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Climate-related impacts are leading to displacement and forcing people to migrate today 

We are in the midst of a climate crisis. The disruptive effects of climate change are being felt 
today. Nowhere is this more evident than in climate-related disaster displacement trends. For 
example, in 2019, weather-related events led to almost 24 million displaced people around the 
world, or more than three times the amount displaced by conflict the same year.1 While not all of 
these events are necessarily climate-related, they do speak to a worrying trend; namely, that 
sudden-onset weather events, such as hurricanes or floods, are increasing in frequency and 
intensity due to climate change. The climate science is clear. For instance, in 2017, Hurricane 
Maria was 30 percent more powerful than any other storm ever recorded in Puerto Rico – an 
occurrence that climate change is making five times more likely.2 The storm displaced 86,000 
Puerto Ricans, with some 130,000 leaving the island for mainland United States in the aftermath.3 
It also leveled much of the island Dominica and displaced 80 percent of its population.4 In 2019, 
Hurricane Dorian stalled over the Bahamas for more than 24 hours, supporting research that finds 
that hurricanes in the North Atlantic have been moving more slowly and stalling for longer periods 
due to climate change.5 Dorian was the strongest hurricane to ever hit the country, and it displaced 
14,000 people.6  
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Climate-related disasters do not affect all countries or people within their borders equally. In fact, 
displacement risk is often determined by complex interactions at the site of disaster, including the 
underlying vulnerability of people and communities, the magnitude and frequency of the given 
climate-related hazard, and the ability to cope with such events.7 In a real world context and using 
Maria and Dorian as examples, reporting shows that those most likely to be displaced and face 
long-term precarity are people and households that were already living in extreme poverty and/or 
who had tenuous employment status, such as undocumented Haitians in the Bahamas during 
Hurricane Dorian.8 This means that climate change most affects those that have the least to do with 
its driving force, carbon emissions. 

Slow-onset impacts and their effects underscore the severity of the issue and the need to push the 
boundaries of existing policy paradigms. Slow-onset impacts include increasing temperatures; 
desertification; loss of biodiversity; land and forest degradation; glacial retreat; ocean 
acidification; sea level rise; and salinization.9 Due to the way in which they evolve, slow-onset 
events’ effects are less tangible or immediately threatening in the short-term. Thus, households or 
communities may have more time to assess the changing situation and make a more deliberate 
decision about whether to move. However, as these impacts can make it untenable to earn a living 
in impacted areas, such decisions may be less than voluntary.  

Slow-onset events are irreversible and migration related to them will likely not be temporary. In 
some cases, such as sea-level rise, the country from which people have fled may no longer exist. 
Sea-level rise is of increasing concern for low-lying island states, with recent predictions indicating 
that the rate of change is much higher than previously anticipated.10 In the case of slow-onset 
events, and especially sea-level rise, the international community has yet to develop protection 
mechanisms or frameworks to ensure the displaced can find sustainable solutions.    

Managing the COVID-19 pandemic should not come at the expense of protection for those 
displaced due to climate-related disasters 

Given the evolving nature of climate change and the closing window of opportunity to act, now is 
the time to get serious about the needs of those displaced by climate-related impacts. The COVID-
19 pandemic has made this clearer than ever before. The way in which we as a global community 
interact with the environment has resounding implications and ripple effects on the safety and 
prosperity of everyone, but especially the most vulnerable. It will take a coordinated effort and 
global response to meet the challenge of both COVID-19 and climate change. 
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We welcome UNHCR’s continued engagement on climate change within the protection dialogue 
and as part of its Strategic Framework on Climate Action. However, we believe that multilateral 
organizations and governments must act more boldly.  

We hope that UNHCR will help to lead the international discussion and international policy efforts 
to craft new and sustainable solutions for those displaced, both internally and externally, by 
disasters exacerbated by the effects of climate change.  We welcome the new UNHCR paper on 
“Legal considerations regarding claims for international protection made in the context of the 
adverse effects of climate change and disasters,”11 which suggests important factors that should 
inform refugee protection decisions for those displaced by disasters exacerbated by climate 
change. UNHCR should advocate for national policies implementing the perspectives and 
guidance in the legal protection paper, and partner in such efforts with governments prepared to 
implement such guidance. This work should be done in close partnership with civil society 
organizations working on refugee issues on the ground, so that refugee status determination and 
practice evolve in this progressive way. 

In addition, Refugees International strongly urges UNHCR to lend its support for complementary 
and alternative pathways, including novel resettlement and planned relocation schemes, for those 
who are forced to migrate as a result of climate displacement and who may not be eligible for other 
forms of international protection.  
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