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Abstract
Climate change has become a crucial factor driving migration and human 
displacement. High temperatures lead to higher incidences of phenomena such 
as extreme weather, rising sea levels, and altered environmental conditions 
that threaten governance, human security, and sustainable development. This 
paper seeks to establish the intersections of climate change and migration vis-
à-vis displacements and sociopolitical challenges to address them. The research 
methodology included a secondary research approach that began with a detailed 
search of relevant literature from databases such as Web of Science, JSTOR, Google 
Scholar, ScienceDirect, and SpringerLink. The paper establishes the importance of 
risk management in advancing climate justice, resilience, and migration policies 
with respect to sustainable development. The paper concludes with some policy 
recommendations aimed at promoting favorable strategies to address climate-
driven migration and displacement.
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1. Introduction
Climate change is significantly influencing the trends and patterns of human mobility 
(Ahsan, 2019). As the natural environment deteriorates and catastrophes become 
more common, society is likely to see more environmentally induced migration and 
displacement (Mugambiwa & Makubele, 2023). Based on an estimation done by the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), climate change contributes 
to the large-scale movement of people from their homes, particularly in regions of high 
risk or vulnerability such as Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and small islands (Black, 
2001; UNHCR, 2022). The interconnections between climate change, the movement of 
people, and displacement pose a big challenge to policymakers, international agencies, 
and local communities (Alverio et al., 2024).

There is a great likelihood that many people will be forced to abandon their homes 
due to climate changes, especially in regions that are already vulnerable, such as the 
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low-lying coastal, dry regions, and small island countries. 
For instance, in 2023, catastrophic floods resulted in 1,700 
deaths, the destruction of 2 million homes, and the forced 
displacement of about 8 million people (UN News, 2023). 
Migration is becoming a more relatable consequence of 
climate change and ecological problems, rather than the 
economic, political, and social issues, which were its main 
drivers before (Neef et al., 2023). A risk-informed approach 
would seek to tackle not just the factors forcing people out 
of their homes but also the vulnerability aspect, building 
the capacity of disadvantaged societies to withstand climate 
change impacts (Clement et al., 2021). Such an approach 
would put the emphasis on proactive responses, such as 
promoting sustainable development, eliminating risks, 
utilizing disaster risk reduction strategies, and developing 
adaptive capacities so that there is no requirement for 
high levels of involuntary resettlement. By creating such 
linkages between climate change and migration policies, 
governments and agencies would be in a position to take 
full control of the emerging challenges of climate change 
without depending on migration as a maladaptive option.

The Climate Risk Index 2021 indicates that the effects of 
climate change are prevalent globally but disproportionately 
impact developing nations. These repercussions jeopardize 
lives, livelihoods, and human security, thereby hindering 
progress toward the realization of the 2030 development 
Agenda (Eckstein et al., 2021). The susceptibility of 
physical environments, particularly from rising sea levels, 
strong storms, wildfires, and other extreme weather 
phenomena intensified by climate change, jeopardizes 
interpersonal and locational interactions and may instigate 
significant displacement (Mach & Siders 2021). Numerous 
urban regions in developing countries are significantly ill-
equipped to handle swift surges of migrants, as many cities 
already suffer from insufficient social services, expensive 
housing, less accessible transportation, and threatened 
public safety for current inhabitants (Brueckner & Lall, 
2015). UN-Habitat (2022) indicates that approximately 
70% of the urban populace in developing nations is 
now inadequately provided by municipal services, 
encompassing piped water and fundamental sanitation 
services. To comprehend how urban settings will adjust to 
the increasing population of city residents, it is essential to 
analyze urban vulnerabilities and their impact on migrants. 
Although migration may strain essential infrastructures, 
communities can leverage the infusion of human capital to 
foster economic development (Alverio et al., 2024).

Among the diverse potential responses to the impacts 
of climate change, migration has garnered increasing 
attention from researchers and policymakers (Aid, 2007; 
Warner et al., 2009). Many of these reports operate under 

the premise that climate-related migration fundamentally 
signifies a failure to mitigate climate change and/
or a failure to adapt, collectively yielding concerning 
estimates of the potential volume of migration stemming 
from these shortcomings. This matter is also imbued 
with political and ethical implications. Climate-related 
calamities disproportionately render individuals homeless 
in impoverished nations of the Global South, despite the 
Global North being chiefly accountable for anthropogenic 
climate change (Roberts and Parks, 2007; Mugambiwa & 
Makhubele, 2021). The resultant global injustice raises 
both ethical and practical policy issues, as climate change 
negotiators in the Global South increasingly recognize the 
challenges that migration poses for states in the Global 
North and newly industrializing nations, potentially 
influencing international environmental negotiations 
significantly (Alverio et al., 2024). Migration has become 
a fundamental component of the climate change debate. 
Nonetheless, its significance within the climate change 
discourse is perpetually evolving and subject to ongoing 
reconfiguration.

2. Methods
The research methodology employed a secondary research 
method. The study commenced with a focused literature 
search which sought to improve its accuracy as well 
as its comprehensiveness through the use of Boolean 
search techniques. A  wide array of Boolean operators 
was employed across different academic databases, 
which include Web of Science, JSTOR, Google Scholar, 
ScienceDirect, and SpringerLink. The search strings used 
entailed keyword combinations such as “climate change,” 
“migration,” “displacement,” “risk-informed approach,” 
and “sustainable solutions.” This method resulted in the 
collection of a plethora of articles regarding the conflict of 
climate change, migration, and displacement. For the first 
60 articles, keywords were employed to further filter the 
articles based on their relevance, time of publication, and 
whether they were published in peer-reviewed journals 
and were in line with the rest of the study objectives. The 
newly compiled articles were then sieved further down to 
30 that were highly relevant using this method. Data were 
analyzed using discourse analysis and thematic analysis. 
Using both discourse and thematic analysis together 
enabled a comprehensive analysis of language and framing 
employed in academic discussions while recognizing major 
patterns and important claims. The method provided 
insights and constructed the principal narratives, and 
relationships pertaining to climate migration. The analysis 
underscored the many ways in which the stakeholders 
view the issues of climate risks and migration scenarios 
along with the solutions they suggest in the attempt to 
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address the climate change problem. In addition, discourse 
analysis enabled the assessment of the dispersal of climate 
risks and migration tendencies, together with the possible 
directions of sustainable measures proposed in the 
academic discourses regarding the issues under discussion. 
As a result of combining Boolean search strategies and 
discourse analysis, this method provided a nuanced yet 
thorough understanding of the relationship between 
climate change, migration, and sustainable solutions.

3. Relationship of climate change with 
migration and displacement
3.1. Climate change as a key factor for migration 
and displacement

It has been found that the climate change-induced migration 
of women is more common in the developing world than 
in developed countries (WHO, 2008; Mugambiwa, 2021). 
The impacts of climate change in the developing world are 
largely manifested as slow-onset events, such as gradually 
worsening desertification, drought, and rising sea levels, 
as well as sudden-onset disasters such as flooding and 
hurricanes (Mugambiwa, 2024). Due to the high reliance on 
productive land for a variety of economic activities, along 
with the natural season changes, most communities will be 
left with no alternative but to move and search for better 
conditions for habitation if these events occur. Migration 
is commonly triggered by a few causes, but climate change 
also serves as an important driver for other factors that 
contribute to migration such as poverty, conflicts, and 
resource depletion (Alverio et al., 2024). In the context 
of climate change, most families would opt for migration 
because their activities become no longer sustainable by 
the environmentally inferior conditions they were put into.

Migration is consistently becoming synonymous 
with climate change, especially in a world where the 
environment is changing for the worse and people cannot 
cope with the changes (Berlemann & Steinhardt, 2017). As 
the world gets warmer, organic systems are being altered 
frequently and radically, causing alterations in the effect 
of precipitation, increased extreme weather events, and 
increasing water levels (IPPC, 2013; Dell et al., 2014). These 
environmental changes affect agricultural yields, water 
resource availability, and the habitability of whole climatic 
regions, pushing people and communities to seek better 
living conditions. For instance, in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
desertification resulted in land loss, forcing people to look 
for job opportunities in cities and towns (Mpandeli et al., 
2020; Mugambiwa & Makhubele, 2023). While people 
consider climate change a contributor to aggravating 
existing vulnerabilities, such as poverty, improper 
governance, and resource scarcity, the impacts of climate 

change on migration tend to be indirect (Suckalla et al., 
2016). Moreover, rapid-onset climatic disasters, specifically 
floods and storms, and their severe consequences such as 
cyclones, are among the frequent causes of displacement 
from the home for affected individuals. With a regular 
cycle, Mother Nature welcomes warmer, cooler, wetter, 
or more dry seasons in a sequential fashion every year. 
However, human activities have significantly altered these 
patterns, toward the more extreme end of the spectrum, 
leading to large-scale displacement of people, with 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 devastating the Gulf Coast of 
the United States (Sastry & Gregory, 2014) and the Pakistan 
floods in 2022 forcing millions to desert their homes due 
to submerged vast lands (Nanditha et al., 2023) as notable 
examples. Desertification, sea-water encroachment, and 
glacial melting are considered slow-onset climate events 
causing slow migration, whereas quick-onset disasters lead 
to a speedy forced relocation (Mugambiwa & Makhubele, 
2023). For instance, people may be displaced for several 
days to drought-affected areas within regions that are not 
directly experiencing drought. However, once these people 
return home, their attempts to sustain their livelihoods 
would have failed due to the devastating effects of other 
gradual environmental changes.

3.2. Vulnerabilities and displacement patterns

Vulnerable populations, particularly the underprivileged 
in many developing countries, face climate-induced 
displacement in much larger proportions (Brzoska & 
Frohlich, 2016). For instance, most rural farmers and 
aboriginals who depend on rainfall for their crops may 
not possess the appropriate means and capacity to adapt 
to the shift in the environment, making them more 
susceptible to involuntary relocation (Mpandeli et al., 
2020). Displacement patterns are neither linear nor one-
dimensional. Some individuals may decide to internally 
migrate with the intention of settling in urban centers 
while others may attempt to move abroad to seek safety.

Migration due to the consequences of climate change or 
eviction as a result of certain elements of the environment 
constitute the major environmentally induced migration 
trends (Suckalla et al., 2016). The majority of these 
migration trends are found in areas vulnerable to climatic 
hazards such as droughts, flooding, and rising sea levels. 
Vulnerability tends to exist within the confines of certain 
socioeconomic features including poverty, as well as the 
absence of infrastructure, good governance, health care, 
and education, which leave individuals and communities 
incapable of adapting to climate change (Giovanni et al., 
2015). For example, in Africa and Asia, rural farmers 
dependent on agriculture that relies heavily on rainfall, 
tend to migrate when droughts due to climate change are 
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expected to last long or become disturbing, as their means 
of comfortable living through farming is jeopardized due 
to destruction of the environment (Laube et al., 2012; 
Lewin et al., 2012).

Forced migration usually subjects marginalized 
populations to new threats such as poverty, 
marginalization, and conflict (Alverio, et al., 2024). 
Urban areas that encounter a high influx of displaced 
individuals often find it hard to support them, resulting in 
the establishment of oversubscribed slums (Ahsan, 2019). 
These shelters, which are often situated along riverbanks, 
flimsy hills, or flood plains, are also vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change, once again placing the displaced 
populations due to conflicts and wars at increased risk of 
displacement if their new shelters are affected by climate 
change. People displaced by the effects of climate change 
such as shifting weather patterns may also add to the 
increasing competition over land and water resources 
and sometimes lead to erosion of social peace and 
stability among the already displaced populations (Islam 
et al., 2006). The patterns of involuntary resettlement 
differ in complexity depending on the type of climate 
event, sociopolitical context, and resources available. 
With natural catastrophes that occur within short time 
frames such as in the case of floods or hurricanes, in 
most cases, displacements would only last for a brief 
period and occur within certain geographic limits (Gray 
& Mueller, 2012). People who are more financially stable 
may be able to choose when to relocate and find safer 
places away from areas affected by climate change, while 
those poor or marginalized are left behind in increasingly 
hostile conditions (Mpandeli et al., 2020). In some cases, 
these underprivileged groups might lack the resources to 
emigrate altogether and therefore may face confinement 
in miserable zones as the effects of climate change become 
more severe. Bettini & Gioli (2015) argue that these 
persistent inequalities in displacement highlight the need 
for all stakeholders to put a preventive policy in place to 
address the disproportionate factors that make people 
vulnerable to climate change, to democratize migration 
or adaptation in the face of climate change regardless of 
their social class.

4. The need for a risk-informed approach
Addressing climate migration through risk assessment 
involves reconceptualizing migration as a phenomenon that 
results from the prevailing vulnerability. It acknowledges 
that climate change amplifies the already existing risk 
factors of poor health, insecurity, lack of food and water, 
and loss of livelihood, all of which are causes of migration. 
These risk factors should be considered in the broader 
national and international discussions on migration to 

formulate a unified response that is preventive rather than 
merely reactionary to the impacts of climate change.

4.1. Strategies for disaster risk reduction

Strategies for disaster risk reduction are associated with 
increasing the resilience of populations whose regions have 
potential risks for sudden disasters such as floods, cyclones, 
and landslides (Warner, 2012). Some of the key strategies 
include early warning systems, emergency preparedness 
plans, and community-based disaster management 
programs where communities have the means and know-
how to tackle disasters when they happen. However, 
in some regions, early warning systems for floods and 
cyclones worked by alerting people to move away from 
the areas of forecasts so that they would not be displaced 
further away from their origin of residence (Peters et al., 
2022). Building both social and institutional resilience is 
fundamental because it enables vulnerable populations to 
cope with the effects of climate change. This calls for the 
need to improve the existing governance systems, enhance 
the educational and health services available to the people, 
and enable people at the community level to take part in 
the decision-making regarding climate change adaptation. 
Social resilience emphasizes developing networks 
among communities to enable them to help each other 
during critical periods. This can be exemplified by local 
cooperatives or social organizations playing an important 
role in providing support to the people affected by climate 
change.

4.2. Strengthening migration governance

Policies that deal with migration need to be adaptive to 
the impacts of climate change. Most migration policies 
of states give little to no consideration to environmental 
factors such as migration drivers (Ahsan, 2019). This leaves 
those who are marginalized by climate events vulnerable. 
For governance, this would mean developing strategies 
that incorporate protective measures for climate change 
refugees and other vulnerable groups. Frameworks such as 
the Global Compact for Safe Orderly and Regular Migration 
(GCM) and the Paris Agreement are useful for addressing 
the displacement of people by climate conditions (Bufalini, 
2019). Further, Mugambiwa & Makhubele (2023) assert 
that enhancing migration governance is necessary for 
efficiently responding to the effects of climate change. 
A  number of migration governance frameworks seem to 
focus only on sanctioned economic migrants and refugees 
of conflict or war, addressing issues facing climate-induced 
forcibly displaced people in a limited manner (Gemenne, 
2021). The lack of features such as proper legal definitions 
or instruments of protection within the climate migrant 
legal framework creates a void in which many persons 
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are stuck somewhere in between. To fill these voids, it 
is essential for migration governance to transform and 
include climate-related migration within its paradigm and 
assist in providing legal protection for climate migrants 
under the existing international legal instruments. This 
will entail the addition of provisions in the refugee law, 
such as the 1951 Refugee Convention, to address the issue 
of environmental refugees, which is currently lacking.

On a national scale, migration policies should become 
more flexible and responsive toward climate displacement 
migration (White, 2011). For example, addressing 
migration due to climate-induced adverse conditions 
should involve establishing consistent migration 
governance regimes. It could mean upholding measures 
that encourage the movement of people within the country 
during periods of environmental shocks such as droughts 
or floods temporarily with an option for permanent 
displacement if there are no substantial improvements 
subsequently. For example, New Zealand has already set 
up a climate migration visa for Barbadian people who are 
facing an increasing risk of climate change (Dempster & 
Ober, 2020). Creating legal channels for climate migrants 
and stability in the region can thus be achieved through 
the imposition of such policies more widely with specific 
legal provisions in place. International partnerships must 
therefore be reinforced. It is recognized that migration 
resulting from climate change is a problem of global 
dimensions (Warner et al., 2009). For this reason, it is 
essential for nations to come up with burden-sharing 
mechanisms and other measures that will help provide 
capacity building and resources to countries facing 
overwhelming changes in climate. Specifically in the area 
of climate migration, fostering frameworks such as the 
GCM and the Paris Agreement is necessary but must be 
backed with more tangible pledges and resources. Besides, 
increasing the scope of the mandate of international 
bodies such as UNHCR concerned with the issue of forced 
migration to also include climate refugees will ensure that 
relief is available to such groups.

In the same vein, migration governance must safeguard 
the fundamental rights of climate migrants above all, 
making sure that these persons are treated properly during 
the entire process of being displaced (Mianabadi et al., 2022; 
McLeman, 2018; Burrows and Kinney, 2016). That includes 
meeting their basic needs such as health care, education, 
and housing provision along with the preservation of 
their legal protections in the host country’s government. 
Governments and international organizations should 
seek the removal of migratory discrimination among the 
existing groups and help to resettle the displaced people 
to target regions without creating social disintegration 

(Foresight, 2011). A  rights-based approach to migration 
governance enables the climate migration actors to not 
only cater to the urgent humanitarian aspects of climate 
migrants but also to address the long-term and more 
structural changes needed to address the concerns about 
climate change.

5. Toward a coherent policy framework
5.1. Integrating climate and migration policies

A multilevel policy approach and a host of policy 
integration measures help to succeed in a complex 
policy environment. Policies on migration and climate 
change should be mainstreamed in the relevant national 
development, national disaster management, and state 
housing policies (Sarkar & Danda, 2023). This holistic 
approach would ensure that climate migrants are not seen 
as a physical force, whose needs are separate and therefore 
needs to be addressed individually. Policymakers ought 
to take migration as an adaptation approach and help in 
facilitating it by strengthening livelihood management 
(Eckstein et al. 2021). For instance, such trends as 
temporary migration or seasonal labor migration can 
provide households with an opportunity to enhance the 
range of possible sources of income further and diminish 
the households’ dependencies on environmentally induced 
stress.

This increasing overlap between climate change and 
migration gives rise to the requirement of combining 
climate and migration policy to promote a wider, risk-
aware policymaking approach (Mugambiwa & Makhubele, 
2023). Climate change has epistemically expanded beyond 
simply being an environmental issue because its impacts 
are now sociologically, economically, and politically 
engendered, influencing migration patterns among people 
(Martin, 2010). However, most existing economies do not 
integrate climate change and migration policies as two 
sides of the same coin, causing inadequate intervention 
to address challenges that drive displacement. To 
engender better responses, policymakers need to shift to 
a unitary framework that appropriately combines climate 
adaptation and migration governance in a manner that 
ensures optimum protection of at-risk populations. In the 
process of incorporating migration policy into climate 
strategies, mainstreaming is a fundamental step of climate 
risk assessment in ascertaining when and where such 
planning occurs, whether at the national, regional, or 
even international level (McAdams, 2011). Governments 
and the international community should, in particular 
regions of climate variability and change, make an effort to 
ascertain populations that are expected to be displaced, and 
who, therefore, need security against the effects of climate 
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change. This means that there is a need to establish national 
and/or regional early warning systems and mechanisms 
for collecting information on migration trends and climate 
impacts to mitigate loss in real-time instead of waiting for 
adverse events to occur.

5.2. Policy recommendations

As the climate crisis worsens, so will the mass exodus 
of at-risk groups of people. It is necessary to take an 
integrated risk management approach to climate-related 
migration and displacement so that vulnerable populations 
are protected. Since migration as a new way of coping 
with changing environmental conditions is inevitable, 
it is crucial to factor climate change into migration 
policies for strengthening vulnerable populations’ 
communities and international collaboration. Policies 
that are anticipatory and focused more on human security 
and sustainable development rather than reactionary 
policies are what policymakers must implement bearing 
in mind that the effects of climate change on migration 
will be large and complicated. National, regional, and 
international migration policies encompassing climate 
risk and responsive mechanisms that respond to climate-
induced displacement should be developed. The need to 
develop legal frameworks that assist with climate change 
displacement should be undertaken with respect to 
their settlement and resettlement. Laws and regulations 
about climate migration and those who are displaced by 
climate effects must be the top priority for policymakers. 
For communities displaced as a result of climate change, 
resilience-building initiatives such as sustainable farming 
and infrastructural development are essential.

The government and international bodies should 
target their support and resources to programs that boost 
the delicate coping ability of poor populations especially 
through promoting climate-smart agriculture mode that 
reduces the effects of climate change, enhances soils, and 
safeguards food security. Furthermore, higher-income 
countries and international funding agencies should 
provide a greater amount of financial assistance toward 
promoting adaptation programs in the poorer countries that 
are more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. This 
enables these countries to enhance their adaptive capability 
and minimize the likelihood of displacements. The nexus 
between climate change, migration, and displacement is 
one of the more challenging areas among the global issues 
that need the most attention and coordination of efforts. 
By developing effective and harmonized responses, the 
global society will be able to address the issue of displaced 
persons due to climate change and use it to enhance the 
state of the society and prevent its fragmentation.
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