
HE REALITY THAT THE WORLD’S CLIMATE AND ENVIRONMENT

is changing due to harmful human activities
is a widely accepted scientific fact. As the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) stated in

2007 “most of the observed increase in
globally averaged temperatures since
the mid-20th century is very likely due
to the observed increase in anthro-
pogenic greenhouse gas concentra-
tions, which has very likely... con-
tributed to a rise in mean sea level 1.”
However, even though it is certain
that global warming over the past 50
years can be attributed to human
activity, and that certain countries are
more culpable than others, it is hard
to establish legal causation making the
question of what to do with environ-
mental refugees a difficult one. The
current definition for refugees as is
expressed in the Refugee Convention
sees refugees as, “people outside of
their own country because of a well-
founded fear of persecution on
account of their race, religion, nation-
ality, membership of a social group or
political opinion, and where there is a
failure of state protection in the country of origin or
habitual residence 2.”
This definition reflects its post World War II context, see-
ing as it only covers those peoples who have fled or been
forcefully exiled from their countries to other states. The
definitional requirement of exile poses a huge problem for
environmental refugees many of whom are ‘internally dis-
placed people’ (IDPs). While the Office of the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the main agency
in charge of IDPs it only covers those that are forced to
move because of violent conflict. One only needs to look
at the case of Darfur to see how the lack of attention
given to environmental refugees can lead to greater con-
flict. As UN Secretary-General Bai Ki Moon said, “the sit-
uation in Darfur began as an ecological crisis, arising at
least in part from climate change 3,” with food shortages
and drought leading to population movement and subse-
quent conflict. Had the UNHCR had the mandate to deal

with environmental refugees at an earlier stage perhaps
conflict could have been avoided.
A second problem with the current refugee label is that it
requires a certain level of persecution. Even though

storms, droughts, and landslides are
harmful to humans they are not perse-
cuting individuals per se. Closely
linked to this is the third hurdle which
is the fact that even if it was possible
to establish legal causation of Mother
Nature persecuting people it has to be
on the account of a certain characteris-
tic whether it be an individual’s race,
religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opin-
ion4. Climate change and its effects on
groups of people is cruelly indiscrimi-
nate, affecting people from all back-
grounds with no discretion.

However, just because there is no for-
mal legal recognition of environmen-
tal refugees does not mean that they
do not exist. For Brian Gorlick, a
senior policy advisor in the New York
office of the UNHCR, environmentally
displaced people cannot be ignored.
They are defined by him as groups of

people “who are displaced from or who feel obliged to
leave their usual place of residence, because their lives,
livelihoods and welfare have been placed at serious risk as
a result of adverse environmental, ecological or climatic
processes and events 5.” When the statistics are examined
their situation is quite alarming. Worldwide, approxi-
mately 188 million people were adversely affected by nat-
ural disasters in the 1990s, six times more than the 31 mil-
lion whom where directly or indirectly affected by war6.
The UNHCR reports that there were 2.4 million refugees
globally in 1975. This figure rose to ten times that over fol-
lowing decades with a high of 27.4 million global refugees
in 1995 dipping to a still alarming 19.2 million refugees in
20057. And while these are only the numbers for political
refugees if one compounds this with the forecasted trends
for environmental refugees the picture painted is a fright-
ening one. The Tokyo based United Nations University
recently reported that there will be up to 50 million more
environmental refugees globally by the end of this decade
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because of rising sea levels, desertification, dried up aquifers,
weather-induced flooding and other serious environmen-
tal changes8. A study by Oxford academic Norman Myers
predicts that by 2050 up to 150 million people will be dis-
placed due to global warming with 73 million being dis-
placed in China, 26 million in Bangladesh, and some 20
million in India 9.
Yet, despite this alarming picture, not much is being
done. Because of this many of the worlds’ indigenous peo-
ple, who are already marginalized and disproportionately
face the adverse effects of climate change, have voiced
their frustrations. In March 2007 the Inuit people of the
Artic regions of the US and Canada sought a declaration

from the Inter-American
Commission on Human
Rights holding the US
responsible for “irrepara-
ble changes to their

environment10.” In a 200 page
document the representatives
of the Inuit peoples outlined
how animals that they relied
on were disappearing, thawing permafrost was leading to
landslides, travel was becoming increasingly difficult
because of unpredictable weather, and how traditional
knowledge was becoming unreliable in the warmer tem-
peratures 11. All of these climate changes make the forced
movement of the Inuit a very real scenario for the future.
For other groups of indigenous peoples the inevitability of
moving has already come upon them with the inhabitants
of Papua New Guinea’s Carteret Islands having already
begun the process of moving to the mainland. The reason
for the move is because rising sea levels have made their
traditional homeland uninhabitable, with saltwater conta-
mination, severe storms and overall ecosystem destruction
occurring. Apart from these facts such a move is necessary
since the islands are expected to be completely submerged
by the year 201512. While the Carteret Islanders are seen as
the world’s first environmental refugees Hurricane Katri-
na, which hit the south-eastern coastal states of the US in
August 2005 causing over 1,000 deaths, displaced over one
million people, and cost an estimated US$125 billion in
damage provides another example13. And as pointed out
before Mother Nature does not discriminate, the plight of
environmental refugees is as much an issue for the wealth-
iest country in the world as it is for those living on the
tiny Carteret Islands.
How can this all be dealt with? Many raise this question,
and the usual answer is to rely on the UN system to combat

the problem. As UN Under-Secretary-General Anwaral
Karim Chowdhury says, “I believe it is high time that the
United Nations take the lead in addressing this matter that
threatens to affect the lives of so many, particularly those liv-
ing in the coastal areas in the least developed countries
(LDCs) and small island developing states (SIDS)14.” Being the
UN High Representative for LDCs, Landlocked Developing
Countries and SIDS Chowdhury says that the UN is ready
and willing to take on a bigger role in assisting environmen-
tal refugees since they recognize the large scale of the prob-
lem. He goes on to state “we [the UN] need to prepare ahead
of time to know what kind of support they [environmental
refugees] would need, and what could be offered 15.”

As a region the Asia-Pacific faces a great deal of changes
due to global warming. Australia’s Commonwealth Scien-
tific and Industrial Research Organization (CSIRO) con-
ducted a recent study which forecasted temperature

increases throughout the region of 0.5ºC to
2ºC by 2030 and up to 7ºC by 2070, this
linked with the subsequent rise in sea levels
they expect some 2.3 million environmental

refugees
in the
n e a r
f u t u r e .
Many of
t h e s e
environ-
m e n t a l
refugees
will come
from the numerous low-lying atoll countries in the Pacific
such as Kiribati (population 94,000), the Marshall Islands
(population 58,000), Tuvalu (population 9,000), and Tokelau
(population 2,000) 17. The nation of Kiribati, a grouping of
33 coral atolls, presents an interesting case for the entire
environmental refugee problem since they, unlike Tokelau
and Tuvalu who have negotiated rights to enter New
Zealand, and the Marshallese who can settle in the US, have
no such agreement. The Kiribati people also eschew the
label of refugee. This is due to the fact that not only does
refugee have tied to it the implication of an eventual return
(which cannot happen with a submerged nation), but it
also carries with it a negative connotation of a group of
people that are unwanted by any state. As Kiribati President
Anote Tong said recently, “We like to move with dignity.
We like to come to our new countries with dignity and this
is our way of doing it. We would come as skilled, profes-
sional, needed people with a contribution to make18.” By
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flipping the refugee label on its head, President Tong hopes
that by showing his population as a potentially useful
resource neighbouring Australia will be enticed into letting
Kiribati nationals in.
In order to break into so called “Fortress Australia” (labeled
because of its harsh immigration policies) President Tong
made a tour of the country in June 2008 meeting with
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, and Climate Change Minister
Penny Wong to discuss the future fate of his nation19. As
President Tong stated “it’s a humbling prospect when a
nation has to begin talking about its own demise20”, yet
that is the reality that Kiribati faces. Tong goes on to reiter-
ate the fact that “it is important that if our people were to
relocate, they should do so as trained, skilled people rather
than people coming here and adding to the problems, their
own problems and to the national problems21.” Australia,
however, for the moment remains reluctant to agree to a
full-fledged reassignment plan with Kiribati. What the Aus-
tralian government has agreed to is a
US$150 million program to help Kiri-
bati along with other Pacific islands
cope with climate change. Yet, with
the prospects of islands being wiped
off the map this is not seen as a big
enough gesture. As a report titled
Australia Responds: Helping Our
Neighbours Fight Climate Change
states, Australia having one of the
highest rates of greenhouse gas emis-
sions per capita in the world “makes a
disproportionate contribution to cli-
mate change and has a moral obliga-
tion to take action22.” Viewed in this
light Australia should do more to
help its neighbours in their time of
need. And especially as nation of
migrants, having accepted numerous
waves of people from many different
countries in the past, the new additions will only add to
Australia’s multicultural society.
The issue of environmental refugees is one that will only
become more pressing as time goes on. Climate change
and global warming will displace millions of people
worldwide and more needs to be done to ensure that such
movements do not lead to conflict. While currently
ignored by the international legal framework, the issue of
environmental refugees has been noted by the UN who
seeks to do more on their part to assist such peoples. Tak-
ing matters in to their own hands the nation of Kiribati
seeks to rebrand themselves, shaking off the helpless and
hopeless label of refugee in favour of being seen as skilled
peoples who will benefit the country that they resettle in.
Hopefully Australia will recognize this fact and the future
of the people of Kiribati will be safeguarded.
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