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Abstract
This paper explores the discrepancy between the protection available to traditional refugees—as defined
in art 1A(2) of the Refugee Convention 1—and other displaced people, including migrants and internally
displaced people (IDPs), and the protection available to people displaced due to climate-related factors.
This paper proposes changes to the current definitions as a way to secure protection rights for those
displaced due to climate-related factors, 2 without having to change the current legal framework or create
a new one. The paper begins by examining the current legal definitions, highlighting precedents for
changing the legal definitions of refugees over the years. It then presents the rationale for the proposed
changes, describing three common scenarios to demonstrate the plight of those displaced due to climaterelated factors, before offering recommendations to secure their protection under both international and
domestic law.

Introduction
The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (‘Refugee Convention’) was developed in 1951 to
respond to the growing need to protect people at risk of persecution in their own country. 3 It was
developed as a reaction to the massive displacement that took place during and after the Second World
War across Europe. 4 While the causes of displacement have varied significantly over the years,
governments still rely on the definition outlined in art 1A(2) of the Refugee Convention. However, this
definition falls short of recognising the myriad reasons that force people to move within their own
country, or to other countries, in search of protection. Presently, climate-related factors are among the
main reasons for displacement. This paper argues the need for a legal framework to protect those who
are displaced because of climate-related factors. It explores the current legal definitions and precedents
for changing the definition without having to change the legal framework governing the protection of
displaced people. Finally, the paper proposes changes to afford those who are displaced because of
climate-related factors the protection they deserve.

Examination of existing legal definitions
Article 1A(2) of the Refugee Convention defines a refugee 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 avail himself of the protection of that country, not having a nationality and
being outside the country of his former habitual residence is unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to
return to it. 5
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This definition limits protection rights to those persecuted because of one of the five predetermined
reasons, which are race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political
opinion. 6 This definition does not cover other reasons, such as civil war, natural disasters, or climaterelated factors. The other main criteria to qualify as a refugee is based on being outside of one’s own
country due to lack of protection within the country. 7 Again, this definition does not include many other
categories of displaced people, such as those who are forced to migrate, 8 or those who move within
their own country to escape violence or climate-related factors. 9
There is no special legal status or definition for internally displaced people (IDPs) in international law
because IDPs remain inside their countries. The United Nations Commission on Human Rights’
(UNHCR) Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement describes IDPs as:
persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations
of generalised violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-induced disasters, and who have
not crossed an internally recognised state border. 10

Similarly, there is no legal definition for migrants under international law. The United Nations (UN)
International Organization for Migration (IOM) uses ‘migrant’ as ‘an umbrella term’ to describe:
a person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country or across an
international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons. The term includes a number
of well-defined legal categories of people, such as migrant workers; persons whose particular types of
movements are legally-defined, such as smuggled migrants; as well as those whose status or means of
movement are not specifically defined under international law, such as international students. 11

In addition to the categories mentioned above, there are two additional categories of people that are
protected under international law. These are returnees12 and stateless people. 13 One aspect all these
categories have in common, irrespective of their legal status or the reasons behind their displacement,
is that they are all protected under international human rights laws.14 Each of these categories is
governed by a specific legal framework. 15 For example, refugees are protected under the 1951 Refugee
Convention 16 and the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (the ‘1967 Protocol’), 17 while IDPs
are protected as citizens, 18 and migrants are treated under national migration law of the country where
they are based. 19 Despite the many existing definitions, none is broad enough in scope to encompass
climate-related refugees. This is why this paper suggests that the definitions need to change, to adapt to
new circumstances as they did in the past.
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Precedents in changing or expanding the legal
definition of refugees
The first definition of refugees was developed by the League of Nations in 1921. 20 However, even
before the First World War, there had been variations to the legal definition of refugees to accommodate
changes to global needs. 21 For example, in 1924, during the Ottoman Empire, the mandate of the League
of Nations 22 was expanded to include the Armenians, and in 1928 to include other categories of refugees
such as the Assyrians, the Chaldeans, the Syrians, the Kurds, and some Turks. 23
Similarly, the development of the 1967 Protocol 24 is considered an amendment to the 1951 Refugee
Convention, which was mainly developed to deal with the aftermath of displaced people from Europe
post–Second World War. 25 The 1967 Protocol removed the geographical and time limits stated in the
Refugee Convention and broadened its application to refugees other than those who came from Europe
prior to 1951. 26 The term ‘refugee’ had been reserved mainly to ‘political refugees’ and those who met
the five criteria for persecution, as previously defined. 27 However, in 1990, sexual persecution, which
includes the systematic persecution of a gender or of sexual minority, was accepted by some countries
as a legitimate category for asylum claims. 28
Unfortunately, climate change did not attract the same attention or sympathy as sexual minorities,
despite the increased use of the terminology since 1990, 29 and despite associating the term ‘climate
refugees’ with the conflict in Darfur in 2007. 30 Instead of paving the way for incorporation in the
definition, the term ‘climate refugees’ attracted more criticism than acceptance. 31 The main criticism
was based on the fear that the use of the term ‘climate refugees’ might dilute the rights and protection
available to ‘genuine’ refugees, as per the definition in the Geneva Convention. 32 The second criticism
argued that the displacement of a population usually depends on multiple interlinked factors, such as
political and economic factors, and cannot simply be attributed to climate or environmental factors
alone. 33 The third argument highlighted that the extent of displacement usually depends on the resilience
of the population and the adaptation and mitigation factors available to them, mostly by their own
governments, and therefore should not be a question of international law. 34
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It is therefore not surprising that UNHCR—which is considered the custodian of the Refugee
Convention and the 1967 Protocol 35—does not endorse the term ‘climate refugees’. 36 Instead, it refers
to them as ‘persons displaced in the context of disasters and climate change’.37 It also refers to the
‘nexus dynamics’ when ‘drought-related famine is linked to situations of armed conflict and violence’. 38
In doing so, this brings famine-related displacement—which can be the consequence of droughts caused
by climate change—under the umbrella of the traditional definition of refugees, as a way to deal with
climate-related displacement under the current framework. 39 This indirect acknowledgement of
climate-related displacement highlights the need for acknowledging climate change in its own right as
a cause of displacement, without having to link it to one of the traditional causes of displacement that
warrants protection under current definitions.

Rationales for the proposed changes
Why, then, is it important to make a case to expand the definition of refugees to include climate
refugees? 40 And why is it important to ensure there is adequate protection for climate refugees and other
climate-related displaced people, similar to that granted to political and sexual refugees, migrants, and
IDPs under international and domestic laws? The proposed changes can be attributed to many reasons,
but this paper will limit the discussion to three main arguments. The first argument focuses on equity,
shifting the focus from the cause for displacement to the impact of displacement on the affected
population. 41 The second argument focuses on justice and the responsibility of developed countries to
protect the affected population in developing countries, given that there is a strong assumption that
climate change is linked to human activities mainly undertaken by developed countries and hardly
benefiting developing countries. 42 The final argument focuses on humanitarianism and neighbourly
compassion: the sense that ‘we are all in this together’ and we ought to help each other through this
crisis. 43 Each of these rationales will be discussed in detail below.

Rationale 1—Equity, focusing on the impact of displacement on
the affected population
Irrespective of the causes for displacement, the experience of ‘climate refugees’ is not dissimilar to that
experienced by ‘traditional’ refugees fleeing from conflict or violence, or those who are displaced
because of natural disasters. 44 Climate refugees often experience loss of housing because of flooding or
mudslides, along with loss of water, electricity, food supply, livelihood, and employment. 45 Those who
rely on agriculture, for example, might lose their livelihood because of climate-induced drought. 46 Also,
35
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they experience loss of social and cultural resources including cultural properties and community
networks. 47
Other common factors include the inability of climate refugees to return to their home, or sometimes to
their country, because it may have disappeared completely. 48 Those who are displaced because of
climate-related factors usually migrate collectively in large numbers, similar to those fleeing from
political violence and unrest. 49 Sometimes they migrate because climate-related factors lead to
increased violence and unrest.50 These common elements experienced by climate refugees and
traditional refugees alike provide a justification to expand the current definition of refugees to include
climate-related refugees. It is evident that irrespective of the cause for displacement, the impact is very
similar on the affected population, particularly on the most vulnerable.

Rationale 2—Justice and responsibility, given the link between
climate change and human activities
While there is no agreed definition for climate change or its causes, the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change 51 focuses in its definition on changes that can be attributed directly or
indirectly to human activities. Also, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines
climate change as ‘any change in climate over time, whether due to natural variability or as a result of
human activities’, 52 reinforcing that climate change is linked to human activities, particularly the
emission of greenhouse gases. 53
For this reason, there is always an emphasis on mitigation and adaptation as a solution for climaterelated displacement. 54 However, adaptation and mitigation alone will not always be sufficient to
address the problem facing the affected population, due to the speed of change and limited resources of
the affected country. 55 There is a case to be made for the responsibility of developed countries—the
biggest contributors to greenhouse gas emissions—to protect developing countries and their affected
populations against the impact of climate change by reducing their greenhouse gas emissions, among
other factors. 56

Rationale 3—Humanitarianism and neighbourly compassion
Just as there is a humanitarian reason to support those displaced because of human-induced and natural
disasters, 57 so there is a humanitarian reason to support those displaced because of climate-related
factors. 58 The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) has a provision
stating that developed countries will assist developing countries to address the adverse effects of climate
change. 59 Thus far, this provision has been limited to financial assistance to introduce adaptive
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measures. However, as a humanitarian action covers many aspects beyond financial assistance,
responding to climate-related displacement requires a holistic approach to support the affected
population. This holistic approach needs to include settlement options, particularly for small island
nations at risk of disappearing. 60
Collectively, these arguments indicate the importance of expanding the definition for refugees to
include those displaced due to climate-related factors. After all, there is agreement that no one factor
alone is the cause of displacement and by the same token, there is a multitude of reasons why it is
important to provide adequate protection for climate refugees, commensurate with that provided to
‘political’ and ‘sexual’ refugees. The next section will look at the three likely scenarios of climate
change, and how to deal with those displaced according to each scenario.

Three likely scenarios of climate-related
displacement
Climate-related displacement can manifest in many scenarios. However, this paper will only focus on
three central scenarios 61 that correlate to one or more of the arguments for change offered under the
rationale section, and the recommendations offered later in the paper.

Scenario 1—Deforestation and land degradation
The first scenario to explore is that resulting from desertification and land degradation, which mainly
affect sub-Saharan African nations and the West African Sahel. 62 The destruction of arable lands and
agriculture in underdeveloped countries—particularly countries with high birth rates such as
Nigeria 63—is leading to conflict, which in turn is leading to displacement. 64 In the sub-Saharan and
Sahel regions, while climate change is considered one of many factors impacting on displacement, the
main reason is usually attributed to armed conflict and terrorism. This is what UNHCR refers to as the
‘nexus dynamics’. Attributing the displacement to conflict allows UNHCR to support the population
affected by the drought and climate change, as per its current mandate under international law. 65
Similar conditions of deforestation and land degradation are facing the populations of North America.66
It is reported that these conditions have caused the displacement of close to 1 million people from
Mexico, mainly internally but also across the border into the United States (US). 67 In this scenario,
despite similarities in the conditions facing the populations in Africa and North America, only those in
Africa usually fit the ‘nexus dynamics’ due to other factors such as armed conflict and terrorism. The
‘nexus dynamics’ grants those who are displaced from Africa protection under international law.
Meanwhile, those in North and Central America do not fall into this category, even though they might
be experiencing narcotrafficking and gang-related violence. Consequently, they do not benefit from the
same level of protection granted to their African counterparts: those affected by this type of crimerelated violence might have recourse to justice under national law but are not granted protection under
60
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international law. This scenario highlights great inequalities in the treatment of people affected by
deforestation and land degradation, which leads to displacement. Limiting the protection to the ‘nexus
dynamics’ fails to recognise that climate change—not just conflict—is the underlying factor for
displacement in this scenario. As highlighted earlier, the fact that the impact on the affected population
is similar—irrespective of cause of displacement—reinforces the need to recognise as climate refugees
those displaced because of deforestation and land degradation, irrespective of whether the ‘nexus
dynamics’ apply or not.

Scenario 2—Extreme weather conditions and rising sea levels in
coastal areas
The second scenario is related to extreme weather conditions and rising sea levels in coastal areas. 68
The Mekong Delta in Vietnam, for example, is home to 18 million people, and half of the nation’s rice
production, which represents 10 per cent of the world rice market, comes from this region. 69 The
climatic changes in this region are affecting people’s ability to secure sufficient food, due to changes to
the weather conditions and the risk of flooding. Consequently, this is affecting the population of the
Mekong Delta’s resilience and ability to cope with the changes. 70 Similarly, Bangladesh is one of the
most densely populated countries in the world and most of its territory is near the current sea level,
which is rising, causing coastal cities to become uninhabitable. 71 This is pushing the population of these
coastal cities inland, seeking refuge in other parts of the country. 72 Unfortunately, the country is unable
to absorb its internally displaced population because of the high density and poor economic conditions
in all parts of the country. 73
Some of the coastal cities in the US and the European Union (EU) are facing similar threats. Miami 74
and other areas of Florida 75 are experiencing coastal floods, rising sea levels, tsunamis, and other
environmental disasters. 76 It is expected that, in less than a century, coastal US states will face the same
fate as Tuvalu and Kiribati. 77 It is also predicted that Hamburg, Amsterdam, Lisbon, and other European
cities will experience similar conditions by the end of the century. 78 The difference between the
internally displaced population in countries such as Vietnam and Bangladesh and the populations in the
US or any of the EU countries is the latter are likely to have the capacity and resources to absorb their
own people, whereas the former do not. This pushes the population of countries such as Vietnam and
Bangladesh to seek refuge outside of their own country as a matter of survival, not just as a matter of
livelihood. 79
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As mentioned above, in developed countries, when faced with extreme weather conditions, the
population usually moves to another part of the country, and their government is usually in a position
to support them as internally displaced citizens.80 However, in some developing countries, where
resources are limited and human rights records might be questionable, IDPs risk losing all rights
available to them. 81 Therefore, it is recommended that the international community intervene under a
framework similar to that of their ‘responsibility to protect’ against mass crimes to protect internally
displaced populations in these contexts. 82
Also, when these IDPs attempt to cross borders to seek refuge in ‘safer’ countries as a last resort, they
usually fall victims of trafficking, forced labour, and other forms of modern-day slavery. This is in part
due to lack of a legal definition for this category of displaced people, which makes them even more
vulnerable than other categories. This scenario highlights the inequity between countries at the global
level, and their varying abilities to cope with their own IDPs. It is apparent that greater protection is
needed for those who are internally displaced in countries that have no capacity to cope with the
consequences of climate change. They, therefore, ought to be protected the same way people who are
fleeing from other human-induced disasters are.

Scenario 3—Submergence of low-lying islands
The third scenario is that of low-lying islands that are at risk of being submerged. 83 Research has shown
that many of the Pacific Islands such as of Tuvalu, Fiji, the Marshall Islands, and Kiribati are the most
endangered and most likely to be impacted to the extent of disappearing in the next half century due to
climate-intensified storms, floods, sea-level rise, and desertification. 84 These island nations risk
becoming economically non-viable and uninhabited in the next generation due to fear of being
submerged. 85 This, of course, will lead to massive displacement, of whole nations in some cases. 86 The
lack of a legal definition for these refugees—combined with the absence of a political will to confront
the issue—exacerbates the problem for climate-related displaced people who have no legal recourse to
seek protection, despite the fact that they are at high risk of becoming stateless, or more accurately,
‘nationless’. 87 There is a moral argument to be made given that climate refugees, particularly from small
island nations, contribute very little to global greenhouse gas emissions.88 The same cannot be said
about climate refugees from developed nations such as the US, Australia, and many European countries.
There is also neighbourly obligation to be considered in this context. Just as Jordan, for example,
absorbed many of the refugees from Palestine who were at risk of being stateless,89 one can argue that
Australia, New Zealand, and other countries have an obligation to welcome the populations of
neighbouring island nations who are at risk of being submerged.
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Is a new definition for climate-related displacement
needed?
This section will draw a comparison between those displaced because of climate-related conditions, as
highlighted in the abovementioned scenarios, and existing legal frameworks and definitions. As will
become apparent, it is possible to provide protection to those displaced because of climate-related
conditions without changing the existing legal frameworks that are available to refugees, IDPs, and
migrants. However, in order to do so, there is a need to recognise climate change as a cause for
displacement, independent from all other causes, and to change the legal definition to reflect this
recognition.

Refugees
As mentioned above, the current legal framework does not recognise climate refugees, or those
displaced because of climate-related factors. In addition, with the exception of ‘refugees’, there is no
legal definition for ‘migrants’ or ‘internally displaced people’ in international law. Hence, technically
speaking, refugees and other categories such as returnees and stateless people are the only categories
that benefit from the legal framework for protection, as outlined in the 1951 Refugee Convention and
its 1967 Protocol. 90 This definition does not need to be changed in order to include those who are
displaced because of climate-related factors. All that is needed to extend the protection to this group is
to recognise they are members of ‘a particular social group’. 91 In this case, the group can be defined as
‘people who are displaced because of climate-related factors, and who fear being persecuted (by nature
or climate change) if they return to their country of origin’. All it takes is a recognition of climate change
as a genuine cause of fear for one’s life.

Internally displaced people (IDPs)
Even though there are Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, which were developed in 1998, 92
the protection of the internally displaced is governed by domestic law. 93 In addition, the internally
displaced are protected under international human rights law, which guarantees the right to life, food,
water, and shelter, among others basic rights. 94
The abovementioned guiding principles apply to:
persons or groups of persons who have been forced to or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or place of
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations
of generalised violence, violations of human rights, or natural or human-made disasters, or who have not
crossed an internationally recognised State border. 95

This definition should also cover people ‘whose place of origin has become uninhabitable’. The above
definition can easily be applied to climate-related displacement, as severe climate conditions can and
often do lead to natural disasters. Efforts have been made in the last decades to ensure the protection of
IDPs, especially when their governments failed to do so due to conflict, war, poor human rights records,
or other factors. 96
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Migrants
National migration laws usually permit people to settle under one of the following three categories:
economic and skilled migration, family reunion, or humanitarian. 97 In general, national migration laws
do not have provisions to accommodate climate-related migrations. However, there are some
exceptions. For example, New Zealand migration policy has a ‘Pacific Access Category’, which allows
residents of threatened islands such as Kiribati and Tuvalu to settle in New Zealand. 98 Similarly, Finland
and Sweden have climate-related provisions in their national migration laws. 99 While other countries
might not have specific provisions for climate-related migrants, they have temporary protection
provisions that could be used for people displaced due to environmental and climate-related factors,
should they choose to. 100 Migration under the humanitarian category is usually covered by international
law. Australia and New Zealand, despite their generous policies in relation to the settlement of migrants
from neighbouring nations, have already rejected claims of refugee status for a citizen of Kiribati for
climate-related reasons, based on the international definition of a refugee. 101 They did that as part of a
wider policy that aims at curbing migration and reducing the intake of refugees and asylum seekers.
This highlights the controversies surrounding refugees and migrants’ policies at the domestic level, and
the struggle governments face when they try to reconcile their domestic and international obligations.

Recommendations to protect climate-related displaced people
under the law
Despite the limitations of the definitions mentioned above, it is possible to widen their use to provide
protection to climate-related displaced people under existing legal frameworks. In the last two decades,
the number of natural disasters worldwide has doubled, with 90 per cent of these events considered
climate-related.102 IOM estimates that by 2050 there will be between 200 million to 1 billion displaced
people due to climate change. 103 Also, there is increased realisation that the world is not in an adequate
position to address the situation in an effective manner. 104

Nexus dynamics (conflict and climate change)
Scholars have developed a myriad of recommendations to address climate-related displacement. There
is already acknowledgement of the existing link between climate-related displacement, peace and
security, and ‘nexus dynamics’. 105 There is no doubt that forced displacement because of climate change
will lead to increased violence in countries that are already suffering from poor governance and weak
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law and order structures. 106 This is likely to have a ripple effect on festering terrorist activities and can
lead to the destabilisation of countries, or even regions. 107 Therefore, it is in the best interests of
developed countries and global powers to intervene and help find solutions, including structured
resettlement, to avoid long-term negative consequences of climate-related displacement. 108
The below will focus on two main recommendations: in situ adaptation, which would be effective to
deal with the displaced population in-country, and ex situ nationhood, which offers a solution for the
population of small island nations at risk of disappearing.

In situ adaptation
Nationally focused solutions depend heavily on in situ adaptation. This falls broadly under global
development and climate resilience programs. 109 The Copenhagen Agreement only mentions
‘adaptation’ as ‘the solution’ for climate change, without considering resettlement options, disregarding
the limitation of adaptation and the limited capacity of national solutions. 110 In situ adaptation might be
an effective solution to mitigate climate-related factors, as they impact IDPs in developed countries
who have the means to adapt.111 However, it falls short of recognising that adaptation might be too
expensive, too dangerous, or have limited impact when trying to address the situation in developing
countries. 112
Adaptation also disregards the fact that the actions of developed countries disproportionately and
negatively affect the populations of the least-developed countries, or that developed countries are
disproportionately contributing to the emission of greenhouse gases. 113 Some countries, such as Canada
and Russia, might even benefit from the global warming. 114 Unfortunately, many countries are reluctant
to take responsibility for their own actions, as evidenced by the US withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement in November 2019. 115 Also, adaptation disregards the fact that climate change is a humaninduced disaster. Therefore, unless global mitigating factors are identified and agreed to, it is possible
to draw parallels between climate change and mass crimes such as ‘genocide, war crimes, ethnic
cleansing and crimes against humanity’, which invoke a responsibility to protect from the international
community. 116 This approach acknowledges that climate change affects entire populations, such as the
populations of small island nations.

Ex situ nationhood
Ex situ nationhood allows the continued existence of a sovereign country after its physical
disappearance. 117 This recommendation is particularly relevant to small island nations at risk of totally
disappearing. Ex situ nationhood addresses the challenge of continuing to exist as a sovereign nation
without having a physical mass of land, which is one of the main criteria for sovereignty. 118 One of the
main challenges of implementing this recommendation is the need to establish a governance structure
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which will have authority over diffused people. 119 One might argue that the UN or the State of Israel
provide successful legal structures of how ex situ nationhood could be adopted and modified to
accommodate populations of submerged nations. 120

Proposed expansion of legal definitions as a
solution for the climate-displaced dilemma
In general, law strives for consistency, universality, and predictability. However, given the multitude
of reasons behind modern displacement, there is a need for international and domestic laws related to
displacement to be flexible, responsive, and customised. 121 Given there have been variations to the
definition of refugees since the beginning of the last century, as outlined earlier in this paper, it would
be possible to expand the current definitions to include climate change as a legitimate factor for
displacement. This would be the simplest and most straightforward solution to offer protection for
climate-related displaced people under the current legal framework. 122 For example, those who are
experiencing the ‘nexus dynamics’ as described by the UNHCR—which links ‘drought-related famine
to situations of armed conflict and violence’—could be labelled as ‘climate refugees’ and treated as
‘refugees’. 123 Similarly, the populations of underdeveloped countries experiencing similar conditions—
who are unable to seek protection in their own country due to low levels of resilience, poor human
rights records, and limiting economic factors—should be granted protection as ‘climate refugees’, or at
least protection under the ‘nexus dynamics’. 124 This is also likely to reduce their vulnerability and the
likelihood of them being exploited as they cross borders—sometimes using dangerous means and
putting their lives at risk—to seek refuge in other countries.
By contrast, the population of developed countries that are experiencing rising sea levels in coastal
areas and extreme weather conditions such as floods, bushfires, and hurricanes, and those who seek
refuge within their own country, should be considered ‘climate-related internally displaced people’. 125
In these circumstances, the recovery efforts and the humanitarian assistance are usually provided by
their own government. 126 Furthermore, the in situ adaptation recommendations above could be
deployed to support the protection efforts. The same could apply to populations of countries with high
level of resilience and ability to cope with climate change.
Finally, the populations of island nations at risk of disappearing over the next half century due to rising
sea levels 127 might be labelled ‘climate migrants’ 128 if they migrate as individuals or as family units.
However, should the whole population be forced to leave as their islands become gradually or totally
submerged, they should be treated as ‘climate refugees’ and be given priority to settle in neighbouring
countries. If the law does not change to include this category of displacement, neighbouring countries
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should exercise neighbourly compassion towards the populations of these island nations. 129
Furthermore, the ex situ nationhood recommendation mentioned above could be considered to find a
more permanent solution.

Conclusion
There are three obvious scenarios that can apply to climate-related displacement. The first is resulting
from desertification and land degradation, which is also linked to famine and violence in developing
countries, and to internal displacement in developed countries. The second results from the rise of sea
levels in coastal areas and extreme weather conditions, which leads to massive internal displacement in
developed countries and cross-border displacement linked to trafficking and exploitation in poorer and
overpopulated countries. The third and most pressing scenario is that of low-lying islands at risk of
being submerged and completely disappearing. This scenario is linked to discussions about climaterelated migration, remote sovereign protection, neighbourly compassion, and the mitigating factors
available to these nation islands to combat climate-related displacement.
The rationale for protecting climate-related displaced people is multifaceted. There is an argument to
be made about focusing on the impact of the affected population, rather than the reasons for
displacement. A second argument can be posed about climate justice, and developing countries taking
responsibility for their contribution to climate change, which is subsequently contributing to climaterelated displacement in and from developing countries. A third argument can be presented about
humanitarianism and neighbourly compassion, which is embedded in a belief in our common humanity
and common fate.
Recommendations presented in this paper to ensure the protection of climate-related displaced people
can be divided into two broad categories: in situ adaptation based on existing commitments and
frameworks, and the creation of a new category of ex situ nationhood to accommodate populations of
submerged island nations. This latter recommendation requires a robust framework to protect the
identity and legal status of the displaced population. In the meantime, there is a need to consider
expanding current definitions to include climate-related factors as a cause of protection. The legal
definition of refugees should be expanded to include ‘climate refugees’, and so should the definitions
of migrants and IDPs.
There is an urgent need to recognise climate change as a primary contributor to displacement, and to
develop relevant legal protection frameworks to protect the most vulnerable and most affected. While
the impact of climate-related factors on the displaced population will vary significantly based on the
ability of each country to mitigate or adapt, it is evident that no one will be spared from it.
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