, the agreed-upon outcomes for the global compact for safe, orderly, and regular migration described in the
New York Declaration will be adopted.194 The significance of this adopted document, specifically annex II, will
guide the international community’s response to important migration issues including their intersection with climate
change. In particular, the declaration may help the international community provide enhanced protection for
vulnerable migrants, and provide more legal pathways to migration and resettlement.195 Member States’
commitment to the global compact for migration will also be evident by actions taken to enhance to DRR resiliencebuilding efforts in regards to mitigate climate migration and cross-border disaster displacement.196
Further Research
As delegates begin their research, the following questions should be considered: Why are cross-border disaster
displaced persons not legally codified in international law? How can IOM address the lack of legal protections for
cross-border migrants fleeing natural disasters? How can IOM provide cohesive protections for migrants across
borders? How can IOM strengthen the relationship between communities and governments to improve protections
and services for vulnerable climate migrants? How can IOM promote that states adopt a plan that is inclusive of
communities, migrants and neighboring countries during relocation efforts? How can IOM assist states,
governments, stakeholders, citizens and Civil Society Organizations in implementing DRR strategies at the
community level?
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This agenda examines the current practices of addressing climate migration and cross-border
disaster displacement through adaptation, management, mitigation, and disaster risk reduction.
This agenda discusses the current state of strategies including DRR, planned relocations,
vulnerable migrants, and humanitarian assistance, and provides recommendations for the
international community to consider in addressing cross-border disaster displacement. Some of
those practices include linking effective policies and actions, assessing the impact of a natural
disaster on an individual, and integrating cross-border disaster displacement into state laws and
policies. Delegates can use this source to identify pressing issues and begin canvassing solutions
for their future working papers.
The Nansen Initiative. (2015). Agenda for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of
Disasters and Climate Change: Volume II. Retrieved 18 September 2017 from:
https://www.nanseninitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/PROTECTION-AGENDA-VOLUME-2.pdf
The Agenda for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters and
Climate Change describes current state practices on cross-border disaster displacement. This
includes states practices in regards to DRR, planned relocations, and providing protections for
vulnerable migrants through the exploration of case studies and state programs. This Agenda also
describes recommendations for the future for states to follow in addressing cross-border disaster
displacement. Delegates can find this useful as it explores state programs and practices on certain
cross-border disaster displacement issues. Delegates can use this source to compare and contrast
successful programs and practices between different states.
United Nations, General Assembly, Sixty-ninth Session. (2015). Sendai Declaration and Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction 2015-20130 (A/RES/69/283). Retrieved 22 August 2017 from: http://undocs.org/A/RES/69/283
This framework explicitly focuses on DRR to substantially reduce the amount of damage caused to
communities, lives and livelihoods, and the environment as a result of natural disasters. The
Sendai Framework discusses goals and recommendations on advancing disaster risk reduction at
the international, national, and local level. The Sendai Framework also focuses future efforts on
the changing needs of the individuals and communities involved in man-made hazards and natural
disaster. Delegates can use this source as a current model on how the international community is
working to reduce the negative and adverse impacts of natural disasters on individuals.
United Nations, General Assembly, Seventieth session. (2015). Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1). Retrieved 21 August 2017 from: http://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1
Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development lists concrete 15-year
goals on relevant climate change and migration-related issues including discrimination, poverty,
protection, assistance, and disaster risk reduction. The specific goals and targets outlined in the
2030 Agenda may help guide delegates’ understanding of key international goals and allow
delegates to place their recommendations within this larger framework. Delegates can also use
other related goals to strengthen their proposals and provide more holistic support to migrants,
including reducing poverty, empowering women, and ensuring health and well-being.
United Nations, General Assembly, Seventieth session. (2016). In Safety and Dignity: Addressing Large Movements
of Refugees and Migrants: Report of the Secretary-General (A/70/59). Retrieved 21 August 2017 from:
http://undocs.org/A/70/59
This report discusses global trends in the large movements of migrants in the international
community. The report includes the opinion of the Secretary-General who calls upon the
international community to act upon pressing alarming in international migration. The SecretaryGeneral also states that the rise of climate change and environmental degradation will continue to
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force migrants to move from rural areas to cities and from areas with great environmental risk.
The Secretary-General recommends that Member States protect migrants in transit, address the
root causes of migration, combat discrimination and xenophobia, and protect the dignity and
human rights of migrants.
United Nations, General Assembly, Seventy-first session. (2016). New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants
(A/RES/71/1). Retrieved 22 August 2017 from: http://undocs.org/A/RES/71/1
The New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants sets out agreed-upon principles and issues
facing refugees and migrants in the international community. In hopes of preventing large
movements of migrants, the Declaration also discusses states’ need to combat the negative
impacts of climate change and natural disasters by establishing effective responses to climate
migration. Delegates will find this resolution useful as they explore international efforts in
adopting the goals mentioned in the resolution including addressing the root causes of migration,
enhancing the rights of migrants, and promoting international cooperation in implementing
border control and immigration procedures.
United Nations, General Assembly, Seventy-first session. (2017). Follow-up to Review of the Communities of the
New York Declaration: Report of the Secretary-General (A/71/978). Retrieved 22 August 2017 from:
http://undocs.org/A/71/978
This report discusses the work and implementation efforts that have already taken place under the
New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants. The report discusses the partnerships and
agencies that have started to implement goals set out in the New York Declaration, including
IOM’s efforts in training governments and NGOs in 41 countries on migrant rights, and training
in 100 countries on countering trafficking in persons, exploitation, and abuse. Delegates will find
this useful as they explore current actions taken by their state in addressing their commitments
laid out in the New York Declaration.
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