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1. Introduction and the Context 

 

Environmental migrants, climate change refugees, environmentally displaced persons, victims 

of environmental abuse…
1
 These are brand new terms and phrases of the last decade that we 

should learn and put these words into the centre of attention of global migration and 

movement studies. As of 2015, however, the migration cannot directly and excusively be 

interlinked to environmental changes, but experts say that today’s migration situation has 

partially taken place due to climate changes with subsequent desertification, water and food 

shortage and their (political, economic, etc.) consequences in some certain regions.  

The researches forecast that this problem is going to reach a higher level of global importance 

within the next decades; however, there are two approaches within the leading literature to 

pose this issue as a myth or reality.
2
 Nevertheless, the former myth-side does not deny the 

severity of environmental changes and the phenomenon itself, but tends to interlink it to other 

more apparent migration-forcing causes (primarily political ones, wars, etc.) and the 

representatives cannot prove convincingly that solely and exclusively environmental changes 

lead to migration without other forcing negative effects. Astri Suhrke distinguishes two clear 

approaches; therefore, with his wording, a ’minimalist’ and a ’maximalist’ approach can be 

apprehended: the „minimalist view – sees environmental change as a contextual variable that 

can contribute to migration, but warns that we lack sufficient knowledge about the process to 

draw firm conclusions. The other perspective sets out a maximalist view, arguing that 

environmental degradation has already displaced millions of people, and more displacement 

is on the way.”
3
 This Janus-faced inherent reality is apparently mirrored in the studies of 

environmental migration. 
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This article deals with the phenomenon itself by setting the problem and analyzing its 

appearance in the relevant literature by highlighting the most prominent scholar views and 

basic key findings of the given field. 

 

 

2. Environmental Migration and its Current Legal Status 

 

First and foremost, it is worth mentioning that the global treaties on migration do not contain 

any rules on the „wellfounded fear” of environmental changes; the definition of refugees 

exclusively focuses on life-threatening fears due to mostly political motivations. The socio-

economic as well as environmental vulnerability of the individual goes beyond the domain of 

such treaties.  

The milestone treaty, namely the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 

1967 Protocol define the term of „refugee” as an individual who has a „…wellfounded 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; or who, not having a 

nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such 

events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”
4
 

Upon this definition, solely the climatic and other environmental detrimental effects do not 

provide basis for guaranteeing refugee status to those people who voluntarily leave their 

countries as refugees. The causes are simple: first, in 1951 the negative effects of 

environmental changes could not be proven in such a way as we got to know them in the last 

two decades; secondly, the historical and political context of adopting these instruments rather 

favoured the settlement of the post-World War II refugees’ status (who were, of course, not 

environmentally displaced persons). 

Hence, the legal answer is unequivocally negative concerning the recognition of the 

environmentally displaced person’s refugee status; however, the social reality of 

environmental migration is clear and palpable and it is getting increasing importance. 

 

 

3. Working Definitions of the Relevant Term 

                                                           
4
 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. Article 1, A. (2). 



 

Essam El-Hinnawi, one of the forerunners of the analyzed field made an attempt (first-ever) to 

define the term ’environmental refugee’, which reads as follows: „those people who have 

been forced to leave their traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, because of a 

marked environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered by people) that jeopardized their 

existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their life. By ‘environmental disruption’ in 

this definition is meant any physical, chemical, and/or biological changes in the ecosystem (or 

resource base) that render it, temporarily or permanently, unsuitable to support human life.”
5
 

However, in 2008 Dun and Gemenne pointed out that „there is currently no consensus on 

definitions in this field of study” and „the main reason for the lack of definition relating to 

migration caused by environmental degradation or change is linked to the difficulty of 

isolating environmental factors from other drivers of migration.”
6
  

But afterwards, the field of analysis has a relatively wide-scale and all-inclusive definition on 

’environmentally displaced person’ adopted by the research report of 2009 International 

Organisation for Migration, which reads as follows: „persons or groups of persons who, for 

reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment that adversely affects their lives 

or living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either 

temporarily or permanently, and who move either within their country or abroad.”
7
  

The similar term of ’environmental migrants’ has also been defined by the Organization in its 

2007 working report, thereupon these individuals „are persons or groups of persons who, for 

compelling reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment that adversely affects 

their lives or living conditions, are obliged to leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, 

either temporarily or permanently, and who move either within their country or abroad.”
8
  

Due to the well-known post-2009 events (economic crisis, wars in ecologically vulnerable 

territories, signs of climate changes, accelerating environmental damages), the number of 

studies and reports dealing with such issues are expected to rise significantly, which could 

provide grounds to create a definition within the text of obligatory documents (e.g. treaties). 

In reality, the political interest and will of negotiating a draft treaty text on environmental 

refugees (or distinct environmental migration-related issues) cannot be detected due to the 
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divergent raison d’État and the subsequent multi-faced political aims of the states, clearly 

shown in contemporary (as of 2015) refugee crisis. 

 

 

4. The Relevant Studies and Scientific Literature on Environmental Migration 

 

The phenomenon of environment-related migration is coeval with mankind, whether these 

migration flows took place in the ancient times (when states, and thus, state borders did not 

exist) or they were and are attached to inter-state migrations across state borders (from the 

antiquity to the contemporary period). Nevertheless, the search and pursuit of natural 

resources (and to leave the exploited and run-down areas) was always the motive of human 

migration and settlement throughout the history of mankind. Still, the studies of the analyzed 

field only emerged in the late 1980s. First and foremost, Essam El-Hinnawi’s work 

(Environmental Refugees. United Nations Environment Programme, Nairobi, 1985.) was the 

first scholar contribution to put this issue into the limelight in order to raise the attention of 

the global actors as well as the public. 

The general migration studies overwhelmingly agreed on the fact – firstly published by the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in 1993
9
 – that refugee flows have four 

main reasons, namely: i) political instability; ii) economic tensions; iii) ethnic conflicts and 

iv) environmental degradation.
10

  

Suhrke divided the category of environmental refugees into six groups upon six vulnerabilites 

and the six most dangerous detrimental changes in our environment. Suhrke pointed out that 

environmental migrants are forced to leave their homes, regions (internal migration) and 

countries (international cross-border migration) due to the threats of i) deforestation; ii) rising 

sea level; iii) desertification and drought; iv) land degradation; v) water and air degradation 

and vi) pressure points.
11

 

Nowadays, Norman Myers estimated that ‘environmental refugees’ are driven by three major 

sources: i) population growth, ii) sea-level rise and iii) an increase in extreme weather 
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events.
12

 Furthermore, he carried out a case-study and within this work Myers surveys the 

Haitian experience on the migration of the people due to weather changes.
13

 Besides, the most 

graphic and shocking examples primarily come from the African and South-Asian 

overpopulated and ecologically vulnerable regions.
14

 

However, the most elaborated and complex system for the classification is carried out by 

Diane Bates, who identified three ’refugee terms’ for three ’forcing levels’ to three ’types of 

threats and disruptions’. She set out the system of i) involuntary migration of environmental 

refugees due to disasters; ii) the compelled migration of environmental emigrants due to 

expropriation of environment and iii) voluntary migration of migrants due to deterioration of 

environment.
15

 Such kind of triple division aptly explains the three different migration 

motivations as well as it makes the basically sociological analysis more focused and problem-

based on the root causes and causality, as well. 

Gaim Kibreab is most noted for his critical approach of the issue and the encroaching 

literature by emphasizing that the term ‘environmental refugee’ was „invented at least in part 

to depoliticise the causes of displacement, so enabling states to derogate their obligation to 

provide asylum. The rationale is that states have no obligation to provide asylum to those who 

flee their homes because of environmental deterioration rather than political persecution.”
16

 

Kibreab further stated that „environmental change and population displacement are the 

consequences of war and insecurity rather than their causes.”
17

 These thoughts articulated by 
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Kibreab are, however, shared by only the minority of authors of the research community 

studying environmental migrants. 

Nowadays, irrespective of the scholarly definitions and their acceptance, some facts are very 

clear within our field: i) yet, the environmental changes have deep but not exclusive impacts 

on migration; ii) the environmental detrimental effects are closely interconnected to multiple 

problems (political, cultural); iii) the elements of such complex systems have a characteristic 

internal interaction therein (the impacts are strengthening each other); iv) the clear evidence 

of solely environmental change-induced refugee flows and ’climatic migration’ has never 

been proven; but v) the climatic changes had great influence on the vulnerability of societies 

and state powers, which could easily lead to turmoils and even wars and then voluntary 

migration, as well. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The notion and relevance of migration studies on environmental changes will be gaining more 

and more importance due to the increasing number of migration hot-spots as well as 

accelerating and deteriorating ecological conditions;
18

 furthermore it should be surveyed 

within the context of social resilience, adaptation technics and other factors reducing 

vulnerability. This study contributes to the problem-framing and the review of literature of the 

given field. 

However, Dun and Gemenne clearly outlined that the over-emphasizing of self-standing and 

’environmentally displaced persons’ as a separate term has two drawbacks. „Firstly, many 

scholars would like to establish environmental migration as a specific field within migration 

studies (…) to fence off this area and consider it apart from classical migration theories (…) 

Secondly, there is a widespread appetite for numbers and forecasts amongst journalists and 

policymakers. In order to make their research policy-relevant, many feel compelled to provide 

some estimation of the number of those who are or may become ‘environmentally displaced’. 

These numbers, obviously, need to rely on a clear definition of who is an environmental 

migrant.”
19
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But to sum up, it seems to be certain that the decades yet to come will be echoed by the 

migration partially caused by detrimental effects, such as water and food shortage and 

worsening basic living standards of some regions due to extreme weather conditions and 

potentially man-made ecological decline.  

To prove this fact, among the primarily European migration situation, these issues got more 

attention compared to the previous years. E. g. one of the leading Hungarian news portal, 

’index.hu’ recently published an article entitled ’Vagy víz fog folyni vagy vér’ [Either the 

water will flow or the blood],
20

 which deals with one of the layers of political-social-cultural 

conflicts, namely the scarcity of water in Syria and the relation of India and Pakistan. Besides, 

a leading Hungarian national security expert, Péter Tálas gave an interview, in which he 

stated that one of the root causes of the Arab Spring is the severe drought which perished 75% 

of the crops and 85% of the stock in certain regions of Syria, having forced the huge amount 

of farmers and village population into the cities. This internal migration inter alia generated 

heavy social turmoils leading to civil unrest, then civil war.
21

 The Hungarian press widely 

cited the speech of President Barack Obama too, who shared his view that climate change and 

its collateral effects are immediate risks to national security.
22

  

The above-mentioned Hungarian online website, ’index.hu’ just days after the Paris attacks 

published a thought-provoking article on the direct relations between terrorism, vulnerable 

societies and the societal turmoils caused by climatic changes.
23

 

These signs show us and forecast that environmental refugees and primarily the phenomenon 

of climate change-induced migration are worth being the subject of researches and 

considerations of the political actors as well as scholars. 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
20

 http://index.hu/kulfold/2015/03/22/azert_a_viz_az_ur/. 
21

 http://inforadio.hu/hir/belfold/talas-peter-az-eghajlatvaltozas-a-migracio-egyik-alapveto-oka-769200. 
22

 The original news can be found on the webpage of usnews.com: 

http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/05/20/obama-climate-change-an-immediate-risk-to-national-

security. 
23

 http://index.hu/gazdasag/2015/11/18/klimavaltozas_terror_sziria/. 

http://index.hu/kulfold/2015/03/22/azert_a_viz_az_ur/
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/05/20/obama-climate-change-an-immediate-risk-to-national-security
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/05/20/obama-climate-change-an-immediate-risk-to-national-security

