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1. Introduction
In the last two to three decades, there have been severe climate-related issues that have shaken
the entire world. These have had a profoundly adverse impact on several island countries
leading to a constant rise in sea levels so much that they are at a risk of submerging in the next
15-20 years. As this global climate crisis continues to rise, there are an increasing number of
people and entire communities at large which at the cost of protecting their lives from such
rising sea levels particularly, will be required to flee their homes under such adverse
circumstances. Apart from the issue of rising sea level, even droughts, earthquakes, and
desertification of lands can also be considered as a part of this climate crisis. The communities
forced to flee their homes owing to all such reasons are known as Climate Refugees in common
parlance. This word was coined to primarily describe the increasing movement of people across
borders which were partly caused by such climate disasters. Despite this significant rise in
climate refugees over the years, as per the UNHCR Report, negligible efforts have been made
to provide protection to them proactively under various international conventions. The global
response has been far from satisfactory regarding the same. This article seeks to delve deep
into the core issues associated with climate issues based on forced migration and define climate

refugees in the most appropriate manner.

2. Who’s a Climate Refugee?
In order to define a climate refugee, there is first a need to determine who is a refugee.
According to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is an individual

who is not able to return to their country of original nationality owing to a fear that they shall
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be persecuted on the grounds of nationality, religion, race or any political reason. As a result,
a Climate Refugee shall be, on an idealistic front, defined as an individual unable to return to
their country owing to adverse climatic conditions in the origin country. In recent times, the
issue of climate migration has substantially increased because of increasing sea levels globally.
The current refugee convention is unequipped to deal with climate refugees and covers only
individual political refugees to a large extent, who flee from the countries because of

persecution on previously mentioned grounds.

3. Current Regulatory Framework

A. Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951
The 1951 Refugee Convention provides is at the helm of refugee laws throughout the
world. It provides the terminologies such as that of refugees, how they are entitled to
claim protection, and under what circumstances the rights in other nations shall be
conferred upon them. However, climate refugees haven’t been explicitly recognized
under this convention, and individuals displaced solely by environmental disasters or
climatic issues haven’t been directly covered under the same. The UN Human Rights
Committee has, however, stated that climate change has caused threats to life
expectancy and quality of life in general and that the principle of non-returning of
individuals to nations where they may face persecution can be applied in situations
involving climate change.

B. New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, 2016
The New York Declaration was a significant step taken to address the refugee crisis.
The basic purpose was to emphasize the objectives stated in the 1951 convention and
extend its application to climate refugees. It sought to strengthen the framework for
migration and basic human rights protection of climate refugees, thereby enhancing
International Cooperation for the rights of climate and other types of refugees.

C. Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration, 2018
This is a non-binding cooperative framework that was adopted in 2018 by the UNGA.
It provides a legal framework for all states concerned (member states) to determine the
procedure for allowing immigrants into their own home states and includes climate
refugees within its purview to a significant extent. As per Article 21(h), nations ought
to cooperate with each other in finding, formulating and reinforcing responses to the
migrants who are forced to depart from their countries of origin as a result of their slow

onset natural disasters, climate change impact and environmental degradation.
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D. Global Compact on Refugees
This Compact is essentially a chance to consolidate the global response to a massive
movement of refugees occurring primarily among the industrialized world. While an
overt reference to Climate Refugees hasn't been made under the same but the New York
Declaration has explained to a large extent the effect of climate change leading to mass
migration. The four key objectives of this global compact are as follows: a) Ease the
pressures on host countries; b) Enhance refugee self-reliance; ¢) Expand access to third-
country solutions; d) Support conditions in countries of origin for return in safety and

dignity.

4. Global Case Studies

A. Africa
According to the reports of the 5th and 6th Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), Africa has been considered the most vulnerable continent to climate change
because of its lack of mitigating capabilities such as technology, infrastructure, and
finance. This results in an increase in vulnerabilities among the people of Africa. Africa
is heavily dependent on agriculture and fisheries. Any change in temperature, rainfall
or climatic disaster will have a serious impact on the continent. Earth's rising
temperature will create vulnerabilities and a decline in fisheries in the Horn of Africa,
which will impact the African nations severely. It has been projected in 6th IPCC that
there will be a decline in fisheries in the Horn of Africa and West Africa around 10%-
30%, which creates vulnerabilities for species extinction. The impact also extends to a
deterioration in rangeland productivity. It is projected that West Africa will lose 40%
of its rangeland productivity if the temperature goes beyond 2°C. Moreover, there will
be 86 million internal climate migration in the African continent due to climate changes
by 2050, according to the World Bank report- Groundswell: Preparing for Internal
Climate Migration.
B. Pacific Island

Pacific island countries are at the forefront of climate change-related consequences.
These small island countries face severe climatic change repercussions every year.
Rapid industrialization in different countries worldwide for more than 150 years has
increased the emission of greenhouse gases, leading to severe climatic changes. The
rise in temperature, sea level, etc, is threatening the livelihood and culture and tradition

of people in island countries. This can be evident from the UN’s high-level panel on

Page | 7


http://www.ijlra.com/

www.ijlra.com
Volume Il Issue7| May 2025 ISSN: 2582-6433

internal displacement, which elucidates that more than 50,000 people in the Pacific are
forced to abandon their homes due to serious climatic repercussions. The Pacific islands
are prone to natural disasters, which makes it difficult for the people to live there
peacefully. A survey conducted in 2015 by Samisoni Pareti, Editor of Islands Business
Magazine, highlighted that 70% of households in Kiribati, Tuvalu and 35% of families
in Nauru will see a migration if the climate worsens. This not only impacts their
livelihood but also affects their culture, tradition, future and identity.
C. South Asia

Climate change has become a potent driver in the displacement of people in South Asia.
As per the World Bank report in 2012, the internal migration in South Asia is expected
to be 40 million by 2050. In 2020, another study by the World Bank was conducted,
and it is predicted that internal migration may rise to 63 million by 2050. The
International Organization for Migration (IOM) has also estimated that there could be
25 million to one billion climate refugees worldwide, and a significant portion shall be
from South Asia. In South Asia, India is one of the countries that will face climate
refugees from its neighbours. For instance, frequent floods in Bangladesh lead to loss
of livelihood that forces people to migrate to India. Moreover, the melting ice of the
Himalayan mountains poses another serious issue, creating vulnerabilities for countries
like Nepal and Bhutan. And it is expected that around 50-120 million climate refugees
might migrate to India. Therefore, serious actions must be taken because most South
Asian countries signed the 1951 Refugee Convention, and there is no intergovernmental

agreement among the nations.

5. Recommendations
Firstly, there shall be an incorporation of Climate Refugees under the 1951 Refugee
Convention within the definition of ‘Refugees’ to afford them similar protection in comparison

to all other refugees forced to flee on several other grounds.

Secondly, specific to South Asian Countries, regional treaties shall be developed and promoted
in order to establish an orderly framework for regulating climate refugees in this specific
region. This can be in the form of Multilateral Climate Treaties and a Special Task Force to

oversee its efforts in this region.

Thirdly, developing nations lack the financial and technical know-how to deal with climate
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refugees. Here, financial and technological cooperation with developed countries must be
facilitated, thereby ensuring smooth accommodation of climate refugees, which also includes

communities in many circumstances in the country of immigration.

Fourthly, with the increased advent of Al in these digital times, carrying out the immigration
formalities specifically for climate refugees can be made absolutely smooth. Al can help detect
the person’s country of origin, the climatic conditions that necessitated immigration, and the

genuineness of the immigrants’ claims.

Lastly, the root cause of this entire issue, which is the climate change risks that have increased
over the years, must be addressed. This includes reducing overall carbon and greenhouse gas

emissions through mutual cooperation.

6. Conclusion
At the current juncture, there are absolutely negligible regulations or laws to afford any
protection to Climate Refugees. While efforts have been made globally, it has proven to be
extremely insufficient. The key in such circumstances lies in promoting mutual cooperation in
both economic and technical terms to facilitate a conducive procedure for climate refugees to
seek refuge in other nations. It is not only persecution on religious or political grounds that
makes any individual eligible to seek refuge. Climate change has been the biggest concern for
many nations and communities as a whole in recent times, and the communities displaced
owing to adverse climatic conditions shall also be eligible to be granted refuge as climate

refugees
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