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Introduction 

The range and scope of the ‘Refugee Regime’ continue to arise in policy-makers' and nations’ interests. 

The UN has adapted amongst a large number of internally displaced persons (IDPs), a case for new asylum-seeking 

candidates has caught international attention: environmental refugees. After years of being overlooked and 

disregarded, there has been a shift in value, with a transnational consensus to provide some form of protection for 

environmental refugees.   

Myers and Kent, working as a scientist and consultants at Oxford University, have described environmental 

refugees as ‘persons who no longer gain a secure livelihood in their traditional homelands because of what are 

primarily environmental factors of unusual scope’, predicting that the total population of environmental refugees is 

25 million and increasing. However, due to its vague description of an environmental refugee, the estimates of its 

numerical data such as population, migration rate, and more widely varies depending on its sources. Many experts 

have criticized this term, claiming that it is ‘poorly defined’ and ‘meaningless’. An environmental refugee can also 

be referred to as a climate refugee; but overall, migrants who were forcibly dispatched by the global climate crisis 

have yet to be officially recognized as an independent group of displaced individuals.   

As we progress towards establishing peace and sustainability in our society, there are still many existing 

conflicts undermining the environmental sustainability of nations, especially with the integration of more 

consumption and modern technology development. Among its many negative repercussions, the failure to 

collectively mitigate climate change brings the world one of the most significant and concerning issues. In such 

environments where the smoke of fire and the roar of desertification relentlessly evoke fear and sufferance, many, 

in search of safety and protection from the changing environment, choose or are compelled to leave their homes. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Refugee 

A refugee is defined as someone who is ‘owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion’. The term ‘refugee’ is easily 

confused with ‘migrant’. It is important to note that migrants are individuals who travel for business or work 

purposes — having the freedom to be accepted into the country and return to their country. 

Environmental Refugee 

Environmental refugee, also known as a climate refugee, describes an individual who is forcibly displaced 

specifically due to the environmental change in their region. This can include hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes, 

and most often natural disasters amplified from the effects of climate change. However, the UN 1951 Refugee 

Convention does not officially recognize the term ‘environmental refugee’. 

Refugee Crisis  

There has been a massive increase in refugees: today, there are approximately 70.8 million people that have 

unwillingly fled their country. Countries are not prepared to host such a massive influx of refugees. For example, 

North America currently holds around one-fourth of refugees worldwide, including countries that suffer from 

withholding a large refugee population such as Syria, South Sudan, and Libya. Countries face detrimental 

economic and political threats as they take in such a disruptive number of refugees. Due to unreliable plans, 

refugees and asylum seekers are often violated of their human rights, facing issues of transportation, food, health, 

proper shelter, and so on. 

Donor States and Refugee-Hosting Countries  

Nations that have provided aid and support for the refugee crisis are considered donor states and refugee-

hosting countries. Donor states often provide financial assistance and are more economically advanced. Hosting 

countries provide refugees with lodging through either opening borders for asylum seekers or building refugee 

camps. The host country is often a bordering country or a nearby escape route for refugees.   

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 

Internally displaced persons are those who are forced to be displaced within their own country. The majority of 

environmental refugees are internal migrants, who migrate from rural areas to urban areas due to climate disasters. 

Denied Asylum  

Refugees who are denied asylum receive a letter of explanation, listing the reasons for their refusal. 

However, they are not provided with assistance afterward. Refugees with denied asylum are put on a waitlist but 

are never ensured of or granted asylum. This is often experienced by environmental refugees, whose lack of 

recognition by international laws obstructs their seeking of asylums. 
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Repatriation  

Repatriation is considered the process of returning someone to their origin of citizenship, voluntarily, or 

forcibly. It is important to note that there is a difference between repatriation and deportation, where repatriation is 

a form of return and deportation implies the banishment of an individual.   

Background 

The growing impacts of climate change  

As one of the world’s most salient issues, climate change has in the past decades worsened tremendously 

and led to numerous natural disasters. Destroying the homes of millions and depriving them of natural resources, 

climate change is just as much a humanitarian crisis as it is environmental. Extreme weather events such as 

cyclones, floods, and droughts have caused damage to buildings and other infrastructures, taking the homes of 

approximately 23 million people every year. As a negative repercussion of human activities on the Earth’s 

biosphere, the land in many areas has degraded, salinized, and declined in agricultural yield, giving rise to hunger 

and poverty issues. 

These issues manifest themselves in the most vulnerable areas across the globe. According to the World 

Food Program, nearly half of Afghanistan’s population suffers from food and water scarcity due to amassing floods 

and droughts. About 20% of the population’s lives are immediately under threat from extreme food deprivation. In 

Mozambique, hundreds of thousands lost their homes from tropical storms and cyclones in 2021 alone. The 

accumulation of environmental hazards has forced many to relocate to a different country or a different region 

within their home country. Despite efforts to assist those in need, their lack of recognition and protection by 

international laws poses a great challenge to the assurance of their basic human rights. 

Displacement of affected populations 

The statistics on displacement due to climate have been overwhelming. According to Non-Profit 

Organizations (NPOs) ActionAid International and Climate Action Network South Asia (CANSA), at the end of 

2020, there were 18 million people who were forced to relocate by climate disasters in South Asia alone. They 

predict that by 2050, this number will rise to over 62 million, as climate hazards continue to strike even more 

frequently and severely. Worldwide, it is predicted that over 1.2 billion will have been displaced by climate 

disasters by that time.  

Figure 1 shows that in the past decade, the number of displacements due to weather-related disasters far 

exceeds the number of displacements due to conflicts. On top of this, the number of refugees recognized and 

protected by international laws is only the tip of the iceberg. Among the rest, many have failed in the search for 

asylums that can ensure refugees' physical safety and legal statuses. 
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Figure 1. Number of new displacements each year due to conflict and weather-related disasters (UNHCR). 

The legal status of environmental refugees 

The term ‘environmental refugee’ (or ‘climate refugee’) is highly controversial as the discourse continues 

whether or not they fit into the definition of ‘refugee’. While the lack of recognition of this simple terminology may 

seem of no great importance, it is hugely affecting the legal statuses and wellbeing of millions. The 1951 Refugee 

Convention drafted by UNHCR grants refugees basic human rights and physical safety that governments of host 

countries are obligated to guarantee. The convention demands that countries may not forcibly return refugees to 

their country of origin where their safety will be placed under threat. Refugees are assured the same economic and 

social rights as other foreign residents in their host country. Most importantly, member nations are obligated to 

cooperate with UNHCR to secure asylums, resources, and rights for refugees. Since the term ‘environmental 

refugee’ is not recognized under the Refugee Convention, those who are forced to seek asylum due to climate 

disasters often find themselves repatriated since they cannot be legally considered ‘refugees’. They are denied 

physical security, they are denied economic and social rights, and they are compelled to live in poor climate 

conditions. 

In 2016, a Kiribatian man named Ioane Tetiota brought a case to the UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), 

arguing that the New Zealand government violated his ‘right to life’ by deporting him back to Kiribati, where 

climate issues such as lack of freshwater may threaten his life. In the preceding years, Tetiota and his family had 

sought asylum in New Zealand on a visa, which expired in 2010. He was then denied a refugee status and deported 

to Kiribati. While HRC did not find this deportation unlawful — since the climate conditions in Kiribati did not 

pose an immediate threat to his life — it did bring international attention to the humanitarian issues faced by the 

populations displaced due to the worsening environment. Upon hearing this case, Kate Schuetze, a Pacific 

researcher said ‘Pacific Island states do not need to be underwater before triggering human right obligations to 

protect the right to life’, recognizing the severity of the risks climate change poses on environmental refugees and 

the importance of legally acknowledging the assistance they need. HRC responded to this case in 2020 and urged 

countries to consider the human rights violations and implications of repatriating or deporting an asylum seeker. 
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As of 2020, UNHCR has not endorsed the term ‘environmental refugee’ or ‘climate refugee’, simply 

acknowledging that asylum seekers displaced by environmental disasters may apply themselves for refugee status if 

their lives are threatened. They argue that a more accurate term for environmental refugees would be ‘persons 

displaced in the context of disasters and climate change’ since many environmental refugees do not move across 

national borders and therefore do not qualify for international aid. Yet by doing so, protection is deprived of these 

people, who are suffering from virtually the same issue as internationally recognized refugees — the lack of the 

right to live. Hence, we must realize the necessity of legalizing the term “environmental refugee”, as it is not a 

question of terminology, but a question of human rights. 

The hesitation of host countries 

Like refugees fleeing from war and conflict, environmental refugees often face huge obstacles when 

seeking asylum in a foreign country. Many western countries are reluctant in accepting refugees for two reasons. 

One, since refugees are fleeing from poor living conditions, they usually lack education and employability, and can 

potentially grow into a nuisance to the host country’s economy if accepted. Two, countries are in fear that an 

excess of refugees may cause conflicts due to differences in culture, religion, and political beliefs. For 

environmental refugees, finding asylum across national borders is exceptionally difficult not only because of these 

reasons, but because countries are not legally bound to refrain from forcibly returning them to their countries of 

origin. Forcing environmental refugees to remain in other areas of their countries of origin, creates a vicious cycle: 

the lack of international asylums discourages the usage of the term ‘environmental refugees’, and the lack of 

recognition of the term, in turn, discourages foreign countries to accept environmental refugees. 

Problems faced by internally displaced persons 

The majority of environmental refugees are internally displaced, often temporarily as the country repairs 

infrastructure caused by environmental disasters. Internally displaced persons often experience human rights 

violations, as their country fails to provide them ample shelter, food, and other necessities as a repercussion of a 

climate disaster. They are not considered “refugees” per the definition of the 1951 Refugee Convention and thus 

are not granted any international protection. According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), 

24.9 million people were internally displaced in the year 2019 alone, triggered by over 1900 climate disasters 

across 140 countries. Despite these numbers being significantly larger than statistics for war refugees, they remain 

underwater in the sea of international laws. Besides the poor living conditions of internally displaced persons, this 

lack of recognition also creates an economic strain on the country where the disaster occurs, as it attempts to undo 

the damage of an environmental catastrophe while maintaining the economic and legal responsibilities of those 

affected. 
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Major Parties Involved 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)   

In 1950, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was established by the United Nations 

General Assembly to protect European Refugees after World War II. Later on, the office expanded internationally 

and is currently working with more than 130 countries, making an effort to help the 80 million displaced citizens. 

Their mission is to lead countries together to support internally displaced persons to gain asylum and rights. The 

UNHCR has managed to help over 50 million refugees to resettle into a new lifestyle, and over the past few years, 

they have grown their budget from $300,000 to $8.9 billion in 2019. They have focused on helping countries that 

suffer most severely, in areas such as Africa and Latin America. UNHCR also brings the 1951 Refugee Convention 

Law into further action, enhancing its efficiency through additional regional legal instruments. 

International Organization for Migration (IOM)  

The IOM is the lead agency for ensuring the humane management of migration and the promotion of 

international cooperation on the issue. It cooperates with the International Federation of Red Cross, Red Crescent 

Societies, governmental, intergovernmental, and non-governmental partners to promote an orderly migration by 

offering services as well as advice to governments and migrants. 

 

Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia 

It is expected that by the year 2050, there will be over 145 million environmental refugees displaced from 

the three regions: Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia. (World Bank)   

In the resource-rich country, Latin America, there have been 4 different environmental issues: 

deforestation, sea-level rise, palm oil production, and hydroelectric dams. Amongst all issues, almost 17 million 

citizens were affected by a lack of water sanitation and supply. Hydroelectric dams are a great source of natural 

energy that can meet both the energy and water demands. Nonetheless, with poor planning and execution, dams can 

often do more damage than good. Dams can isolate the indigenous and local communities from water and sewage 

services. In addition, with the recent rise in sea level and storm surges, 2.6% of the population is migrating to the 

North.  

Accounting for less than 5% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions, Sub-Saharan Africa has little to no 

contribution to global warming. Nevertheless, according to the World Bank, almost 86 million Africans will be 

displaced due to climate-related issues. Especially citizens whose income is dependent on agriculture and fisheries 

will be forced to migrate into regions with less erratic rainfall, flooding, and coastal erosion. With extreme 

conditions such as water scarcity, flooding, drought, etc., Africans will have to move into more habitable regions 

and face unfortunate deaths caused by diseases.   
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Countries such as Pakistan, the People’s Republic of China, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and nations within 

the Pacific are seeing rapid alternations in the environment. The temperature significantly rose, rainfall patterns 

have been inconsistent, and it is expected that these nations face a severe rise in sea level.   

Turkey, Pakistan, and Lebanon 

Turkey, Pakistan, and Lebanon are the top three refugee-hosting countries in the world. With over 5.3 

million refugees altogether, they host 54% of the refugees fleeing from their neighboring countries. Though these 

three countries are providing a safe area for refugees, they fail to provide refugees with basic resources to survive 

because they do not have a polished plan in response to a massive rise in the number of refugees. Turkey, Pakistan, 

and Lebanon are politically and economically struggling to support refugees. Because of numerous difficulties, 

these countries are often using methods such as de-registration and verifications to repatriate refugees to their 

countries of origin. 

Tuvalu, Kiribati, and the Maldives 

Pacific Island Nations are showing devastating statistics, heavily impacted by negative effects of climate 

change: sea-level rise; the most vulnerable countries are Tuvalu, Kiribati, and the Maldives. Experts are afraid that 

the three nations will be underwater by the year 2050. Even with scientific studies and warnings of sea levels 

rising, there has been a lack of international assistance to protect the future of 700,000 citizens living on these 

islands. 

United States 

The United States holds a controversial stance on the issue of refugees. In the past, it actively provided 

support in many aspects for refugees. As the largest donor state in the past few years, it remains first with a 

contribution of 823 million USD in 2017. Experts estimate that there are around 1.2 million climate refugees and 

potentially more in counting, currently displaced in the US. With the west of America on fire, there have been more 

US citizens moving into neighboring regions to resettle. However, it is predicted that there are more environmental 

refugees underway seeing as sea levels are also arising, potentially threatening to those in coastal regions. 

China  

The people’s Republic of China recalls environmental refugees as ‘ecological migrants’. As a country with 

a massive land area, portions of China faced the dilapidating impacts of climate change with extreme or worsening 

weather patterns. Due to the severe change in environments, the government relocated over 330,000 ‘ecological 

migrants’ from their homes. For example, in Ning Xia, China launched a major migration project to safely remove 

its netizens from the developing harshness of the desert. Most often, these refugees are moved into smaller 

housings with the promise of two times less the financial and settlement support the government promised. 

France  
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A 40-year-old Bangladeshi man was returned to his country after seeking asylum at the court of Bordeaux. 

After the overturn of his deportation order, in December 2020, France officially recognized the man as a climate 

refugee, the nation’s first climate refugee. The man was conditioned with respiratory asthma, and with the 

conclusion that his respiratory system would exacerbate under the bad air pollution in Bangladesh, he was granted 

asylum. Nevertheless, the term ‘environmental refugee’ is not officially rostered into France’s legal system.    

  

Timeline of Events  

Date  Description of Event  

Jul. 28, 1951 

 

The signing of the Refugee Convention, also known as The Convention Relating to 

the Status of Refugees, took place in 1951. The protocol is the legal documentation of 

refugees, stating a refugee’s right to asylum and defining the term refugee. However, 

the convention did not officially recognize the environment as a cause for 

displacement, denying climate migrants the legal right to asylum. 

Feb. 2016 Kiribatian man loane Tetiota, was the first to challenge his deportation orders. Mr. 

Tetiota overstayed his visa in New Zealand for over 4 years until he was caught in 

2011. Not long after, he was denied refugee status and was deported back to Kiribati. 

However, in February, he brought a case against the government of New Zealand to 

the UN, to claim asylum rights as the first climate refugee. 

Mar. 23, 2018 On the 23rd of March, 2018, the Human Rights Council adopted a document that 

overlooks the migration and cross-border interaction that occurs under environmental 

circumstances. This outlook was issued to address the stakeholders brought out by 

climate change from the perspective of human rights. 

Mar. 2019 Cyclones Idai and Kenneth struck Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Malawi, and 

displaced hundreds of thousands of people within the nations. 

Jan. 7, 2020 The Human Rights Council responded to Ioane Tetiota’s case, not finding New 

Zealand’s decision to deport him as a violation of his rights, although urged countries 

to consider the human rights violations and implications of repatriating or deporting an 

asylum seeker. 

Oct. 1, 2020 UNHCR issued a set of legal considerations to address human rights activists’ concern 

regarding climate refugees, acknowledging them as ‘persons displaced in the context 

of disasters and climate change and recognizing these individuals’ rights to apply for 

the refugee status, while not endorsing the term ‘climate refugees’. 
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Oct. 2020 Hurricane Eta struck Central America and southern Mexico, displacing an estimate of 

3 million people. 

Oct. 31, 2021 Conference of Parties (COP) 26 was hosted. 

2050 The Australian think tank Institute for Economics and Politics (IEP) predicts that more 

than 1.2 billion citizens will be forcibly displaced due to climate-related natural 

disasters and environmental damages by the year 2050. 

 

Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

As conflicts continue to arise in different regions, the multifaceted refugee crisis has obtained substantial 

international recognition and concern. Many organizations and departments such as the UNHCR, Office of High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), World Vision, and International Rescue Committee (IRC) in 

cooperation with member states have established thorough conventions and programs assisting refugees. In 

particular, support is provided for refugees in the three main aspects of necessity, protection, and resettlement. The 

UNHCR hosted the 26th COP conference from Oct 31, 2021, to Nov 12, 2021, in hopes of securing the safety of 

netizens living under extreme impacts of climate change. One of their goals endeavors to ‘support vulnerable 

countries and communities in their efforts to rapidly scale up prevention and preparedness measures to avert, 

minimize and address displacement’. COP 26 brought forward 120 world leaders and 40,000 participants aiming to 

make the year of change for the environment. With the COP conference, the UNHCR recognized the climate crisis 

as a human crisis. With this registration, climate refugees were able to gain progressive recognition to grant 

themselves the right to asylum. In December 2018, the General Assembly endorsed the Global Compact on 

Refugees, further emphasizing the responsibilities of host countries on refugees. Not only that, but they also 

affirmed the direct relations of displacement and climate change. With the overwhelming majority voting for this 

affirmation, the General Assembly recognized that ‘climate, environmental degradation, and disasters increasingly 

interact with the drivers of refugee movements’. However, after years of the UNHCR making progressive steps in 

creating a spotlight for environmental refugees, there were no measures to officially recognize them as an 

individual community, with specific attention and protection provided by international policy-makers and 

diplomats. For this reason, the progress we see is very surface level. Without diplomats and officials specifying 

their actions that will be taking place, there will never be enough being done to combat this human/climate crisis. 

The UN and origin nations do not fund nor subsidize any part of the costs of resettlement, short-term aid, 

or long-term care and stability. It is entirely up to the new host country to finance these efforts, and a lot of the time 

countries don’t have pre-allocated ‘refugee money’ to offset these costs. Instead, these changes end up directly 

pulling money from national immigration and social program spending that prevent countries from using that 

money in another capacity. According to a massive study done by the Federation for the American Immigration 

Reform, each refugee would cost a developed nation like the United States at least $80,000, not including welfare 
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and other social programs. Overall, forcing tens of thousands of refugees into developed nations would cost billions 

all while making a minuscule dent in the overall global refugee crisis. Paul Bedard reports on this study in early 

February. America’s big heart in welcoming tens of thousands of refugees and asylum seekers from war-torn and 

disaster-ravaged nations comes with a huge cost that is choking taxpayers — and barely making a dent in the 

worldwide refugee crisis.   

From 2006 to 2009, the Human Rights Committee implemented a waiver on refugees. The report from the 

Human Rights Committee states that the Department of Homeland Security has granted more than 8,000 waiver 

cases for refugees overseas. The report, later on, states that the waiver solution was inadequate and was poorly 

executed as it faced various flaws, causing delays of refugee departure, detention, the separation of families, and 

even repatriation in violation of the UNHCR.   

States and Relevant Neighboring States, 12 December 1996 (A/RES/51/70) 

Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, 16 December 1966 (A/RES/2198(XXI))  

United Nations Security Council Presidential Statement, 24 April 2015, (S/PRST/2015/10)  

New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, 19 September 2016 (A/71/L.1)  

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 19 December 2016 (A/RES/71172) 

United Nations Security Council Report, 19 December 2017, (S/RES/2336) 

Possible Solutions 

• The action most imminently required is a clear and legal definition of the term ‘environmental refugees’. 

There is an ongoing debate about whether this term should be applied to internally displaced persons 

relocating due to environmental disasters. There is debate on whether the term is truly useful since 

environmental disasters often geographically overlap with conflicts that prompt the displacement of 

refugees. According to their nation’s stances, delegates should decide whether environmental refugees 

qualify for protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention. 

o Countries whose citizens suffer greatly from environmental disasters may want to define the term 

more widely, encouraging the support and legal protection of environmental refugees from 

UNHCR. The process of creating this definition should of course be in cooperation or under the 

supervision of the United Nations. Delegates from these countries should also take measures to 

help environmental refugees gain international recognition. This can be done through cooperation 

with relevant NGOs such as ActionAid, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and Mercy 

Corps, to bring awareness to the issue and encourage donations towards affected areas. Systematic 

research into the numbers, conditions, and legal statuses of environmental refugees can be 



Beijing Model United Nations 2022 | XXIX 

 

 Research Report | Page 11 of 13 

 

conducted in cooperation with the United Nations and World Bank, to facilitate the awareness and 

acknowledgment of environmental refugees worldwide. 

o Host countries may approach this issue from a different perspective. They may provide a narrower 

definition of the term ‘environmental refugees’ to reduce their obligation in accepting displaced 

populations due to climate disasters. However, it is important for delegates to take into account of 

potential human rights violations and infringements this definition may cause. To ensure the right 

to live for environmentally displaced persons, delegates may propose alternative methods of 

assistance, such as financial and humanitarian aid, the establishment of other international laws to 

protect the rights of displaced populations, etc. 

• Delegates should also focus on addressing the rights of internally displaced persons. On an international 

scale, laws can be drafted in regards to the status and rights of internally displaced persons, supervised by 

UNHCR. On a governmental scale, foreign aid can be provided to areas hugely affected by environmental 

disasters, assisting those who are forced to relocate. On a local scale, awareness programs and social 

welfare should be strengthened in order to protect the social security and wellbeing of internally displaced 

persons. 

• In their resolutions, delegates should refrain from trying to solve climate change or environmental 

problems as a whole, as it is too broad and diverges the focus of the topic. Delegates should be aware of the 

distinction between enhancing the livelihood of environmental refugees through recognition and respect of 

their human rights and taking measures to prevent or reduce the number of environmental refugees present. 
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