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1 Introduction

The 2022 United Nations Climate Change Conference
(COP27) took place in November 2022. After nearly two
weeks of collaboration, creativity, and negotiation, the
COP27 offered a meaningful opportunity to reflect on
the state of climate affairs within the global sphere and
take collective action for the future. The goals and
visions section of the COP27 website states,
“Governments, the private sector and civil society need
to work, in tandem, to transform the way in which we
interact with our planet. We must introduce new
solutions and innovations that help alleviate the
adverse impacts of climate change. We also need to
replicate and rapidly upscale all other climate-friendly
solutions towards implementation in developing
countries.” This vision is especially relevant when
considering climate migration.

Humans have always moved because of changes in their
environment. Historically this meant following food or
access to better resources, but today, for those
displaced by slow-onset environmental degradation or
profound environmental catastrophe, movement is
necessary and life-saving — purportedly. The US
released a detailed report on the topic of climate
migration in October 2021, but even up until and
following the COP27, not much has been put into
action, as the definition of “refugee” remains outdated
and international protection schemes have failed to
evolve to accommodate those fleeing environmental
crises (The White House 2021).

In the western hemisphere, crises such as the
hurricanes Eta and lota in Guatemala in 2020 are
examples of how extreme climatic and environmental
events can effectively eliminate people’s capacity to
stay in their communities by leaving them with little or

no access to support for rebuilding their homes and
communities. US policy makers need to take into
consideration the impacts crises like Eta and lota can
have on the existing challenges at the southwest US
border, as more and more people are forced to flee and
journey through Mexico to the United States because of
little to no support or resources to be found in their
urban centers or neighboring countries. There have
been many pleas calling for the United States to
reimagine its policy approach to migrants and refugees
seeking support and asylum. Climate-induced migration
is only purported to place more pressure on the existing
situation.

The impacts of the climate crises are not limited to the
western hemisphere. Small island states (SISs) like
Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Maldives have brought into
discussion the linkages between the destructive
capacity of climate change relative to the longevity of
their lands and the quality of life for their peoples
(Brown 2007). This conversation has been brought
forward within the international community to highlight
the plight of their peoples and increasing threats to
access to traditional land and resources linked to the
effects of climate change. There has been discussion
among nations looking to offer help to SISs, such as
New Zealand, who are seeking means of support for
these populations as they are under threat of becoming
displaced (ABC News 2014).

Similarly, in some countries, there has been a massive
movement of people from rural and coastal areas, to
more inland urban areas. In Bangladesh, for example, a
large majority moving to the capital city of Dhaka are
coming from low-income, subsistence communities that
have traditionally never sought work or financial
opportunities in urban areas (DePaul 2012; Adamo
2010; Folberth et al. 2015). Given Bangladesh’s
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topography and proximity to sea-level, many coastal
communities in particular are at risk, leading higher and
higher numbers of people to seek refuge in urban areas
(Brown 2007).

As the conversation around migration adapts and
evolves to take into consideration new drivers of
migration, the notion of ‘climate-induced migration’ and
‘climate refugees’ has emerged as a leading concern for
many developing countries.

2 Defining Climate Migration

There is limited but rich discourse attempting to
decipher the meaning of “climate migration” (Berchin et
al. 2017; Corendea 2016; Docherty & Gianni 2009;
Brown 2007). Most definitions in existing research are
based on similar concepts, namely displacement due to
major climatic event; irreparable or immense damage
sustained to infrastructure that leads to a large-scale
movement of people; and/or the outcome of slow-
onset land degradation created by climate-related
factors such as drought or land salinization, for example
(Bettini Nash and Gioli 2019; Detraz and Windsor 2014;
Adamo 2010).

The subsequent question of how to define “climate
migrants,” as both a concept and term, is contested.
The most common definition refers to this group as
“environmental refugees.” First popularized by Brown
(1976) and cited by El-Hinnawi (1985), an
environmental refugee is defined as a person “who
[has] been forced to leave their traditional habitat,
temporarily or permanently, because of a marked
environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered by
people) that jeopardize their existence and/or seriously
affects the quality of their life." However, it is important
to highlight that people rarely migrate solely due to
environmental factors (Osslon 2015). Notably,
environmental factors tend to exacerbate existing
detriments to societal development, sustained
livelihoods, and overall human health.

Because of these mixed drivers of migration, debates
have emerged both in defining climate migration and
deciding where it fits into the existing nexus of
migration research and policy. The definition of
“refugee” in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status
of Refugees established by the United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is limited, thus it
does not include coverage and support for those who
become forcibly displaced by climate-related factors.
This is an important limitation which restricts definition
of ‘refugee’ to a rigid description of those fleeing
conflict or specific forms of persecution and/or
discrimination.

This internationally-recognized definition of refugee is
inflexible. Presently, the 1951 Refugee Convention set
out by the UNHCR and signed by 114 nation states
worldwide has no inclusion of environmental changes
or disasters criteria which would allow a person to
acquire refugee status. Additionally, there are no formal
or universal treaties, agreements, or international
standards that effectively dictate the response to
climate-induced migration. Under current international
refugee law, those displaced by environmental factors
are not eligible for protection as they "do not meet the
legal requirements to be considered ‘Convention
Refugees’ (Hynie et al. 2020).

When considering the vast inequalities among migrants
of varying legal statuses and barriers faced by people
who are undocumented, there is a lot to consider
relative to climate-induced migration. Climate migrants
are often misnomered as simply “economic migrants,”
a classification that erases the nuance of their plight
and reasons for migrating in the first place.
Misclassifying or seeking to file emerging classes of
migrants within existing structures will prove to be
inadequate in the long run.

3 What the United States Had Said about
Climate Migration

In its groundbreaking October 2021 progressive report,
the White House highlighted the definition and general
significance of climate change as a determinant of
migration and the future of immigration policy in the
United States. The report highlights several key points,
including the geopolitical implications of climate-
induced migration, the role of US foreign assistance, the
protection and resettlement of affected populations,
and the necessity of multilateral engagement (The
White House 2021). Considering the limited official
state-level documentation of and recommendations for
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appropriate responses to climate-induced migration,
this report stands out as significant.

Why is this important? First, it is one of the few formal
reports of its kind. Relative to similar research findings
establishing a link between climate change and human
migration that have emerged for Nordic countries like
Finland and Sweden, this report provides additional
input into the state-level conversation about what
constitutes an appropriate response to this looming
crisis (Hush 2017). These state-level efforts are drawing
from and building upon the academic and popular
discourse around the topic. Second, while being one of
the most prominent states based on economic capacity
and political influence, the United States has historically
fallen short in its efforts to both write and implement
climate change policy.

This report should provide a meaningful step toward a
more engaged policy discourse and response to climate
change and related migration. The report offers a
comprehensive high-level breakdown of the connection
between migration and climate change. Within the
body of the report, climate change-related migration is
used as an umbrella term to describe the spectrum of
relationships between human mobility and climate
change, including “trapped populations” for whom
migration is not even a viable option despite exposure
to climate related threats (Hush 2017). The report also
highlights that a large majority of this migration is not
taking place across borders but within them. The report
furthermore talks about the relationship between
climate change, migration, and conflict as well as the
notable relationship between climate-related migration
and political instability. Generally, the report provides
evidence to suggest that climate change places
additional pressure on existing social and political
stressors which may result in complex human rights
crises and conflict.

In this report, the Biden Administration provides a
meaningful and well-researched overview of the crises
at hand, additionally offering the beginnings of a
number of meaningful interventions and innovations
that if implemented, would utterly transform the
current policy response to migrants at the US-Mexico
border. However, despite the eight months it took to
produce the report, critiques have highlighted the lack
of concrete policy developments coming out of the
findings.

4 What the United States Has (Not) Done
about Climate Migration

Thus far, many advocates agree that the follow-up to
the report on behalf of the Biden Administration has
fallen flat. As noted in a Grist article immediately
following the release of the report, “Many organizations
praised the fact that the document exists, [however]
others pointed out how it failed to include actual policy
prescriptions and pathways to move forward.” Despite
input from organizations like the nonprofit advocacy
group Climate Refugees, it was highlighted that the final
report did not reflect any of the policy
recommendations the group put forward during their
consultation. In fact, it was “but a repetition of what’s
already known” said Amali Tower — founder and
Executive Director of Climate Refugees (Rubiano and
Mahoney 2021). This sentiment was shared by other
prominent organizations in the research and policy
space, including Kayly Ober, senior advocate and
program manager for the Climate Displacement
Program at Refugees International, who stated that the
report does not offer concrete recommendations or
ideas about what a new legal pathway(s)—or other
resettlement-related measures—should be (Ober 2021).
In contrast, Erol Yayboke, director at Center for
Strategic and International Studies, noted that although
the information contained within the report is
regurgitative, it is still significant in bringing these ideas
to the fore in the White House (Yayboke, Nzuki, and
Ballard 2021).

These responses followed shortly after the release of
the report in 2021, but the critiques have remained
consistent one year later. As discussed in the report, a
key component of progress was creation of an
interagency working group that would effectively
coordinate the state response to both international and
domestic climate migration (The White House 2021).
However, as noted by AP News, citing “a person with
knowledge of the administration's efforts who was not
authorized to speak publicly,” the group “which was
supposed to oversee policies, strategies and budgets to
help climate-displaced people, still has not been
established” as of October 2022 (Watson 2022). Ama
Francis of the International Refugee Assistance Project
responded to the slow-building follow-up to the report,
stating, “we want to see real action. There are needs
right now. But all we see is the administration moving
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more slowly and staying in an exploratory phase, rather
than doing something” (Watson 2022).

The reticence to put anything into action has been
apparent in the response to recent climate crises in
Honduras and Guatemala. In a written statement in
September 2022, the leaders of 14 US NGOs, including
Church World Services, International Refugee
Assistance Project, Refugee Congress, and University
Network for Human Rights, called upon the Biden
Administration to give priority status, or P-2, to
hurricane and drought victims from Honduras and
Guatemala (Refugees International 2022). So far, there
has been no response from Biden or any member of his
administration (Rodriguez and Lo 2022).

Where does climate displacement fit into the US
migration infrastructure? Presently, a major obstacle to
migrants seeking access to asylum in the United States
is the massive backlog in asylum courts. At the end of
December 2021, the number of pending cases reached
771,236 —one of the largest in history (TRAC 2022).
Considering the additional barriers that were put in
place to hinder movement across the border related to
COVID-19 by the previous administration on top of the
overwhelming caseload predating the pandemic, the
asylum court backlog presents as of the dominant
obstacles in the way of migrants (Loweree, Reichlin-
Melnick, and Ewing 2020). The prospective policy
development plans laid out in the White House report,
though promising, do not necessarily reflect the current
situation at the border.

As previously noted, the existing international
protection regimes for refugees does not include so-
called “climate refugees.” This means that though
people may be forced to flee their homes
overwhelmingly due to climate-induced factors, or a
combination of factors that includes climate change,
their asylum cases may likely be rejected within the
existing criteria. Yet, with little to no other legal
pathways for climate refugees to seek protection, many
climate refugees may still file asylum cases, adding to
the existing asylum court backlog. Given the current
insufficiencies of the asylum system to process existing
cases, the situation is only expected to become more
and more dire. This new development in connection
with the existing backlog indicates the necessity of
further pressure on reinventing the asylum

infrastructure in the near future, and rethinking how
climate refugees fit into it.

One climate model, which predicted the migration flows
as a result of the rise in temperatures in Central
America, estimated that “in the most extreme climate
scenarios, more than 30 million migrants would head
toward the US border over the course of the next 30
years” (Lustgarten 2020). Given this region’s proximity
to the equator along with the variety of socioeconomic
challenges and political instability within individual
states, there is an acute call for concern. When looking
at data from Syracuse University’s TRAC Migration
database, in the last five years, these estimates are
within possibility. Among the top five nationalities
awaiting asylum court decisions in the United States are
the three Northern Triangle countries in Central
America — El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala (TRAC
2022). The number of cases as of October 2022 was
approximately 188,000. Furthermore, Guatemala, El
Salvador, and Honduras are all facing complex high risk
climate futures associated with both slow onset and
sudden onset disasters (World Bank 2022). In 2020, all
three countries recorded roughly one million people
affected by extreme storms (World Bank 2022).

Presently, there is no specific data that draws a direct
causal link between rising numbers of migrants coming
from the countries mentioned and specifically climate-
induced displacement. However, given climatic factors
have the capacity to place additional pressure on
existing social and political dissension and dysfunction,
they may exacerbate the societal and structural
insecurities which may contribute to higher numbers of
people emigrating in search of resources, safety, and
security.

Climate change is largely complex with many far-
reaching implications on human mobility as well as all
aspects of both state and international migration
infrastructure. It will implicate how these structures
both operate moving forward into an uncertain future.
Based on the research presented above, climate-
induced migration is very real and will only increase.
Despite the promise and potential cultivated by the
release of the White House Report, there is so much
more work that needs to be done.
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The latest development follows the end of COP27, with
the White House releasing a Fact Sheet detailing the list
of initiatives set out by Biden and his administration
moving forward into the next year. Most notably, the
sheet mentions a newly announced contribution of $5
million to the Migration Multi-Partner Trust Fund to
support climate-affected vulnerable migrants.
According to Biden’s statement from the COP, “This
program underscores our commitment to the vision of
the Global Compact for Migration, including improving
cooperation on international migration.”. The sheet also
asserts that this contribution “also advances the Biden
Administration’s climate strategy, reflected in the 2021
White House Report on the Impact of Climate Change
on Migration, to address the impact of climate change
on vulnerable populations across the globe” (The White
House 2022). Despite this new effort, real progress
remains to be seen relative to honoring a number of the
high-level commitments laid out in the original Climate
Migration Report.

Moving into the new year, the US should take several
steps to respond to the plight of climate refugees. This
includes finding and establishing more legal pathways
for their protection, seeking means of either expanding
or reorienting the existing UNHCR definition of who
qualifies as a refugee to be more inclusive of new
displacement factors, and developing means of
cooperation between other states to establish better
protection measures for climate migrants. This
discourse continues to evolve in a complex way, and
there will be a lot to navigate in the future, both at the
state and international levels. The US should seek to
pre-empt this complexity through an innovative and
future-oriented approach to action.
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