
International Reports  online

Environmental Migration:  
A Challenge for  
Security Policy

 
Franziska Fabritius

S
o

u
rce

: ©
 R

afi
q

u
r R

ah
m

an
, R

e
u

te
rs.



2No. 13 (March 2020)

surrounding the expected dimension of envi-
ronmental migration. This facilitates a better 
understanding of why environmental migration 
is classified as a challenge for security policy as 
well as the concluding recommendations for 
action. These recommendations are especially 
pronounced for Germany and the EU with regard 
to our neighbouring African continent together 
with the Middle East. Owing to the geographical 
proximity and the resulting direct impact, devel-
opments taking place there are particularly rele-
vant from a European perspective.

Internal Migration

As a consequence of global warming, migration 
may occur within the country of ori gin (inter-
nal migration) or to neighbouring countries 
(cross-border or transnational migra tion). If 
long distances are covered, for example across 
continents, this is known as international migra-
tion. It is interesting to take a look at the figures 
for the last few years: in 2015, 8.6 million people 
fled violence and conflict. In the same period, the 
International Displacement Mon itoring Centre 
( IDMC) noted that there were more than twice 
as many displacements due to extreme weather 

Initially a challenge to the political system, envi-
ronmental migration can pose a security risk in 
the short or long term, in the countries of origin, 
transit, and destination. The situa tion is further 
exacerbated by the fact that cli mate change is 
closely interconnected with socio-economic fac-
tors. In the countries of ori gin of environmental 
migrants, it is mainly an issue of increasingly 
scarce resources. Gradual or sudden changes to 
the environment, such as a decline in sources 
of drinking water, soil deg radation, increasing 
desertification, and hab itat loss, are intensify-
ing competition between people. This makes it 
more likely that disputes will arise over resource 
distribution, or even violent clashes about exist-
ing resources. Peo ple decide to leave their home 
countries, or are forced to do so by circumstances. 
Others remain in their country but move else-
where as inter nal migrants. However, environ-
mental change is not the only reason why people 
decide to migrate. It can be a combination of 
many factors, from the type of decision, right 
through to individual possibilities for migration.

Before the security aspect of environmental 
migration is discussed in greater detail, it is nec-
essary to first look at fundamental information 

Flight and migration as a result of armed conflicts of any kind, 
or a lack of economic perspectives have been omnipresent 
reasons for migration movements in the minds of political and 
public stakeholders over recent years. But what about droughts, 
water shortages, and the impact of rising sea levels on islands 
and coastal areas? From a security policy perspective, it is 
advisable to take a closer look at migra tion movements that 
are directly or indirectly linked to climate change, the effects 
of which can be observed worldwide. Because if the expected 
dimensions actually occur, and the international community 
does not create a binding framework for dealing with the 
affected group of persons – both with a view to the legal  
dimension as well as the institutional, political, socio- 
economic and infrastructural conditions in those regions 
concerned – they have the potential to exacerbate current 
instabilities and to destabilise other countries and regions.



3 International Reports  online

events and environmental dis asters (19.2 million 
people).1 By 2016, the gap had grown still further, 
with 24.2 million people fleeing extreme weather 
events and environ mental disasters and 6.9 mil-
lion fleeing violence and conflict. These figures 
only refer to internal migrants as a subgroup of 
the 65 million refu gees counted worldwide in 
2015 and 2016.

Deep inequalities between regions are one rea-
son why people decide to migrate and seek a 
new place to live within their own state, their 
region, or beyond. In North Africa, for example, 
nomadic tribes are abandoning the deserts and 
settling in inhabited areas or moving closer to 
the cities.2 In Morocco, rural-urban migration is 
already occurring because of changes to the envi-
ronment. This rural exodus occurring worldwide 
is likely to be exacerbated by climate change and 
its consequences, posing major challenges for 
cities in the affected regions. Additional people 
result in additional pressure on urban infrastruc-
ture (housing, health care, jobs, schools, etc.) in 
these countries. These cities are often already 
being pushed to breaking point and unable to 
cope with these additional pressures.

Such planned migrations are often determined by 
push and pull factors: those factors, which attract 
migrants to a particular region, and those, which 
deter them from staying in their home region. 
Unexpected environmental changes are not part 
of the equation, as hurricanes, heavy rain, and 
flooding leave no time for considered decisions 
about whether or not to migrate. People who 
leave their homes under such circumstances are 
simply seeking to survive and looking for shel-
ter. According to the International Organization 
for Migration ( IOM), today’s environmental 
migra tion mainly constitutes of internal migra-
tion.3 This trend is likely to intensify. For many 
people, cross-border migration is not an option 
due to their personal circumstances.4 How-
ever, the dimensions surrounding both, inter-
nal migrants and internally displaced persons, 
are based on estimates only. For instance, it is 
merely those people, who crossed a state bor-
der, who are regarded as refugees by and who 
can claim a degree of legal protection from the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees ( UNHCR).5 This prac tice has serious conse-
quences for the care of the people affected. In the 
wake of a sudden natu ral disaster, they usually 
receive international emergency aid, but their 
long-term needs are not secured, particularly in 
light of ongoing cli mate change.

Moreover, environmental migrants have not 
yet been given legal recognition, and there is 
no compulsory recording. Migration or flight 
due to environmental or climate change is not 
covered by international or national legislation. 
Since 1951, the Geneva Convention on Refugees 
has regulated the legal status of refugees under 
international law, but this also offers no help, 
and in fact it completely excludes the protec tion 
of internal migrants, which account for the larg-
est proportion of environmentally-induced flight 
and migration. Today, environmental migrants 
are often lumped in with economic migrants, 
particularly if the exodus takes place as a result 
of gradual environmental changes as opposed 
to hastily leaving their home country; this could 
take the form of a suddenly occurring natural 
catastrophe, for example. A practice that appears 
somewhat short-sighted. For the one part, it does 
not cor respond to the facts, and for the other, it 
offers no prospect of the legal status of environ-
mental migrants being clarified.6

A solution is urgently needed in light of the fact 
that environmental migration is expected to 
increase in the coming decades. This means a 
binding approach under international law must 
be created for this new generation of refugees. 
They need to be provided with a legal status that 
is commensurate with their situation, otherwise 
there is potential for a significant risk to security 
in the broader sense of the word. The human 
dimension of security needs above all to be taken 
into account, that is ensuring the secu rity of the 
individual, as well as ensuring public order and 
promoting a peaceful society.

Useful initial steps were taken in this direction 
when the Nansen Initiative was set up by Nor way 
and Switzerland in 2012. It focusses on devel-
oping appropriate solutions to this issue, and is 
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it difficult for experts to base their estimates on 
reliable research.12 It seems likely that the fig-
ures suggested by Pro fessor Norman Myers of 
Oxford University are the most accurate. In the 
early 2000s, he stated that if global warming 
continued, the world could expect to see around 
200 million migrants by 2050 as a result of cli-
mate change.13 In late 2017, the President of the 
German Federal Intelli gence Service, Bruno Kahl, 
said that the global scale of environmental migra-
tion would grow “dramatically” to reach the hun-
dreds of mil lions.14

In light of the current political situation around 
the globe, it seems likely that migration is set to 
increase rather than decrease. The effects of cli-
mate change will only be clearly felt in the com-
ing years and decades if decisive steps are not 
taken to tackle global warming.

Environmental Migration as a Security Risk

North Africa, the Sahel, the Caribbean, the 
Gulf of Mexico, and South and East Asia are all 

supported by funding from Germany and the 
EU, among others. Its agenda is cur rently being 
advanced by the Platform7 on Dis aster Displace-
ment.8 Another positive step is the inclusion of 
environmental factors and cli mate change as 
causes of migration in the New York Declaration 
for Refugees and Migrants, as agreed at the UN 
Summit for Refugees and Migrants on 19 Sep-
tember 2016.

One Cannot Know How Many There Will Be

Although we understand the challenge, we are 
not currently in a position to make an accurate 
assessment of the likely scale of environmental 
migration. Still, it is expected to affect a signif-
icant number of people.9 Most of the figures 
being bandied about are mere guesstimates, 
i. e. rough esti mates or speculation.10 This is 
mainly because there is no agreement on what 
constitutes a gen erally accepted definition of the 
phenomenon, nor upon the method for collect-
ing figures and data. On top of this, the mani-
fold causes of envi ronmental migration make 
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particularly vulnerable to climate change and its 
impacts. Migration within and from these regions 
can also have a significant impact on neighbour-
ing countries and continents. This in particular 
harbours security policy risks for the countries of 
origin, transit, and reception.

The potential for conflict is exacerbated by inter-
nal migration or by unregulated movements of 
environmental migrants to transit and destina-
tion countries. The following are key questions 
in this respect:

1. Do countries have sufficient capacity to ade-
quately meet the basic needs of migrants in 
terms of food, medical care, housing, jobs, etc. 
in their new place of residence?

2. Could the influx of migrants lead to ethnic or 
religious tensions in transit and destination 
countries?

3. How likely is it that parallel societies will 
develop in the transit or host country, for 
example, due to an existing diaspora of the 
migrants´ own ethnic group?

4. What is the host country willing and able to 
do with regard to granting migrants the right 
of residence and basic rights?

5. Can government bodies in the countries of 
origin, transit, and destination meet this new 
challenge within a reasonable timeframe and 
with adequate resources, if such resources are 
even available?

6. Is the political system in the transit or desti-
nation country sufficiently stable to deal with 
a large influx of migrants (possibly within a 
short period of time)?15

Whether migration ends up being a destabilis-
ing or stabilising factor largely depends on the 
polit ical situation in the countries of origin and 
desti nation. In light of the above factors, the 
distinctive feature of environmental migra-
tion will be the combination of longevity and 
expected magnitude. If entire regions become 

uninhabitable and their inhabitants have to move 
elsewhere, this will be on a scale that we have 
never seen before. This is where environmental 
migration has to be considered from a security 
perspective. In particular, migratory flows involv-
ing “mass and sudden cross-border migration”16 
would trigger a reaction in the host countries con-
cerned and place a severe burden on their local 
infrastructure and supply systems. In general, 
people in host countries are prepared to accept 
the short-term admission of migrants, viewing 
the provision of emergency aid as a humani-
tarian duty. However, the situation is different 
when it comes to accepting migrants on a long-
term or permanent basis. This is where the focus 
is likely to shift towards a mindset of competi-
tion between migrants and the local popula tion, 
particularly with regard to the availability of 
resources in the host country, such as water, food, 
energy, housing, and jobs. These cannot simply 
be expanded ad infinitum, so it would be neces-
sary to share out the existing resources. It is hard 
to imagine that the local population will accept 
a drop in their own standard of living. As such, 
this could potentially lead to conflict between 
the different social groups, or indeed to demar-
cation from each other. In particular, these could 
increase existing conflicts in regions affected by 
environmental migration or its consequences.

Uncontrolled mass migration can also pose a 
threat to external security for the respective 
countries of origin, transit, and destination. If a 
state is unable to control or regulate the influx of 
migrants and thus loses control over its external 
borders, it loses its territorial sovereignty. This 
has a considerable impact on its own stability 
and on the stability of the neighbouring region 
or federation of states to which it belongs.17 Fur-
ther tensions can also be exacerbated if divi-
sions emerge in society. These might involve 
the follow ing: migrants who increasingly align 
themselves with their network or religion; mil-
itant extremist groups that seek to mobilise 
migrants for their own ends; and refugees and 
asylum seekers who are specifically smuggled 
in to carry out violent actions in transit or des-
tination states.18 Further more, right-wing and 
xenophobic groups in the local population may 
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public and of politicians to the consequences 
of mass migration. In order to avoid a similar 
scenario in the future, the international com-
munity, and more specifically Germany and the 
EU, should intensify their support to the regions 
concerned. This could help to prevent the dest-
abilisation of these regions and coun ter another 
massive flow of migrants to Europe. With regard 
to the climate change – migration – security nexus, 
this means there must be a much stronger focus 
on prevention.

Regions in the vicinity of Germany and the Euro-
pean Union, such as North Africa, Sub-Saharan 
Africa, and the Middle East, are particularly vul-
nerable to the consequences of climate change. 
Germany and the EU could conceivably continue 
to pursue their current path of combatting the 
acute effects of displacement and migration and 
their causes, for example within the framework 
of the three special initiatives21 of the German 
Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and 
Development ( BMZ). The aim should be to cre-
ate opportunities at the local level by focussing 
on the economy, trade, education, and employ-
ment. This includes encouraging private sector 
investment in their own countries and the crea-
tion of incentives for foreign investment in the 
region. At this stage, it would be short-sighted 
to concentrate solely on increasing incomes, as 
this would probably only fuel migration further. 
As things stand, cross-border migration is not 
an option for many people because they cannot 
afford it. Therefore, the focus must also be on 
improving people’s lives in the affected regions 
as a whole (e. g. health care, schooling, housing) 
in order to prevent emigration. Training pro-
grammes are vital for harnessing the potential of 
the local workforce. There is also an urgent need 
for educational programmes for the entire popu-
lation of the regions concerned, in order to raise 
awareness and increase their understanding of 
the situation. Many people in the region work in 
agriculture, and they need to be supported with 
adaptation measures to climate change, such as 
through introducing them to new methods of cul-
tivation or by providing them with more resil ient 
seeds. This would provide small-scale farm ers 
with long-term income prospects.

win increasing num bers of supporters. All these 
trends may lead to an erosion of the host state’s 
democratic struc tures. If the political system is 
undermined to the point where a country is no 
longer able to act, this would pose a major secu-
rity risk both for the host country and the inter-
national system.

Other country-specific factors that intensify 
conflict in both the countries of origin and desti-
nation also have to be considered. These include 
economic output, raw material resources, popu-
lation size and expected population growth, and 
the natural environment. In addition, if there 
is already conflict in the immediate vicinity of 
states affected by environmental change, the 
risks of contagion and destabilisation are high. 
It has been shown that environmental migra-
tion can trigger a real chain reaction. It fits into 
the dense web of “undesirable socio-economic 
trends such as overpopulation, poverty, [...] 
famine, political instability and ethnopolitical 
tensions”19, the negative impacts of which are 
often exacerbated by environmental change. 
As a result, efforts in the area of environmental 
and climate policy must also be understood and 
advanced in the sense of preventive security 
policy. A collapse of, or non-compliance with, 
climate change agreements would have a major 
impact on international security and stability.

Recommended Action and Future Prospects

One thing is certain – environmental migration 
is set to increase. It is similarly clear that envi-
ronmental migration poses considerable secu-
rity challenges, which can have global impacts, 
be they direct or indirect. This kind of migration 
initially destabilises the countries of origin. In 
the case of cross-border migration, this insta-
bility can spread to neighbouring countries, or to 
entire regions. Fragile states are at particu lar risk 
of destabilisation when faced with the effects of 
climate change and the resulting envi ronmental 
migration.

The events of 2015/2016, involving partly uncon-
trolled migration to Europe in general and Ger-
many in particular, drew the attention of the 
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However, steps to protect the environment and 
adapt to climate change have to go far beyond 
the agricultural sector. Funding, tech nology, and 
expertise in the field of renewa ble energies, water 
supply, coastal protection, etc. will be required 
to support the affected regions, as stated in the 
final reports of the UN climate conferences. Ger-
many and the EU need to come up with realis-
tic action plans and implement them promptly 
and compre hensively. This kind of preventative 
action will strengthen the resilience of affected 
popula tions, countries, and political institutions. 
In host countries, it is vital to take targeted action 
that cuts across policy fields in order to coun-
teract the destabilising effects of a mass influx 
of environmental migrants. To this end, the 
instruments of development cooperation and 
economic, climate, and security policy must be 
linked together.

In all such efforts to support the economy and 
protect the environment, it is important not to 
neglect the fact that countries in the region are 
required to comply with international law, such 
as human rights legislation. It is also important 
to support the opening up of political systems 
in the region, as this plays a key role in stabilis-
ing the region and, in turn, helps to curtail the 
potential for security problems. Some dictatorial 
regimes lack the will to restrict emigration from 
their countries and effectively counter security 
risks in this way. They often view emigration as 
a way of mitigating domestic problems, such 
as high youth unemployment, while reaping 
the benefits of remittances that migrants send 
back to their home countries. Worldwide private 
money transfers by migrants and refugees to 
their home countries now far exceed global state 
development aid.20

In addition to the approaches described above, 
it is also important to expand research into 
environmental migration. This is the only way 
to gain a better understanding of the impact of 
and challenges posed by environmental migra-
tion, along with more clarity about its scale. 
Only when we understand what we need to pre-
pare for can we develop targeted strategies for 
the countries of origin, transit, and destina tion. 

Existing platforms and databases relating to 
climate events should be involved much more 
in prevention work. For example, the  FEWS 
 NET early warning system could be used to pre-
dict possible droughts, so that the impact of an 
incipient drought on the local population could 
be mitigated. This kind of action, along with pre-
vention in general, would cost the interna tional 
community much less than responding to natu-
ral catastrophes after the event. If cli mate change 
continues to advance as expected, the interna-
tional community must recognise environmental 
migration as an adaptation strat egy. The people 
affected should be provided with an appropriate 
and orderly system to help them adapt to climate 
change. This should include setting up legal 
structures and providing opportunities for legal 
cross-border migration. If migration is to be an 
effective adaptation strat egy to climate change 
and other environmental changes, the global 
migration process has to work in a structured 
manner.

In the short term, German and European lead-
ers should focus on prevention and adopt a more 
enhanced cooperation in view of Africa’s demo-
graphic development, the consequences of cli-
mate change, and growing migratory pres sures. 
This approach should combine devel opment pol-
icy, and humanitarian, economic, diplomatic, and 
security aspects in order to deal with security risks 
at source. Quite apart from environmental migra-
tion, the advance of globalisation, and the grow-
ing inter-con nectedness of so much of the world, 
along with the ever-growing flood of available 
infor mation all provide for an increased mobil-
ity of people. Governments need to pay heed to 
these changes and take them into account when 
drawing up specific legislation. For example par-
ticularly for Germany, this might include a mod-
ern situation-oriented immigration law with a 
range of transfer options enabling the profitable 
usage of the potential created by migration in 
order to benefit the migrant’s host country. The 
authors Goldin and Kutarna refer to the devastat-
ing consequences, especially of economic nature, 
entailed by anti-immigration policies during an 
age of globalisation.21 However, every action 
is not only determined by the way in which it is 
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country, strengthens the legitimacy of these deci-
sions and leads to greater social acceptance. This 
involvement is essential in light of the challenges 
we face in the 21st century.
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