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Introduction 

 

Migration is often considered as one of the greatest risks associated with climate change. As a consequence 

of sea-level rise, more extreme weather events, desertification and other impacts, some studies have 

suggested that hundreds of millions of “climate refugees” could roam the Earth by the mid-21st Century.3 

Although there is no denying that climate change will have far-reaching implications on human mobility, 

however, these alarmist predictions were sometimes based on precarious reasoning. They ignored, in 

particular, important distinctions between international and internal, permanent and temporary, or force and 

more voluntary scenarios of human mobility4 – between situations where human mobility is a risk and those 

where it is a likelihood. In other terms, the political construction of “climate migration” as an issue in need 

of a solution obscures the diverse experiences of human mobility impacted by climate change.5 There have 

always been people migrating within and without societies and, in a sense, we are all migrants.6 As to 

climatic and environmental factors, they have, of course, always had an influence on human mobility.7 

 

Moreover, the emphasis on an impending global migration crisis as a result of global warming may obscure 

the extent to which the crisis, if there is to be a crisis, will be largely man-made and cannot be traced 

unproblematically to a single factor such as climate change. Climate change is one of a host of factors that 

may precipitate movements of population globally in a context where  humanitarian crises leaving people 

with no option other than to flee for their life remain by far the most significant factor.8 Indeed, the 

correlation between “environmental shocks and social and political drivers of migration” remain difficult 

to establish.9 Even the simple idea for example that warming increases the risk of civil war in Africa has 

been largely rejected.10 The problems associated with such movements are also very much linked to the 

host state’s attitudes and can be compounded when that state patently fails to implement appropriate 

protection measures. In extreme circumstances, mass migration may cause harms to the communities living 

at the places of destination,11 although such risks are often magnified by political discourses undervaluing 

the positive contributions of migrants to the economic, social and cultural lives of the host communities. 
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Political responses to migration tend to focus on the sole interests of the communities of destination – or 

the communities that see themselves as potential communities of destination. The on-going European 

migration crisis is one more illustration of the representation of migrants as primarily a threat to national 

security, identify and values, or public order and health, rather than as individual rights-holders. It also 

manifests the vain attempt of migration policies to control migration, despite repeated evidence that no wall 

can stop desperate migrants. 

 

In 2007, 2011 and 2015, the Council held special meetings to discuss ways of fighting the impact of climate 

change, including the possibility of deploying “green helmets.” There is a sense that the Council should 

have something to say on climate change, but the Council has struggled to define its role. The potential 

interest of the Security Council in migrant flows resulting from climate change needs to be contextualized 

as part of a post-Cold War era in which the Security Council has increasingly recognized that “the non-

military sources of instability in the economic, social, humanitarian and ecological fields have become 

threats to international peace and security.”12 In particular, the Council has repeatedly considered flows of 

forced migrants – including not only refugees who cross international borders, but also internally displaced 

persons who remain within their country of origin – as a threat to international peace and security. This has, 

in turn, justified measures that may involve the use of force under Chapter VII of the UN Charter.13 Human 

mobility was also at the core of the different debates held within the Security Council on the security 

implications of climate change.14 

 

Yet as this chapter will argue,  the case for action of the Security Council in relation to climate migration 

is fraught with difficulties. Concededly, the question of global migration flows has featured rather 

prominently in the Security Council’s three meetings to this day on global warming. Yet, these meetings 

have identified no evident concrete measures that the Security Council could realistically take to address 

either “climate migration” as a whole, or even specific implications of climate change on human mobility. 

The role of the Security Council, if any, would most likely be limited to adopting general resolutions that 

do little more than raise political awareness and promote particular items to the agenda of other institutions. 

In addition, there appears to be no justification for the Security Council to single out climate change-related 

mobility rather than addressing human mobility in general. Most significantly, there is no protection 

rationale for isolating a population of migrants labelled as “climate migrants” from other populations of 

migrants in similar needs of protection. Likewise, arguments building on the responsibility of greenhouse 

gas emitters cannot give a mandate to international institutions to promote particular options in the 

protection strategies developed by the states most affected by climate change – and of all international 

institutions, surely not the Council, dominated as it is by the P5, who disproportionately contributed to 

global greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

To develop these arguments further, the remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. A first section 

analyses the links between climate change and migration. A second section identifies the actions that the 

Security Council has been taking in relation to human mobility in cases that were conceivably related to 

climate change. A third section explores possibilities for more specific actions. Lastly, a fourth section 

discusses the opportunity of such specific actions. 

 

I. Understanding the impacts of climate change on human mobility 
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Climate change has multiple and complex consequences on human mobility. It may foster, hinder, or 

transform human mobility, both within and across state borders, including temporary, seasonal as well as 

permanent patterns of mobility engaged in individually, by families, or by entire communities. These may 

approach episodes of mobility under different conditions of preparedness and different forms and operating 

under different levels of constraints. For instance, climate change is affecting the frequency and intensity 

of particular natural disasters such as floods and cyclones which often trigger emergency short-term 

displacements, in most cases within the same state. By contrast, slow-onset environmental degradation (e.g. 

desertification) may adversely affect the conditions of life and induce internal as well as international 

economic migration that is more significant and irreversible. In some circumstances, such factors may also 

impoverish affected communities and make it more difficult for them to “invest” in seasonal migration.15 

 

From an international law perspective, a particularly important scenario concerns low-lying small island 

states, such as the Maldives in the Indian Ocean or Kiribati and Tuvalu in the Pacific Ocean. A sea-level 

rise of the order of half a meter to close to one meter by the end of the 21st century, as predicted rather 

conservatively by the last report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,16 will inevitably render 

these islands uninhabitable. Absent some forms of adaptation such as floating islands (which remain 

technologically challenging,)17 the population of these territories will need to undergo a resettlement to the 

territory of third States. They could be scattered among many receiving states or resettled as a whole onto 

a new territory, possibly with a transfer of territorial sovereignty or jurisdiction that would allow the 

continuity of the sovereign independence.18 While small island developing states are sparsely inhabited,19 

much vaster populations will be affected by sea-level rise in low-lying coastal regions of states such as 

Bangladesh, Nigeria and Egypt. In such cases, large movements of populations will progressively occur 

within national borders and towards neighbouring or further-off States. 

 

Human mobility in the context of climate change has often been approached as a destabilizing factor. It has 

for example been asserted that “[t]he greatest single conflict-prone impact of climate change could be 

environmentally-induced human migration.”20 The argument is that migrants only go as far as they can 

afford to: their first destination as they flee a sudden natural disaster or a slow-onset environmental 

degradation is often just slightly less affected and may sometimes be exposed to similar environmental 

difficulties.21 The migration of large populations over a relatively limited period of time can exacerbate 
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conflicts to access to natural resources.22 Migration may thus result in more human mobility in a kind of 

domino effect with dire econcomic consequences, in particular when a wealthier urbanite elite is pushed to 

migrate abroad.23  

 

It is worth noting that, ironically, responses to climate change themselves may also have certain impacts on 

human mobility. Hydroelectric dams, which are often justified as a cleaner alternative to fossil fuels 

(climate change mitigation) and as leading to better fresh water management (climate change adaptation), 

have also led to the displacement and resettlement of millions throughout the world.24 Human mobility also 

follows from governments’ decisions to declare certain zones too dangerous for human settlement25 or, in 

more subtle ways, from land-use policies and public investments on transportation infrastructures that may 

seek to affect patterns of human settlement, for instance to reduce urban sprawling, in order to mitigate 

greenhouse gas emissions in the transportation sector.26 In addition, the economic incentives induced by 

climate change mitigation policies have had far-reaching consequences for human mobility, for instance 

through the eviction of traditional farmers for the industrial production of biofuel or for reforestation 

projects in Southeast Asia.27 The relocation of polluting industries from Western states to emerging 

economies (described in the climate parlance as “carbon leakage”) has exacerbated domestic and 

international labour migration in many regions of the world, in particular internal migrants working on 

China’s East Coast export-oriented industries.28 

 

It is generally difficult to attribute human mobility to one particular cause, such as an environmental factor 

or as a specific response to a particular factor such as climate change, in abstraction of other factors. The 

reaction of a population to a particular environmental event is intrinsically linked to economic, social, 

cultural, political and demographic factors.29 Richer societies can create infrastructures that allow a 

population to live in adverse environmental conditions; the poorest in any society, on the other hand, often 

lack the resources necessary to migrate in dignity. This makes it difficult to distinguish individual “climate 

migrants” or “climate refugees,” as the impacts of climate change are often just one of many contributing 

factors. Overall, such distinction is often unnecessary: causal attribution does not help much when devising 

policies that seek to address migration flows or to protect the human rights of migrants. Creating a special 

category of “climate refugees” may not be as necessary as devising broad migratory policies that can 

challenge the various challenges of the decades to come. With the particular exception of small low-lying 

island states, the impacts of climate change and those of response measures often merely exacerbate existing 

migration scenarios – urbanisation in developing states, international economic migration, etc. – rather than 

creating new and distinctive scenarios requiring specific legal treatment. 
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In its last report, the second Working Group of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change included a 

substantial discussion of the climate change-migration nexus within a chapter on human security.30 This 

reflected the ambivalence of the treatment of “climate migration” within the climate regime as something 

of a human rights issue (i.e. the need to protect those who are displaced and perhaps also those who host 

them) but also something of a security issue (i.e. the need to protect “us” from “them”).31 Human security 

has often been invoked by the advocates of an extension of the mandate of the UN Security Council by 

interpreting humanitarian crises as threats to international peace and security.32 The term “human security” 

suggests a discursive bridge between a protection issue and security institutions, but it does not provide a 

strong conceptual background to think about what these institutions could really do. 

 

II. Considerations for climate change and human mobility within the existing 

actions of the Security Council 

 

The Security Council has already adopted measures related to migration in situations that had been 

exacerbated by climate change impacts.33 Darfur, where the Security Council authorized a military 

intervention,34 is often cited as an example of an international security crisis with environmental roots. In 

this case like others, the Security Council expressed grave concern for the plight of refugees and internally-

displaced populations before qualifying the situation as a threat to international peace and security.35 

 

Yet, evidence of a causal relation between environmental factors – let alone climate change – and the 

conflict in Darfur remains quite elusive. An oft-heard narrative is that “recurrent drought, increasing 

demographic pressure, and political marginalization are among the forces that have pushed the region into 

a spiral of lawlessness and violence that has led to over 300,000 deaths and the displacement of more than 

two million people since 2003.”36 Some studies suggest however that precipitations levels and vegetation 
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cover increased in the two decades until 2003,37 and that it is ecosystem productivity, rather than 

environmental depletion, which tends to exacerbate conflicts in Eastern Africa.38 The second working group 

of the IPCC did not exclude the possibility that climate change might have played a role, but it noted that 

most scientists “identify government practices as being far more influential drivers than climate variability, 

noting also that similar changes in climate did not stimulate conflicts of the same magnitude in neighbouring 

regions, and that in the past people in Darfur were able to cope with climate variability in ways that avoided 

large-scale violence.”39 A political discourse attributing particular conflicts to climate change can certainly 

be exploited by particular actors who want to escape responsibility,40 while also being utilized in favour of 

climate change mitigation policies but the actual connection to climate change may remain elusive and the 

contribution of other factors significant. 

 

The Darfur crisis illustrates the difficulty of attributing particular conflicts or particular instances of human 

mobility to climate change. Stronger causal connections might be established with other environmental 

phenomena, including the impact of desertification on conflicts in the Sahel region, of sea-level rise and 

extreme weather events on the migration within Bangladesh and from Bangladesh to India, and of 

emigration from low-lying small island developing states. But even in such cases, climate change will 

remain at best one in a cluster of factors. In a sense, any conflict or any instance of human mobility has 

inevitably something to do with climate change41 and the question of causal attribution is inevitably one of 

degree rather than one of determination.42 Beyond Darfur, scientific studies have suggested that the Syrian43 

and Israeli-Palestinian44 crises could also have been exacerbated by climate change impacts. Similar 

arguments extend historically, in relation to natural climatic variability, to crises ranging from the 

Barbarians’ invasions of the Roman Empire45 to Genghis Khan’s conquests.46 

 

Attributing a particular conflict to climate change impacts is certainly not essential for the Security Council 

to take action within its mandate. Causal attribution could complement a political narrative building on the 
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responsibility of the P5 and other industrial nations for the impacts of climate change, but there is no 

evidence that such political strategies are politically efficient or that the Security Council does intend to 

frame its responsibilities in that way. In relation to the crisis in Darfur or elsewhere, the Security Council 

took actions without explicit consideration, or indeed without much awareness or interest, for a possible 

causal relation with climate change. 

 

Mixed flows of refugees and international migrants as well as internal displacement have become a frequent 

consideration in the preamble of resolutions adopted by the Security Council, in particular when acting 

under chapter VII of the UN Charter.47 Viewing forced migrants as a threat to international peace and 

security, however, does not automatically mean a genuine interest for the protection of the human rights of 

these migrants. To the contrary, B.S. Chimni suggested that the security shift in the terms of the refugee 

discourse favoured policies of containing forced migrants in their country or region of origin and the erosion 

of the fundamental principle of non-refoulement, while also paradoxically justifying military interventions 

that resulted in larger population displacements.48 While the Security Council could have explored measures 

to provide a better protection to forced migrants, for instance through a responsibility- or “burden”-sharing 

agreement organizing resettlement among possible states of destination,49 it has generally put more 

emphasis on addressing the root causes of on-going forced migration. The Security Council, which to date 

has done little to address the plight of protracted refugee populations throughout the world (from the 

Palestinian to the Rohingya refugees), is unlikely to become particularly interested in the protection of 

subaltern populations of “climate migrants.” 

 

III. Possibilities for a greater engagement of the Security Council 

 

Academic work and debates within the Security Council have sought to imagine further and often more 

specific actions that the Security Council could take in relation to climate change and, in particular, its 

consequences on human mobility.50 There is a sense that the institution should not miss out on one of the 

“great phenomena of our time,” yet a paucity of concrete suggestions, albeit the 2007 and 2011 meetings 

revealed wide disagreement about what a Council role might involve. The UN Charter gives the Security 

Council “primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security.”51 To make use of 

Chapter VII and adopt decisions that may involve the use of force, the Security Council needs to determine 

“the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression.”52 This provision formally 

recognizes to the Security Council the competence of defining its own competence (“Kompetenz-

Kompetenz”).  

 

The Security Council’s interpretation of its own competence has progressively extended beyond the direct 

triggers of inter-state or cross-border armed conflicts. It has in particular addressed selected issues of a 

humanitarian character, often lumped under a broad  “human security” label – including not only internal 
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conflicts,53 but also diverse situations of massive human rights violations. The Council has also carved for 

itself a role in the fight against impunity in relation to crimes deemed of an international significance.54 It 

has certainly adopted tools that were not specifically considered in the UN Charter, such as sanctions, the 

creation of international criminal tribunals and, since the 9/11 attacks, the adoption of general and abstract 

norms and an attendant obligation on states to incorporate them. There is no clear reason why the Security 

Council could not, likewise, qualify migration – in particular forced migration or particular forms of it – in 

the context of climate change as a threat to international peace and security and adopt particular response 

measures if, naturally, there was a political momentum in support for such developments. 

 

Perhaps the most likely development within the Security Council would be a general resolution that would 

contain broad provisions calling States to be wary of the impacts of climate change on migration and, 

indirectly, on international peace and security. Such a resolution would be one more instance of what Cora 

True-Frost proposed to call “non-coercive resolutions on broad-based, thematic issues of peace and security 

(‘TIPS resolutions’).”55 TIPS resolutions, which have multiplied since the turn of the Century, relate to 

diverse aspects of human security, such as women,56 children57 and youth58 in armed conflicts and/or as 

contributors to international peace and security. Likewise, a TIPS resolution on climate change and 

migration could for instance acknowledge the impacts of climate change on conflicts. A specific Security 

Council resolution could also go further and take note of the impacts of climate change on development 

and on the enjoyment of human rights, and the diverse implications these could have for international peace 

and security, including through forcing populations to leave their home temporarily or permanently. It could 

call for stronger engagement of all states to cooperate actively in limiting and reducing global greenhouse 

gas emissions and in protecting populations against the impacts of climate change, including through 

international climate finance. Such a resolution would contain no concrete or directly effective provision, 

but it may provide political support for particular political arguments. 

 

One could think about more concrete and specific measures or mechanisms, in particular to facilitate the 

resettlement of international migrants, for instance the development of norms or even the creation of a 

committee that would coordinate disaster-induced displacements.59 There are however obvious political 

obstacles against such developments. The Security Council does not exactly have an impressive record 

when it comes to refugees. It has never provided a satisfactory answer to the need of resettlement of 

conventional refugees, not even in the case of large populations of protracted refugees,60 despite the 

obligation under the Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its Protocol that each of the P5 has 

ratified to protect the rights of people fleeing persecution.61  The populations of low-lying small island 

developing states are much smaller than Palestinian or Syrian refugee populations and their resettlement 

may face less political obstacles, especially given the large media coverage, but it is more likely and perhaps 

more desirable that such resettlement would follow from negotiations involving all States concerned. While 
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the Security Council could contribute to initiate a political dynamic, diplomatic negotiations are more to 

rather be held in a regional or ad-hoc forum outside its confines, and more likely to be successful there.  

 

IV. The legitimacy of the Security Council 

 

Finally, the legitimacy of the Security Council in addressing human mobility in relation to climate change 

remains a complex issue.62 It is true that it is small island states in the Pacific who have repeatedly brought 

their plight to the Security Council’s attention – often to the scepticism of P5 members -, obtaining for 

example the special 2011 session on climate change. However, engaging the Security Council in that 

context may have more to do with a desire to flag the importance of the issue of climate change than any 

commitment to the Council becoming a leading actor in the fight against climate change. It is also true that 

the turn to the Council may occasionally reflect an understandable frustration with slow progress in climate 

negotiations and a perception that better connecting the issue to international security will attract attention. 

 

However, there are also several reasons one should be wary of greater SC involvement. A first line of 

arguments relates to a conservative interpretation of the UN Charter as limiting the Security Council to 

responses to acute crises involving a threat of international conflict. The goal of “ensur(ing) prompt and 

effective action by the United Nations”63 does not in and of itself condone the constant extension of the 

Security Council’s competence to address a slow-onset crisis such as climate change, or to pronounce on 

general and abstract issues such as internal displacement, without direct or automatic consequences on 

inter-states relations. sAs mentioned in Chapter 1, one of the concerns of those opposed to Security Council 

involvement is that it will come at the expense of more representative institutions – the General Assembly 

or the Economic and Social Council within the UN system, or the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC 

– and gives fuel to critiques of neo-imperialist trends in global governance. Indeed developing countries 

active in the 2007 first Council meeting on climate change emphasized that the issue should be seen 

primarily as one of socio-economic development that fell squarely within the General Assembly’s mandate. 

Moreover, Security Council involvement in such issues might herald an increasing securitization and 

militarization of the problem of forced migration at the expense of much of the necessary work that needs 

to be done upstream to avoid reaching situations of catastrophic movements of population and in a context 

where it is not obvious that resort to force or peacekeeping can as such do much to mitigate such movement. 

If anything, when it comes to refugee movements, it is the High Commissioner for Refugees, the 

International Organization for Migration and possibly various specialized human rights bodies that are and 

ought to be most directly relevant. 

 

A second, more specific line of arguments points to the lack of legitimacy of the P5, in particular, to take 

measures to address the impacts of climate change. The P5 represent less than a fourth of the world’s 

population but more than half of either historical or current greenhouse gas emissions. While this suggests 

specific responsibilities for these countries to help developing states face the impacts of climate change, it 

does little to justify the imposition of particular measures or political priorities onto the latter states. The 

debates on the implications of climate change within the Security Council have often put a greater emphasis 

on human mobility, a direct concern for States that view themselves as potential countries of destination, 

than on equally or more serious consequences of climate change, such as fatalities and food security.64 In 

other terms, the risk is that the Security Council would cherry-pick certain issues of “human security” that 

are of greater interest or concern to the P5 and impose them as priorities to the developing states most 

vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 

                                                      
62 For a presentation of the general challenge, see Chapter 1. 
63 UN Charter, art. 24(1) 
64 See for instance Tim Wheeler and Joachim von Braun, “Climate Change Impacts on Global Food Security” 

(2013) 341 Science 508. 



 

A third line of argument relates more concretely to the measures that the Security Council has previously 

taken in relation to human mobility. Over the last decades, domestic migration policies individually adopted 

by the P5 have often been one hostile to international migration and sought to contain migrants in 

developing states rather than protecting the rights of the migrants.65 None of the P5 signed the 1990 UN 

Convention on the Rights of Migrants Workers and Members of their Families or indicated an intent to do 

so. Collectively, instead of resettlement programmes to the benefit of protracted refugee populations, the 

Security Council has often been supportive of efforts towards the rapid repatriation of refugees.66 The 

international peace and security framework of the Council may lead it to see mobility as a disruption that 

needs to be remedied, rather than the new normal of the international system. Discussing migration issues 

within the Security Council may in itself  lend support to a process of “securitization” which justifies 

exceptional measures at all levels of governance at the cost of an effective protection of the human rights 

of migrants.67 It is not clear how a mostly terminological shift to “human security” could change this rather 

repressive orientation. Despite all wishes and hopes, it remains that a cold analysis of the practice of the 

Security Council suggests less concern for the protection of the human rights of migrants than for the 

protection of the potential (or anticipated) countries of destination from the (perceived) threat that migration 

represent to their security, and more interest in preventing smuggling as an international crime than in 

addressing the needs for international protection that drive desperate people to risk their life crossing 

dangerous seas or oceans in precarious conditions.68  

 

Conclusion 

 

The implications of climate change for human mobility are far-reaching but complex. The impacts of 

climate change will sometimes prevent people from migrating and sometimes force them to migrate, or 

otherwise influence the way people live and move, depending on many other social, political, cultural and 

demographic circumstances. Naturally, some of the measures that the Security Council has taken or will 

likely be taking relate to situations of human mobility that have something to do with climate change. It is 

conceivable that the Security Council could adopt general resolutions promoting consideration of the 

implications of climate change on human mobility and, for instance, mainstreaming such considerations in 

peacekeeping operations. 

Going further into more specific and more prescriptive provisions would however be an undesirable stretch 

of the mandate of the Security Council. Previous resolutions of the Security Council reflect a greater 

concern for averting international migration than for protecting migrants, and – unsurprisingly – more 

emphasis on the interests of the P5 than on those of the States most vulnerable to the adverse impacts of 

climate change. There is in particular a real risk that the Security Council and the concept of “climate 

migration” will be used to promote a Western agenda of containing migrants in developing countries at the 

expense of the effective protection of the human rights of migrants and other populations affected by the 

adverse impacts of climate change. Although a time may come when the Security Council is the only body 

capable of managing global migratory flows stemming from global warming, this would signal the ultimate 

securitization of human mobility and would probably come on the heels of a massive failure to avert 

ecological catastrophe.  

                                                      
65 See Chimni (2000) and (2009), supra note 48. 
66 See e.g. resolutions 1080 (15 November 1996); 1258 (6 August 1999). 
67 See e.g. Gabriella Lazaridis, ed., Security, Insecurity and Migration in Europe (Ashgate, 2012); François 

Crépeau and Delphine Nakache, “Controlling Irregular Migration in Canada: Reconciling Security Concerns 

with Human Rights Protection” (2006) 12 Immigration and Refugee Policy Choices 1. 
68 See e.g. press statement of the president of the Security Council on 21 April 2012, SC/11870, and resolution 

2240 (9 October 2015), adopted after a series of tragic drowning of migrants attempting to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea. 


